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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Interactions and Contaminations:  
Embodied Practices 

and the Twentieth-Century Actor’s Training

Within the Twentieth-century theatre reform it is possible to trace two 
of the main innovations of the entire century: the work on physical 
actions and the work on the individual. These new elements were ac-
quired and developed by theatre through the action of coeval initiatives 
and experiences in other disciplines. In the Twentieth century theatre 
artists employed these new experiences as subject of experiment aiming 
at producing effects beyond the work on stage, with a spiritual, peda-
gogical, therapeutic purpose, thus crossing the institutional boundaries 
of theatre. Beyond the use of Asian techniques in the well-known West-
ern acting methods, it is possible to detect not only interactions be-
tween Western and other cultures, but also a productive exchange with-
in the European development of different new scientific approaches. 
Following this discourse I am going to present in this chapter outstand-
ing examples of interactions and contaminations between theatre and 
embodied practices coming from different fields and traditions. In the 
first paragraph I will analyse the encounter of Konstantin Stanislavsky 
and the yogic practices. Stanislavsky (1863-1938), probably the most 
well-known among the theatre reformers of the past century, actor 
and theatre director, showed a great interest towards those practices to 
develop his acting method. The case of Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-
1940), Soviet director, pupil of Stanislavsky and creator of theatrical 
biomechanics, can be defined as a reconstruction of an indirect con-
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nection between different practices. In fact, in Meyerhold’s case the 
relationship with embodied practices passes through his great interest 
in the Asian techniques, namely the Chinese xiqu, the Japanese Noh 
Theatre, and the Kabuki, in which spiritual and embodied aspects are 
a part of their own traditional theatrical practice. As I mentioned, in 
this process of interaction it is possible to detect a productive exchange 
also within new European scientific approaches. That is the case of con-
tamination between the development of the acting method of another 
Stanislavsky’s pupil and collaborator, Michael Chekhov (1891-1955) 
and Rudolf Steiner’s (1861-1925) Anthroposophy and Eurythmy. Ana-
lysing the relationship between theatre and embodied practices, which 
very often have a strong spiritual connotation, it is not possible not 
to take into account the work of the Polish master Jerzy Grotowski 
(1933-1999) and his interest on yogic practices in the development of 
his theatrical training for the actor. In the last paragraph I am going to 
consider the cross-cultural perspective of Theatre Anthropology, analys-
ing the notion of pre-expressivity, defined by the Italian theatre director 
Eugenio Barba (1936- ). As we shall see, the fil rouge that links all those 
examples is the common aim shared by these theatre practitioners to 
search for new form of theatrical knowledge. As I already mentioned 
in the first chapter of this dissertation, this concept of ‘knowledge’ as 
to be understood in relation to ‘experience’. In the Twentieth-century 
theatre reform, because of the focus on the actor’s body, these notions 
are not the result of a just theoretical reflection; they are rather related 
to a practical recognition through a physical application or execution. 
Thus, we can refer to the practices at issue as embodied practices of 
knowledge.

Following the chosen examples, Stanislavsky draws upon the yogic 
concept of prana, that I will later examine, to achieve a conscious way 
of approaching organic aspects of human actions, such as the act of 
breathing, which are fundamentally important in the development of 
his acting method. In Meyerhold’s constructivist vision, the body is 
considered as a functioning machine and the main aim of combining 
different techniques within his actor’s training is that to achieve a full 
knowledge of the body in order to be able to use it as an instrument. 
The relationship with the search for a theatrical knowledge is evident 
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in Chekhov’s approach since he directly relies on Steiner’s theory. In 
fact, Steiner himself defines his Anthroposophy as a process to achieve 
a greater knowledge of the inner dimension of the human being. 
Grotowski’s entire life and work, as I will later explain, can be defined 
as an on-going investigation, a process of inquiry within different prac-
tices, through the vehicle of theatre, to extend the range of knowledge 
applicable to his definition of an acting technique. By way of closing 
the circle, Theatre Anthropology is in its very own definition a pro-
cess of investigation of technical knowledge that can be useful to the 
actor’s work. Therefore, we have to consider this concept of theatrical 
knowledge as a holistic system in which its part, namely the mental, the 
physical, and the spiritual, cannot be considered as separated entities 
but rather as a whole. Following and adapting the words of the Japanese 
philosopher Yuasa Yasuo:

[…] true knowledge cannot be obtained simply by means of 
theoretical thinking, but only through “bodily recognition or 
realization” […], that is, through the utilization of one’s total 
mind and body. Simply stated, this is to “learn with the body,” 
not the brain. [We are here in presence of a] a practice that at-
tempts, so to speak, to achieve true knowledge by means of one’s 
total mind and body [and spirit].1

3.1. Stanislavsky and Yoga: Breathing, Concentration, Consciousness
In this dissertation, I am particularly interested in the embodied prac-
tices coming from Asian theatrical traditions and in their influences on 
the Twentieth-century Western actor’s training. As I have already ar-
gued, the link between meditation practices and performative practices 
has to be detected in the actor’s physical work and training. Many of 

 1  Yuasa Yasuo, The Body. Towards and Eastern Mind-Body Theory, trans. Nagatomi 
Shigenori and T.P. Kasulis (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 25-26.
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the most important theatre reformers found in the Asian techniques an 
instrument to access the actor’s body awareness. 

As R. Andrew White states,2 at the end of the Nineteenth century 
Russia was quite interested in religious and occult Spiritualism coming 
from the Far East. In fact, in the mid-1800s the Russian society began 
to experience a spiritual crisis, due to the general materialist, positivist, 
and capitalistic trend, giving rise to a movement inspired by new be-
liefs in the invisible and unrevealed. Such inspiration, quite common 
among artists, gave rise to a concrete interest in exploring alternative 
spirituality3 and therefore to a great number of occult publications and 
new occult movements,4 attended by eminent members of the Russian 
intellectual class,5 such as Stanislavsky.6 

Although very thorough and certainly useful, the previous studies 
on Stanislavsky and Yoga7 focus more on the psychological aspect of his 

 2  R. Andrew White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka: The Influence of Yoga and 
Turn-of-the-Century Occultism on the System,” Theatre Survey null.(1) (2006): 73-
92, accessed October 6, 2014, doi: 10.1017/S0040557406000068.
 3  See John McCannon, “In Search of Primeval Russia: Stylistic Evolution in the 
Landscape of Nicholas Roerich, 1897-1914,” Ecumene 7(3) (2001): 271-297, acces-
sed September 25, 2015, doi: 10.1177/096746080000700303.
 4  See Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, Introduction to The Occult in Russian and Soviet 
Culture, ed. Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal (Ithaca: Cornell Universty Press, 1997), 1-32.
 5  Mikhail Agursky, “An Occult Source of Socialist Realism: Gorky and Theories of 
Thought Transference,” in The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture, ed. Bernice Glatzer 
Rosenthal (Ithaca: Cornell Universty Press, 1997), 247-272. Agursky describes here, 
for example, the interest of Maxim Gorky in Theosophy, a system primarily based on 
the philosophies of Buddhism and Brahmanism.
 6  See White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 73.
 7  See William H. Wegner, “The Creative Circle: Stanislavski and Yoga,” Educational 
Theatre Journal 28(1) (1976): 85-89; Mel Gordon, The Stanislavsky Technique: Russia 
(New York: Applause, 1987), 30-37; Sharon M. Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus (Am-
sterdam: Harwood Academic Publishing, 1998), 138-145. This last study is proba-
bly the most accurate about the relationship between Yoga and the system. Besides 
White’s article, there are other two works that should be taken in great consider-
ation: Rose Whyman, The Stanislavsky System of Acting: Legacy and Influence in Mod-
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work.8 Nevertheless, as White also pointed out, it is important to pay 
attention to the spiritual aspects of Stanislavsky’s thought, in order to 
identify those “notions drawn from Eastern mysticism in general and 
Yoga in particular [which] found their way into his system”.9

However, as Sergei Tcherkasski points out, starting from 
Stanislavsky’s writings does not allow us to immediately connect them 
with yoga practices. In fact, already in his late-1920s official works 
Stanislavsky made little or no mention of Eastern philosophy and yoga. 
We might attribute this to a sort of self-censure by Stanislavsky, due 
to the Socialist Realism of Stalin’s ideology which did not approve of 
the influence of mystical sources on Russian theatre. The word “yoga” 
cannot be found in My Life in Art (1926) nor in the Russian edition of 
An Actor’s Work on Himself in the Creative Process of Experiencing (1938). 
It will appear in 1955 with the publication of the third volume of the 
eight-volume collection of Stanislavsky’s writings. In this publication, 
in fact, in a comment there is an explanation concerning the replace-
ment of the term ‘prana’, borrowed from the Hindu yogic philosophy, 
with the more scientific term ‘muscular energy’.10

Therefore, it is possible to retrace the history of this interest in the 
spiritual sphere and its practical influence on the development of his sys-
tem not only from Stanislavsky’s own writings, but also on the basis of 
the statements of some of Stanislavky’s well-known pupils, such as Vera 
Soloviova (1892-1986), Vera Fyodorovna Komissarzhevskaya (1864-
1910) and Michael Chekhov (1891-1955). Vera Komissarzhevskaya is 

ern Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 76-88 and Sergei 
Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System and Yoga Philosophy and 
Practice,” in Stanislavski Studies 1 (2012): 7-42, accessed September 25, 2016, doi: 
10.1080/20567790.2012.11428582.
 8  For an accurate historical and philological inquiry on the subject at issue and an 
analysis of the relationship between Stanislavsky and science see also the following 
recent publication: Sergei Tcherkasski, Stanislavsky and Yoga (London: Routledge Ica-
rus, 2016).
 9  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 73.
 10  See Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 8.
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especially well known for her belief in “the notion that art could pro-
vide a transcendent, spiritual experience”.11 In fact she stated:

[…] the human mind, the human soul should strive to find in 
art the key to the knowledge of “the eternal”, to the solution of 
the profound mysteries of the world, the key which will open 
up the world of the spirit. The actor should touch on the still 
unexplored depths of the human in the divine and of the divine 
in the human.12

These words show what Catherine Schuler described as a “taste for mys-
ticism and desire for spiritual transcendence through the medium of 
performance”.13 Recalling her work with Stanislavsky during the period 
of the First Studio and describing some of the training exercises, Vera 
Soloviova wrote:

We worked a great deal on concentration. It was called ‘To get 
into the circle’. We imagined a circle around us and sent ‘prana’ 
rays of communion into the space and to each other. Stanislavsky 
said ‘send the prana there – I want to reach through the tip of 
my finger – to God – the sky – or, later on, my partner. I believe 
in my inner energy and I give it out – I spread it.14

Soloviova here underlines that the members of the First Studio were 
directly experimenting with the practice of Yoga and specifically with 
yogic techniques. She mentioned specific words such as ‘prana’, ‘inner 
energy’, clearly related to yogic experience, and therefore showed how 
the First Studio members were undoubtedly drawing their acting exer-

 11  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 74.
 12  Cited in Victor Borovsky, A Triptych from the Russian Theatre: The Kommissar-
zhevskys (London: Hurst & Comapany, 2001), 167, cited in White, “Stanislavsky and 
Ramacharaka,”74.
 13  Catherine Shuler, Women in Ryssian Theatre: The Actress in the Silver Age (New 
York: Routledge, 1996), 177.
 14  Paul Gray, “The Reality of Doing: Interviews with Vera Soloviova, Stella Adler, 
and Sanford Meisner,” in Stanislavski and America, ed. Erika Munk (New York: Hill 
& Wang, 1964), 211.
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cises from Yoga. As Elena Polyakova points out, referring to this group 
of acting students: 

[…] in less than spacious quarters that Stanislavsky had rented 
for them on Tverskaya Street … they ‘radiated’ and were ‘radi-
ated’, ‘closed the circle’, developed their powers of observation 
and fostered their ‘creative self-awareness’.15

The particular word used by Polyakova, “radiation”, represents one of 
the main points of connection with another of Stanislavsky’s pupils, 
probably one of the best known, Michael Chekhov. It is possible to find 
in Chekhov’s words not only the evidence of the use of yoga practices 
during his apprenticeship with Stanislavsky, but also the influence of his 
mentor’s perspective on his own future work. About his education dur-
ing the First Studio Chekhov claimed: “the philosophy of yogis was per-
ceived by me quite objectively, … without any inner resistance”;16 and 
later, about his own work, he mentioned the actor’s ability “to Radiate 
out of himself emotions, Feelings, Will-impulses, and images while on 
stage”.17 Starting from this perspective, Chekhov developed specific ex-
ercises that could allow the actor to develop “Radiating movements”:18

[…] look sharply at some point, radiating from your eyes; ra-
diate from your forehead; open your arms and hands, radiat-
ing from your palms; radiate while moving your hand from one 
point in the room to the other; do the same with your glance, 
with your whole figure, and so on.19

 15  Elena Polyakova, Stanislavsky, trans. Liv Tudge (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 
1982), 217.
 16  Michael Chekhov, Literaturnoye naslediye, in 2 vols. ed. M.O. Knebel et al. (Mos-
cow: Isskusstvo, 1986), vol. 1, 107, cited in translation by Tcherkasski, “Fundamen-
tals of the Stanislavsky System,” 12.
 17  Michael Chekhov, On the Technique of Acting, ed. Mel Gordon (New York: Harper 
Collins, 1991), 114.
 18  Michael Chekhov, To the Actor: On the Technique of Acting (New York: Harper & 
Brothers, 1953), 12.
 19  Chekhov, On the Technique of Acting, 116-117.
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Another example of similar exercises is the following:

While radiating strive, in a sense, to go out and beyond bound-
ary of your body. Send your rays in different directions from 
the whole body at once and afterward through its various part – 
arms, hands, fingers, palms, forehead, chest and back. You may 
not use the center of your chest as the mainspring of your radi-
ation. Fill the entire space around you with these radiations.20

Chekhov’s student Beatrice Straight later described his exercises on ra-
diation as “beaming an aura, sending out qualities, in an almost mysti-
cal sense”,21 defining them as “soul exercises”.22 And Chekhov himself 
considered as result of this kind of exercises the occurring of “a sensa-
tion of the actual existence and significance of your inner being”.23 

Stanislavsky, struggling to find a single word that might define the 
actor’s specific capacity to transmit an “internal, invisible, spiritual”24 
current of energy to the audience, started to use the words “radiation” 
for sending out energy, and “irradiation”,25 for receiving it.26 Therefore, 
Chekhov’s words show such an interest in Yoga practice and, at the 
same time, the fact that, being in all likelihood influenced by his peri-

 20  Chekhov, To the Actor, 12.
 21  Cited in Foster Hirsch, A method to their Madness: The History of the Actor Studio 
(Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2002), 347.
 22  Hirsch, A method to their Madness, 64.
 23  Chekhov, To the Actor, 12.
 24  K. S. Stanislavskij, Rabota aktera nad soboi, Chast’ I [An Actor’s Work on Himself, 
Part I], vol. 2 of Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh [Collected Works in Nine Vol-
umes], ed. O. N. Efremov (Moscow, Iskusstvo, 1989), 338, cited in translation by R. 
Andrew White, Radiation and the Transmission of Energy from Staninslavsky to Michael 
Chekhov, in “Performance and Spirituality,” 1 (2009): 23.
 25  K. S. Stanislavskij, Rabota aktera nad soboi, Chast’ I [An Actor’s Work on Himself, 
Part I], vol. 2 of Sobranie sochinenii v deviati tomakh [Collected Works in Nine Vol-
umes], ed. by O. N. Efremov, Moscow, Iskusstvo, 1989, p. 338, cited in translation by 
R. Andrew White, “Radiation and the Transmission of Energy from Stanislavsky to 
Michael Chekhov,” Performance and Spirituality 1 (2009): 23.
 26  See White, “Radiation and the Transmission of Energy,” 23-24.
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od of work with Stanislavsky, he “invokes Eastern spiritual philosophy 
which depicts energy as a transcendent force that a person may either 
absorb or send out”.27

The above-mentioned examples were all provided by actors belong-
ing to the First Studio,28 which seems to have been the territory for 
the introduction of the Indian yogic practices in the actor’s education. 
However, in the notes of the Opera singer Concordia Antarova (1886-
1959), it is clear that Stanislavsky’s advices to singers about rhythmic 
principles and breath control were related to the use of yogic practices, 
and furthermore this shows that the relationship between Stanislavsky 
and Yoga influenced also the work in the Opera Studio29 of the Bolshoi 
Theatre.30 Words like “Hindu sage”, “Hindu proverb”, “breathed-
through” are often employed by Antarova in the description of exercises 
or advices given by Stanislavsky to the singers on connecting “rhythm 
of breathing and concentration”.31

Stanislavky’s high consideration of the importance of breathing in 
relation to attention and concentration can be detected in his own 
words, during one of his lectures for the singers of the Bolshoi Opera 
Studio between 1918 and 1922:

 27  White, “Radiation and the Transmission of Energy,” 24.
 28  Stanislavsky starts up the First Studio in 1911 which is apparently the same year 
in which he had access to publications on Yoga.
 29  According to Jean Benedetti, The Opera Studio of the Bolshoi Theatre was found-
ed in 1919 with a group of singers from the Bolshoi and students from the Conser-
vatoire. In 1924 the name of the studio became Stanislavsky Opera Studio, separated 
from the Bolshoi, and later Opera Studio-Theatre in 1926,, and definitively became 
the Stanislavsky Opera Theatre in 1928. Stanislavsky continued to direct Operas here 
until his death, in 1938 during the work on the production of Verdi’s Rigoletto. See 
Jean Benedetti, Stanislavski: His Life in Art, 2nd edn. (London: Methuen, 1999), 255-
256 and Whyman, The Stanislavsky System of Acting, 135-136.
 30  See Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 14-15.
 31  See K.E. Antarova, ed., Besedy K. S. Stanislavskogo v Studii Boshogo teatra v 1918-
1922, (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1952), 73-74, 100, cited in Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals 
of the Stanislavsky System,” 14-15.
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Let’s ask ourselves: is there an analogy between concentration 
and breathing? Not only is there, but every person, if healthy, 
breathes rhythmically… Your breathing is strictly rhythmical. 
And only then does it replenish all the creative functions of your 
organism; the heart beats evenly and clearly and harmoniously 
responds to the rhythm of the breath.

What happens to you if you are distressed, upset, irritated or 
become enraged? … Not only are you unable to contain your 
passions, but you cannot even command the rhythm of your 
breath… You don’t inhale air through the nose, but through the 
mouth, and that disrupts even more the entire operation of your 
organism.32

On a careful reading of these words it is clear that Stanislavsky was well 
aware of the interdependence between rhythmic breathing and concen-
tration. The inextricable link between these two skills suggests that the 
actor must master/control his/her breathing in order to access a state 
of concentration and, as we will see later, these two terms are precisely 
two of the three main connection points between Stanislavsky’s system 
and Yoga.

Stanislavsky came in contact with the yogic practice in different 
times and situations. The first occasion, chronologically speaking, dates 
back to 1906, while he was on tour in Hamburg, playing Astrov in 
Uncle Vanya.33 According to A. L. Fovitzky, he adapted some of these 
techniques to his work on concentration: 

[Stanislavsky] found a hint in the practices of the wise men of 
the Buddhist religion – and thenceforth he required his actors 
to practice long psychophysical exercises as a means of cultivat-
ing concentration of attention… Following these teachings of 

 32  K. S. Stanislavskij, Besedy v studii Bol’shogo teatra v 1918-1922 [Lectures in the Bol-
shoi Studio Theatre] (Moscow: Vserossiisnoe teatral’noe obshchestvo, 1947), 62, cited 
in translation by White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 84.
 33  See White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 78 and Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals 
of the Stanislavsky System,” 10.



105

Interactions and Contaminations

Oriental metaphysics, his followers strove to visualize the elusive 
“ego” – to live, while on the stage, the life of the spirit and to 
become acquainted with strange phases of spiritual life.34

Ten years later Stanislavsky had another opportunity to learn about 
Yoga and Hinduism, this time thanks to the Moscow Art Theatre. Di-
rector Nemirovich-Danchenko organised a meeting with a Yogi to dis-
cuss Hinduism with the members of the company in the occasion of 
the production of a play by the Bengali writer Rabindranath Tagore, a 
production which was later cancelled.35 

Nevertheless, the most significant moment probably dates back to 
1911, the year in which he came into contact with the book Hatha 
Yoga; or The Yogi Philosophy of Physical Well-Being by Yogi Ramacharaka, 
in the Russian translation by V. Singh (St. Petersburg, 1909).36 All the 
studies about Stanislavsky and Yoga agree on this event and Tcherkass-
ki, using the memories of the actress N. A. Smirnova, reports the exact 
episode that took place during a summer vacation with Stanislavky’s 
family in Saint-Lunaire.37 During a conversation with his son’s tutor, 
the medical student N. V. Demidov, Stanislavky expressed his consid-
erations on the development of his system. Apparently Demidov, who 
besides studying at Moscow University had followed classes of Tibetan 
medicine at St. Petersburg’s Russian-Buryat school, told him:

[…] ‘Why would you want to invent exercises and search for the 
names of the things that had been named long, long ago. I will 
give you the books. Read Hatha Yoga and Raja Yoga. That will 
interest you, because many of your thoughts coincide with the 
things written there.’ Indeed Konstantin Sergeyevich got inter-
ested and it looks like these books provided proof and explana-

 34  A. L. Fovitzky, The Moscow Art Theatre and Its Distinguishing Characteristics (New 
York: A. Chernoff, 1923), 42.
 35  See Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 140.
 36  Yogi Ramacharaka, Hatha Yoga; or The Yogi Philosophy of Physical Well-Being (Chi-
cago: Yogi Publication Society, 1904).
 37  See Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 10.
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tion of many of his own discoveries in the sphere of psychology 
of creative work on stage.38

It has also been reported that after this episode, once back in Mos-
cow, Stanislavsky bought the book and “thoroughly studied it which is 
proved by the copy, held in the Museum of the Moscow Art Theatre”.39 
This was not the only book with which he came into contact. In fact, 
Stanislavsky’s personal library contained at least three books about Ra-
macharaka: Hatha Yoga, that I have already mentioned, Raja Yoga or 
Mental Development and Teachings of Yoga about the Mental World of the 
Person.40

Stanislavsky’s collaboration with Leopold Antonovich Sulerzhitsky 
(1873-1916) also contributed to his discovery of yogic, spiritual world. 
Sulerzhitsky was appointed by Stanislavsky as artistic and administra-
tive director of the First Studio: many students defined him as an un-
conventional director able to give a “spiritual prompting”.41 Stanislavky 
said about him: “Sulerzhitsky dreamt, along with me, of creating some-
thing like a spiritual order of artists”.42

Familiar with Eastern religion, Suler probably introduced Stanislavsky 
to the practice of morning meditation, having followed Dukhobors’ 
meditative practices43 in Canada:44 they used to meditate in silent, in a 
relaxed position, visualizing the solution for the forthcoming task of the 
day.45 Of course this kind of meditation is not directly connected with 
yogic techniques, but Suler’s personal inclination towards such spiritual 

 38  Cited in Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 10.
 39  Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 10.
 40  See Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 212.
 41  Alexei Diky, Povest’ o teatral’ noi iunosti [A story of Theatrical Youth] (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 
1957), 214, cited in translation by White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 78.
 42  K. S. Stanislavsky, My Life in Art (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1924), 437.
 43  The Dukhobors’ meditative practice is referred to a Spiritual Christian religious 
group of Russian origin that migrated to Canada in the end of 1800s. See Joseph 
Elkinton, The Doukhobors, their history in Russia, their migration to Canada (Philadel-
phia: Ferris & Leach, 1903).
 44  See Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals of the Stanislavsky System,” 8.
 45  See Mel Gordon, The Stanislavsky Technique, 31-32.
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practices had certainly “contributed to Stanislavsky’s understanding of 
Yoga”.46

They worked together on a series of exercises especially based on the 
yogic concept of prana, related to breathing techniques and concen-
tration practices. Stanislavsky explicitly remarked: “they [the Hindus] 
believe in the existence of so-called prana, a vital energy, a force that 
gives life to all of our body. According to their notions, the main supply 
of prana is located in the solar plexus, from where it is sent out to every 
organism”.47 The description is explicitly similar to the words employed 
by Ramacharaka in his definition of prana. In the Yogic text prana is 
indeed defined as “Vital Force”, “active principle of life”, and the solar 
plexus that “radiates strength and energy to all parts of the body” is 
identified as “the great central storehouse of Prana”.48 The reading of 
this book introduced Stanislavsky to the principles of the Hindu Yogic 
practice that can be traced back to the ancient Yoga Sutras attributed to 
its founder Patanjali and written in India in the third century A.D.49 
The original structure of the classical Yoga consists of eight steps, stages 
or limbs:50

• Yama (regulation of behaviour and moral imperatives/doctrines)
• Niyama (religious rules for the practice of self-purification)
• Asana (yogic postures based on the unification of body and mind 

through physical exercises)

 46  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 79.
 47  K. S. Stanislavskij, typescript of Rabota aktera nad soboi, Chast’ I, Okonchatel’nyi 
dlia Ameriki [An Actor’s Work on Himself, Part I, Final Draft for America], the Elizabeth 
Reynolds Hapgood Papers, *T-Mss 1992-039, Billy Rose Theatre Collection, New 
York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Series II, Translations, 1930–1973, Box 
7, Folder 6, chap. 10.9. Cited White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 80.
 48  Yogi Ramacharaka, Hatha Yoga, 151, 158.
 49  See Barbara Stoler Miller, ed. and trans., Yoga, Discipline of Freedom: The Yoga 
Sutras Attributed to Patanjali (New York: Bantam Books, 1998) and B. K. S. Iyengar, 
Light on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali: Patanjala Yoga Pradipika (New Delhi: India, 
Harper Collins, 1993).
 50  See Jean Varenne, Yoga and the Hindu Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1976).
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• Pranayama (control of prana – vital energy – through rhythmic 
breathing)

• Pratyahara (based on inner spiritual power; withdrawal of senses 
from the object of desire)

• Dharana (mind concentration)
• Dhyana (meditation)
• Samadhi (superconscious condition, ecstasy)

As also White points out, the book about Hatha Yoga used by 
Stanislavsky concerns specifically the work on the third and fourth 
stages of the Patanjali Yoga: asana and pranayama. However the word 
asana does not appear in Ramacharaka’s publication; in fact, he gave us 
the account of a series of simple “Yogic Physical Exercises”.51 About the 
work on this two stages White wites:

Mastery of posture is designed to facilitate physical health, 
strength, flexibility, relaxation, and ultimately, the pranayama 
associated with seated meditation. Through pranayama, the as-
pirant is said to cultivate awareness of the motion of vital energy 
(prana) in the body, and directs its movements through mastery 
of rhythmic breath control.52

Going into the heart of the matter, we can identify what Stanislavsky 
considered crucial in the application of such practices: the work on 
breathing and concentration. He considers these two terms so impor-
tant for the actor’s work that this latter “must learn to control them as 
centers of primary importance”, because they constitute the forces that 
“engender all of the person’s creativity”.53 He also underlines the com-
plete interdependence of breathing and concentration, which recalls 
again the yogic concept of total interconnection of body and mind, 
arising from the work on the asana.

 51  See Ramacharaka, Hatha Yoga, 195-204, 101-126, 159-168.
 52  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 83.
 53  Stanislavskij, Besedy v studii Bol’shogo teatra, cited in translation by White, “Stan-
islavsky and Ramacharaka,” 84.



109

Interactions and Contaminations

[…] calm breathing – healthy thoughts, healthy body, healthy 
feelings, easily collected concentration; disturbed rhythm of 
breathing – always a disturbed psyche, always painful sensations 
and always completely scattered concentration.54

However, the most accurate connection between Stanislavsky’s writ-
ings and Hatha Yoga can be found in the rehearsals notes written during 
the classes for actors at Moscow Art Theatre. As Carnicke, White, Why-
man and Tcherkasski have reported,55 Stanislavsky showed not only a 
deep understanding of the function of prana, but, in his notes, provid-
ed a sort of synopsis of Hatha Yoga:

(a) Prana – vital energy – is taken from breath, food, the sun, 
water, and human auras. (b) When a person dies, prana goes 
into the earth through maggots, into microorganisms. (c) “The 
Self ” – “I am” – is not prana, but that which brings all prana 
together into one. (d) As prana it travels in the blood and nerves, 
with the chewing of food through the teeth, with breathing, 
with the drinking of fresh water, with the sun’s rays… [I]n order 
to receive more prana inhale – 6 beats of the heart – exhale; 3 
beats of the heart – hold the breath. Progress up to 15 beats of 
the heart […].56

Here again, the similarity with Ramacharaka’s discussion about prana 
is clear:

Man obtains Prana as well as nourishment from his food – Prana 
as well as a cleansing effect from the water he drinks – Prana 
properly distributed as well as mere muscular development in 

 54  Stanislavskij, Besedy v studii Bol’shogo, cited in translation by White, “Stanislavsky 
and Ramacharaka,” 84.
 55  See Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 141; White “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 
83; Whyman, The Stanislavsky System of Acting, 83 and Tcherkasski, “Fundamentals 
of the Stanislavsky System,” 13.
 56  K.S. Stanislavski, Iz zapisnykh knizhek [From Notebooks], 2 vols. (Moscow: Vse-
rossiisnoe teatral’noe obshchestvo, 1986), vol. 2, 220–221; cited in translation by 
Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 141; cited by White “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 
83. N.B. work point “d” appears in White and not in Carnicke.
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physical exercises – Prana as well as heat from the rays of the sun 
– Prana as well as oxygen from the air he breathes […].57

Stanislavsky, then, introduced into his practical exercises also the 
idea of prana, connected with concentration:

We shall begin with the art of experiencing…the elements of 
creative sense of the self are a) freedom of the body (the mus-
cles), b) concentration, c) activeness. […] Sitting exercises.  
a) Sit and identify the place which is tense. b) Free up to the 
point where you can freely turn with the neck and so on. c) 
Don’t stiffen into immobility. Pay attention to the movement of 
the prana. d) The prana moves, flows like mercury, like a snake 
from the beginning of the hands to the fingertips, from the hips 
to the toes […].58

On attention and concentration, Stanislavsky was also inspired 
by another book by Ramacharaka, Raja Yoga or Mental Development, 
which is focused on how to maintain the concentration and how to 
access a higher consciousness through meditation.59 

Both Ramacharaka and Stanislavsky offer traditional beginning 
Yoga exercises, which involve concentrating on objects and re-
taining their details once those objects are removed from view. 
Stanislavsky, however, adapts the exercises to the stage, incorpo-
rating them into his famous exercises in “Circles of Attention” 
(krugi vnimaniia), which are designed to cultivate the “public 
solitude” (publichnoe odinochestvo) necessary to both concentra-
tion and the eradication of an actor’s self-consciousness.60

 57  Ramacharaka, Hatha Yoga, 149-150; cited also by White “Stanislavsky and Ram-
acharaka,” 83.
 58  Stanislavski, Iz zapisnykh knizhek, 220–221; cited in translation by R. Whyman, 
The Stanislavsky System of Acting, 83.
 59  Ramacharaka, Raja Yoga or Mental Development (Chicago: Yogi Publication Soci-
ety, 1906).
 60  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 85.
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And it is also important to mention Ramacharaka’s words on attention: 

The actor, or preacher, or orator, or writer, must lose sight of 
himself to get the best result. Keep the Attention fixed on the 
thing before you, and let the self take care of itself.61

The last concept that Stanislavsky elaborates, starting from Raja Yoga, 
is the crucial notion of the superconscious. According to Carnicke, he 
works on this notion dividing the actor’s unconscious in two spheres: 
“the subconscious”, present in each person, and “the superconscious”, 
which transcends the individual.62 Stanislavsky later put great emphasis 
on this last notion, describing it as the actor’s ultimate destination. In 
fact he stated: “the superconscious above all elevates the human soul, 
which is exactly why it must be valued and guarded above all else in our 
art”.63 This quote probably refers to the last yogic stage named Samadhi, 
that precisely allows the meditator to access a different, extra-ordinary 
kind of consciousness, or, in Stanislavsky’s words, to access a supercon-
ciousness.

In conclusion, Stanislavsky’s effort to apply Yoga to the develop-
ment of his system “exhibits a desire to join holistically mysticism and 
science”.64 Therefore, at this point, it is possible to say that “Yogic and 
occult philosophy offered him a holism that Western rationalism alone 
could not”.65

“For the Yogi, the object of meditation is God – claims White – For 
Stanislavsky, the object of meditation is the role”.66 I would rephrase this, 
saying that for the Yogi the object of meditation is God and for Stanislavsky 
the object of meditation is the work on oneself, in the interdependence of 
body and mind; the role is its outcome, the result of such a work.

 61  Ramacharaka, Raja Yoga, 111-112.
 62  Carnicke, Stanislavsky in Focus, 181.
 63  Cited in White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 85.
 64  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 76.
 65  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 76.
 66  White, “Stanislavsky and Ramacharaka,” 87.
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3.2. Mechanics of the bios: Meyerhold and the Asian Techniques
At first glance the relationship between Vsevolod Meyerhold’s work and 
the ritualistic and spiritual practices can be considered as a paradox, 
given the constructivist matrix of his work.67 Nevertheless, it is possible 
to reconstruct an indirect connection between these different practices, 
by identifying those intermediate passages, characterised by the com-
mon interest in the Asian techniques. In techniques such as the Chinese 
xiqu, the Japanese Noh Theatre, and the Kabuki, the ritualistic and 
spiritual aspects are a part of their own traditional theatrical practice.68 
In fact, “the training process in such Asian disciplines is not simply like 
ritual [or spiritual] process. It is a ritual process. The result may be just 
as radical and effective transformation of the individual as what occurs 
in healing or life-cycle rituals”.69

These Asian tradition deeply fascinated Meyerhold, so that he often 
mentioned them in his writings and even included them in his ‘Studio 
Program’ for the acting course 1916-1917 in the following caption: 
“Stage and acting conventions in the Japanese and Chinese Theatre”.70 
He also employed them to highlight his conception of movement’s 

 67  See Mel Gordon, Meyerhold’s Biomechanics, in Acting (Re) Considered, ed. Phillip 
B. Zarrilli (London: Routledge), 1995, 110.
 68  On spirituality in traditional Chinese Opera and Japanese Theatre see: Min Tian, 
“Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang: Staging the Grotesque and the Beautiful,” Compar-
ative Drama 33(2) (1999): 234-269; and Kathryn Wylie-Marques, “Opening the Ac-
tor’s Spiritual Heart: the Zen Influence on Nô Training and Performance: with Notes 
on Stanislavski and the Actor’s Spirituality,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 
18(1) (2003): 131-160. The authors tackle the strong relationship with Daoism and 
Buddhism concerning the Chinese Opera, and with Zen Buddhism in Zeami’s Noh 
Theatre.
 69  Phillip Zarrilli, “What does it mean to “become a character”: power, presence, and 
transcendence in Asian in-body disciplines of practice,” in By means of performance. 
Intercultural studies of theatre and ritual, eds. R. Schechner, W. Appel (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 133. (my italics).
 70  V. E. Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, trans. and ed. by Edward Braun (London: 
Methuen & Co Ltd, 1969), 154.
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higher power of expression with respect to the ‘spoken word’; as he 
writes: “[a]t the point where the spoken word fails in its power of ex-
pression the language of the dance begins. In the Nō theatre of ancient 
Japan […] performers were expected to be dancers as well as actors”.71 

According to Robert Leach, the geographical location of Russia led 
Meyerhold to use and to directly experience the techniques of Japanese 
and Chinese traditional theatre.72 He probably attended the Japanese 
performances of Otodziro Kawakami’s troupe for the first time during 
their Russian tour in 1902 and later to Sada Yacco in 1909.73 In April 
1935, at the Central Art Workers’ Club in Moscow, he hosted the actor 
of the traditional Chinese xiqu,74 Mei Lanfang, as guest appearance. 
After observing Mei Lanfang’s performance, he stated: “Now we have 
clearly seen that Mei Lanfang’s arrival will be terribly significant for the 
future destiny of the Soviet theatre”,75 recalling Eisenstein’s definition 
of Lanfang as “the greatest master of form”.76 Deeply impressed by the 
Chinese actor’s physicality, Meyerhold appreciated Mei Lanfang’s per-
formance for its genuine theatrical art, that was the target of his own re-

 71  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 86.
 72  See Robert Leach, Vsevolod Meyerhold (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1989), 55.
 73  See Edward Braun, Meyerhold: A Revolution in Theatre (London: Methuen Drama, 
1979), 39-40.
 74  See Leach, Vsevolod Meyerhold, 55-56; and Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lan-
fang,” 234.
 75  V. E. Meyerhold, “O Gastroliakh Mei Lan-Fana (On Mei Lanfang: Artist on Tour)”, 
in Tvorchesko Neasledie Vs. E. Meierhol’da, (The Creative Legacy of V. O. Meyerhold) eds. 
L. D. Vendrovskai and O. V. Fevral’skii, (Moscow, 1978), 97. Beatrice Picon-Vallin 
includes this article 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. 
4, 379-380; quoted in translation by Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 235.
 76  See Mei Shaowu, Mei Lanfang as Seen by His Foreign Audiences and Critics, in Wu 
Zuguang, Huang Zuolin, and Mei Shaowu, Peking Opera and Mei Lanfang: A Guide 
to China’s Traditional Theatre and the Art of Its Great Master (Beijing: New World 
Press, 1981), 63.
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search. In fact, in developing his Theatre of Convention,77 he established 
a connection with these forms of the traditional theatre of the Sixteenth 
and Seventieth centuries: “from the old theatre one must select those 
architectural features which best convey the spirit of the work. […] 
The theatres of the far West (France, Italy, Spain and England) and the 
far East were jingling with the bells of pure theatricality”.78 Meyerhold 
linked this concept of pure theatricality to the stylization of gesture and 
movement and he related this concept to the materiality of the ‘poetic’ 
and ‘symbolic’ expression of Asian conventional theatre. As we shall see, 
Meyerhold assimilated some mechanisms and conventions of Japanese 
and Chinese traditional theatre, using them to develop his own bio-
mechanical system, and the performance of Mei Lanfang undoubtedly 
influenced and reinforced his vision. In fact, in a letter dated 1929, he 
had written: “I profoundly believe that the newest technical achieve-
ments in the Soviet theatre grew on the roots of conventional theatre in 
exotic countries, mainly Japan and China”.79 

As Min Tian points out, in the traditional Chinese theatrical form 
its conventionality is an aspect that cannot be left out of consideration: 

Chinese xiqu does not attempt a photographic representation 
of life; real life and emotion are condensed, sublimated and ex-
pressed in a whole series of organic artistic forms and conven-
tions crystallised and perfected over centuries.80

The conventionality of Chinese xiqu, which does not rely on a realistic 
scenery, emphasises the importance of the actor’s body movements and 
gestures, attributing to the actor a central role and thus stimulating the 

 77  See Meyerhold, Écrits sur le Théâtre, Vol. 1, 105-109, 119-123. On the different 
translations of the Russian term Uslovnost (convention) see Tian, “Meyerhold Meets 
Mei Lanfang,” 263n.
 78  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 100.
 79  V. E. Meyerhold, Perepiska 1896-1939, (Correspondence 1896-1939), eds. V.P. 
Korshunov and M. M. Sitkovetskaia (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1976), 296-297, cited in 
translation by Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 236.
 80  Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 241.
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spectator’s imagination.81 This last principle seems to be definitely in 
accordance with Meyerhold’s idea of a stylistic-conventional method 
that “presupposes the existence of a fourth creator – namely the specta-
tor”82 – in addition to the author, the director and the actor. In pursuit 
of a stylised form of theatre in which the actor’s movements represent 
the device of the pure theatrical expression, Meyerhold introduced the 
concept of “pre-acting”, postulating that “the actor’s work consists in 
the artful juxtaposing of acting and pre-acting” and underlining more-
over that it was the “favorite device in the old Japanese and Chinese 
theatre”.83 Meyerhold’s concept of pre-acting was aimed at developing 
a stylised form of “scenic situation”, in order to prepare “the specta-
tor’s perception”.84 To do so, in Meyerhold constructivist vision, theatre 
should not rely on realistic artifices nor should it try to present a “pho-
tographic reproduction of life”. On the contrary, assuming that “art 
and life are governed by different laws”, theatre should rely exclusively 
on the laws of art.85 And the art of movement is precisely the theatrical 
means that responds only to such laws:

The concept of movement is subject to the laws of artistic form. 
Movement is the most powerful means of theatrical expression. 
The role of movement is more important than that of any other 
theatrical element. […] The spectator can understand the actor’s 
thoughts and impulses from his moves, gestures and facial ex-
pressions.86

Another aspect of the traditional xiqu that can be detected in Mey-
erhold’s work concerns the rhythmical and musical quality of Chinese 
acting.87 In fact, besides the idea of conventional theatre, Meyerhold 

 81  See Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 241.
 82  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 63.
 83  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 205-206.
 84  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 206.
 85  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 147.
 86  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 47.
 87  See Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 245.
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emphasised the pivotal importance of rhythm and music in the actor’s 
work, defining rhythm “as the basis of all dramatic expression”.88 As 
Meyerhold himself stated, his use of music was certainly influenced 
by the work of Wagner, Appia, Dalcroze as well as by Chinese and 
Japanese theatre.89 In fact, he had remarked that in all those practices 
“music flows in time with the actor’s moves about the stage and the mo-
ments when he is stationary”.90 According to Meyerhold, thanks to the 
use of the music, it is possible to create a form of polyphony between 
the actor’s movements and the presence of music on stage. And, since 
they do not always coincide, a new significance can be ascribed to the 
pauses between the actor’s movements, which, like in music, should not 
be considered as the absence of motion, but as the preservation of the 
essential element of motion, in other words, as the sublimation of the 
movement.91 

After attending Mei Lanfang’s performance, in a conversation with 
theatre students Meyerhold emphasised the importance of movements 
in Chinese theatre, in which everything is based on “a subtle sense of 
rhythm”,92 and he especially mentioned Mei’s peculiar sense of rhythm, 
pointing out that “in these movements there is so much dance; in the 
dance there is so much rhythm”.93 

Chinese xiqu is essentially a musical theatre.94 In fact, the actor is 
asked to follow a rhythmical pattern in his movements as well as in his 

 88  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 194.
 89  See Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 149.
 90  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 149.
 91  See Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 149.
 92  Meyerhold, Écrits sur le Théâtre, Vol. 4, 28.
 93  Vendrovskai and Fevral’skii, Tvorchesko Neasledie Vs. E. Meierhol’da, 121, cited in 
translation by Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 251.
 94  See Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 250; Elizabeth Wichmann, Listening 
to Theatre: the Aural Dimension of Beijing Opera (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1991); Rulan Chao Pian, The Function of Rhythm in the Peking Opera, in The 
Musics of Asia, ed. Joce Maceda (Manila: the National Music Council of the Philip-
pines with the UNESCO National Commission of the Philippines, 1971), 114-131.
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speech. The verbal expressions are invariably rhythmical both in the 
spoken speech (bin bai) and in the dramatic poetry (qu). The latter is al-
ways sung in accordance with the rhythm of various modes of music,95 
and the spoken speech is metrical and rhythmical, or, in Mei Lanfang’s 
words, “not so much similar to recitation as close to singing”.96

In his search for a theatrical truth and freedom, Meyerhold iden-
tified in the rules of music composition and in the musical rhythm a 
concrete model suitable for the development of his scenic principles 
and his biomechanical system:

Music aids in Biomechanics, as in all movement, the develop-
ment of the rhythm which is needed for the positioning of the 
body in time and for the establishing of the tempo needed for 
the positioning.97

In his considerations on Mei Lanfang’s performance, Meyerhold repeat-
edly emphasised the importance of the sense of rhythm in correlation with 
the work on the musical tempo. Not only he defined the whole construc-
tion of the performance as “rhythmical”, but remarked also the acute sense 
of time mastered by the Chinese actor: “He counts every one sixtieth of a 
second, but we count minutely; we even do not count in seconds”.98 Mey-
erhold considered this rhythmical work of Mei Lanfang as important for 
the actor, since it makes him aware of every moment, of every sixtieth of a 
second, and allows him to achieve the precision of every single movement. 
This idea was presented as fundamental in his biomechanical system, which 
developed a real practice of fragmentation of the action.

 95  See Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 248-249.
 96  Mei Lanfang, Mei Lanfang Xiju Sanlun, (Mei Lanfang’s Miscellaneous Writings 
on Theatre) (Beijing: Zhongguo Xiju Chubanshe, 1959), 26, cited in translation by 
Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 249.
 97  Sergei Eisenstein, Lecture on Biomechanics, March 28, 1935, in Alma Law and 
Mel Gordon, Meyerhold, Eisenstein and Biomechanics: Actor Training in Revolutionary 
Russia (Jefferson: Mc Farland & Company, 1996), 166.
 98  Meyerhold, “O Gastroliakh Mei Lan-Fana (On Mei Lanfang: Artiste on Tour)”, 
96, cited in translation by Tian, “Meyerhold Meets Mei Lanfang,” 248.
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The biomechanical system is based on Meyerhold’s intention to ra-
tionalise the actor’s behaviour on stage, in order to abandon any psy-
chological approach in favour of a study of the human body’s mechan-
ics. By assuming movement as the actor’s specific language, Meyerhold’s 
research focused on the possibilities of the body to develop definite 
skills, such as precision, balance, coordination, efficiency, responsive-
ness, expressiveness, and rhythm.99 Theatrical biomechanics consists of 
a series of exercises taken from different techniques and collected in act-
ing cycles known as études. In fact, according to Gordon, Meyerhold, 
starting from “his extensive theatrical background […] selected and 
refined the biomechanical études from a host of sources that he found 
most dynamic or ‘theatrical’ – circus, music hall, boxing, gymnastic, 
military discipline, the Chinese theatre, and kabuki”.100 This combi-
nation of techniques allows the actor to achieve a full knowledge of 
his body and then to use it as an instrument. In Meyerhold’s work the 
“acting material” is actually the actor him/herself in his/her physical 
existence; an actor considered as human being able to autonomously 
organise his/her own scenic material, thanks also to the skills and tech-
niques that he/she possesses; and the greater amount of techniques he 
owns, the higher will be his/her level of professionalism.

Meyerhold considered the body as a machine, so that, borrowing 
from Taylorism the notion of motion economy, the actor’s task consists 
in training his/her material-body in order to respond to instructions in 
the shortest time possible, with a specific accuracy and economy of the 
movement, always aiming at efficacy.101 In this sense, the idea of acting 
is subverted: it is not set aside/disregarded, but only changes position, 
so that any psychological aspect becomes the result of a process that is 
rather physiological. We can summarise it in a principle of correspond-
ence, whose range of action goes from the external physical action to 
the inner state.102

 99  See Jonathan Pitches, Vsevolod Meyerhold (New York: Routledge, 2003), 142-144.
 100  Gordon, Meyerhold’s Biomechanics, 111.
 101  See Gordon, Meyerhold’s Biomechanics, 108-111.
 102  See Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 199. This tension between external tech-



119

Interactions and Contaminations

Biomechanics works specifically on actions in their mechanical, re-
peatable and precise form. This practice of segmentation, precision, and 
repetition recalls the Japanese Noh principle of the tripartite action: the 
jo-ha-kyu.103 In fact, biomechanical training provides actions with an 
accuracy based on their segmentation in precise moments. There are 
three phases of the action according to a rhythmic pattern:104

1. Intention
2. Realization
3. Reaction

The intention-otkaz is the “intellectual assimilation of a task prescribed 
externally by the dramatist, the director, or the initiative of the per-
former”; the realization-passyl is the “cycle of volitional, mimetic and 
vocal reflexes”; the reaction-tocka is the “attenuation of the volitional 
reflex as it is realised mimetically and vocally in preparation for the re-
ception of a new intention”.105 These three moments correspond to the 
vocal signature: i, ras, dva,106 respectively ‘and’, ‘one’, ‘two’. The otkaz-i, 
then, is counted as ‘and’, like the upbeat in music, and this underlines 
the sense of preparation before action. This moment, in fact, often in-
volves a refusal, a small gesture in the direction opposed to the follow-
ing passyl. Derived from the verb passylatz, the passyl-ras literally means 
‘to send’ and corresponds to the completion of the action: it represents 
the moment in which the energy stored in the refusal is indeed sent out, 
released in its physical expression. The tockka-dva is then the final mo-
ment, the end point corresponding to the following refusal-intention.

niques and inner state are also typical of Zeami’s Noh Theatre. Zeami writes: “The 
flower blooms from the imagination; the seed represents merely the various skills 
of our art”. In Zeami, On the Art of Nō Drama. The Major Treatises of Zeami, trans. 
J. Thomas Rimer and Yamazaki Masakazu (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984), 30.
 103  See Jonathan Pitches, Science and the Stanislavsky Tradition of Acting (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2006), 63-69.
 104  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 201.
 105  Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 201.
 106  Pitches, Science and the Stanislavsky Tradition of Acting, 68.
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By way of comparison, the Japanese Noh principle jo-ha-kyu works 
in a similar way. The jo corresponds, in fact, to the “beginning”, to a sort 
of “introduction” or “prelude”; ha, literally “breaking away/through”, 
refers to the moment of the “development” of the energy cumulated 
in the jo; and the kyu, literally translated as “rapid”, corresponds to the 
“final section”, to the “climax” of the action.107

It is possible to detect a further correspondence between Meyer-
hold’s techniques and Japanese tradition in the relation of the former 
to the mie, the dramatic poses of Kabuki. These Japanese acting tech-
niques consist in the stylization of positions developed in standard 
movements of arms, legs and head that result in dynamic poses and 
“crystallize the action into a formal picture”.108 These poses are held for 
several seconds: the better the actor, the longer they can be held. There 
are many kinds of mie that, as occurs in the biomechanical études, can 
be executed by one, two, or more actors, and they all take their names 
from their distinctive poses.109 In the same way, Meyerhold’s biome-
chanical études take their name from the cycle of actions to perform. 
A practical example of the parallel between mie and biomechanics, that 
underlines the resemblance between these two techniques, is the ishi-
nage (stone-throwing) mie and one of the best-known biomechanical 
etude, which is indeed called ‘Throwing the stone’.

 To perform the mie, “the actor ‘winds up’ with arms and legs, moves 
his head in a circular motion, then, with a snap of the head, freezes into 
a dynamic pose”.110 In the ishinage mie the actor completes the acting 
cycle in a pose “in which one arm is raised as if throwing a stone”.111 

 107  Zeami, On the Art of Nō Drama, 137, 264-266.
 108  Ronald Cavaye, Kabuki: A Pocket Guide (Singapore: Charles E. Tuttle Publishing, 
1993), 62.
 109  See James R. Brandon, William P. Malm, Donald H. Shively, Studies in Kabu-
ki. Its Acting, Music, and Historical Context (Honolulu: University Press of Hawaii, 
1978), 85.
 110  Brandon et al., Studies in Kabuki, 84.
 111  Cavaye, Kabuki, 62.
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In the biomechanical étude, after following a series of preparations, ac-
tions, reactions and pauses, the actor “preparing the throw…swings his 
right arm and leg back” and then “throws the imaginary stone, twisting 
his right side forward, left back”.112

Another similarity concerns the rhythmical work on actions that 
characterises both the mie and the biomechanical études. Both, in fact, 
are completed following a specific two-beat rhythmical pattern, giv-
en by the dactyl in biomechanics, and by the ba-tan in the Japanese 
tradition. The dactyl represents a “signaling exercise that signified the 
precise moment of initiation for most, and the completion for some, 
of the biomechanical études”.113 It gives the actor the right instant of 
concentration and the precise timing to coordinate the actions for the 
following execution. The ba-tan sound in Kabuki is reproduced by the 
tsuke (wooden clappers) and is used to accompany the poses. “The first 
beat, the ba, is hit as the actor strikes the pose. Then, as he rotates his 
head and glares, the mie is completed by the second, tan beat”.114 In 
different but similar ways both techniques follow a double-beat rhyth-
mical pattern to regulate the execution of the dynamic poses.

Even though the relationship between Meyerhold’s work and 
spiritual techniques is not direct, as we stated at the beginning, we can 
clearly see the significant influence that Asian traditional embodied 
practices had on the development of his scenic principles. Meyerhold 
repeatedly applied the embodied knowledge inherent in these kinds 
of practices to his definition of the biomechanical actor. According to 
Edward Braun, in fact, it is not just a fascination but also a concrete 
interest that “demonstrate the full extent of Meyerhold’s assimilation 
of the spirit and techniques of the [Chinese,] Kabuki and Nō theatres, 
which lent his style at once a new freedom and a new discipline”.115

 112  Gordon, “Meyerhold’s Biomechanics,” 116.
 113  Gordon, “Meyerhold’s Biomechanics,” 111.
 114  Cavaye, Kabuki, 64.
 115  Edward Braun, “Introduction to Part 3: Doctor Dapertutto. 1908-1917,” in 
Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, 117.
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3.3. Steiner’s Eurythmy and Chekov: For an Anthroposophical Influence 
on Chekhov’s Pedagogical System
An example of contamination and integration between different fields 
of research is the work of Rudolf Steiner on Eurythmy and the peda-
gogical system of Michael Chekhov. 

Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) was an Austrian philosopher, esoteri-
cist, artist and social reformer.116 He was the creator of Eurythmy, a 
form of movement that should not be confused with dance nor with 
gymnastics. This discipline is part of the so-called Anthroposophic 
medicine, that has often been described as a spiritual and philosophical 
path. With respect to both fields of application, Steiner’s ideas are root-
ed in Johann Wolfgang Goethe’s scientific and poetic works, on which 
the Austrian philosopher had worked for a long time. Anthroposophy 
according to Steiner is a “path of knowledge”, more precisely,

[…]a path of knowledge, to guide the Spiritual in the human 
being to the Spiritual in the universe. It arises in a man as a need 
of the heart, of the life of feeling; and it can be justified only 
inasmuch as it can satisfy this inner need.117

On this path, Eurythmy has a specific function. Steiner explains this 
function in the following words:

Eurythmy can indeed be thought of as a moving sculpture. 
Someone who has a feeling for such things could say that when 
we stand before a statue in its stillness, we have there a vivid 
portrayal of human silence, soul silence. In contrast, what is 
expressed here when the human being is in movement, is the 
human soul when it is stirred. Gestures are used that belong as 
specifically to human soul experiences as speech sounds belong 
to them. Thus, perhaps this new art could be described as sculp-
ture-in-movement.118

 116  Rudolf Steiner, Autobiography. Chapters in the Course of my Life. 1861-1907 (New 
York: Anthroposophic Press, 1999).
 117  Rudolf Steiner, Anthroposophical Leading Thoughts (Sussex: Rudolf Steiner Press, 
1998), 13.
 118  Rudolf Steiner, An Introduction to Eurythmy (New York: Anthroposophic Press, 
1984), 44.



123

Interactions and Contaminations

The theme recurring in Eurhythmy and Anthroposophic medicine 
is the triple articulation of the human being, composed of body, soul, 
and spirit. According to this principle, Steiner divides even the human 
body into three basic parts: he attributes to the human being a physical 
body, an ethereal body and an astral body. In doing so, he also divides 
the so-called Eurythmical movements into two possible forms: those 
performed with legs and feet, bound to the force of gravity and to the 
earth, correspond to the physical part; those involving arms and hands 
express the soul element; and finally the movements of the head are 
influenced by the spiritual element. 

In this sense, the human being reveals his nature through movement: 
thanks to the head-pole he reveals himself through language, whereas 
thanks to the pole of his feet he reveals himself through dance. When 
Steiner speaks about “language” as a means of expression of the soul, he 
does not allude to everyday speech, but to the primordial one, in which 
words were accompanied by movement in order to express a higher 
form, linked to ritual. Furthermore, when movement and feelings work 
together, the soul element manifests itself: the feeling is manifested di-
rectly by movement. Following Steiner, the essence of movements and 
gestures according to Eurythmy has to be understood in a different way 
than in dance and mime:

If eurythmy represents the revelation of the human being 
through the fully developed gesture, then it must be differen-
tiated from mime in the one hand and dance on the other. Eu-
rythmy does not wish to be either of those things. The aim of eu-
rythmy is to represent in the movement of the individual human 
limb or the whole human being what language represents in the 
air formed by the human organism. And eurythmy was indeed 
created in such a way that the same impulses that the human or-
ganism transfers into the formed air as a mediator of language or 
song are translated into movement. As a consequence, eurythmy 
cannot be interpreted intellectually, but the shape of each indi-
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vidual movement, each gesture must be understood artistically. 
And the more we approach a eurythmy performance artistically 
without an intellectual interpretation, the more we will learn to 
understand eurythmy.119

One of the key-elements of Steiner’s system is the clearness of the di-
rection belonging to the origin of movement, although many different 
directions may interbreed with each other. Steiner includes all the soul 
contents and gestures in three categories: thinking, feeling and willing. 
He identifies thinking as a form of rest, as an action that takes place 
inwardly and does not happen to a perceivable extent; on the contrary, 
the activity of willing remains hidden to the inner experience of the 
human being, but becomes visible when it comes in contact with the 
outside world. Steiner identifies the straight line as the manifestation 
of thinking, while the curved line is related to the manifestation of the 
will. Therefore, in Eurythmy the straight lines represent the thought, 
the curved lines express the will and the set of curved lines represent 
the act of feeling.120 Another point that we should highlight concerns 
Steiner’s theory, according to which the human being is born from the 
cosmos: starting from this, it is possible to understand the human be-
ing, recognizing its different abilities, its constituent parts and forces. 
Steiner believes that it is possible to detect all the parts constituting 
the human being in animals. Therefore, all the abilities of the animals 
represented in the Zodiac are present in the human being: in him these 
abilities are balanced and, in some ways, compose a higher synthesis. 
In this sense, Steiner, who had been influenced by Goethe’s theories,121 
considers the human figure as a metamorphosis of the animal figure, 
developed to a higher grade.

According to the concept of metamorphosis, even the smallest and 
simple twig of a plant is the revelation of the whole plant, which in 

 119  Rudolf Steiner, Eurythmy. An Introductory reader (East Sussex: Rudolf Steiner 
Press, 2006), 44-45.
 120  R. Steiner, Eurythmy as visible speech, in Steiner, Eurythmy, 112-135.
 121  See Johann Wolfgang Goethe, The Metamorphosis of Plants (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2009).
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turn is nothing more than a more complex form of the twig. Applied 
to the study of the human being, such a theory can explain the move-
ments expressed by the organism. Steiner draws from the entire human 
being those movements that can be experienced through a sensible-su-
persensory perception, such as the basics of language. In fact, as the 
plant is morphologically more complex than the single twig, so in its 
movements the whole human being repeats in a more evolved form 
those made, for example, by the larynx during the act of speaking, and 
becomes a living larynx. In this case, in Eurythmy the whole human 
being becomes the visible expression of language. The whole human 
body, by means of human organism, is set in motion, providing in this 
way evidence of our participation in the supersensory world:

Let’s consider the art of eurythmy, where we set the human body 
itself in motion. What exactly are we setting in motion? We are 
setting the human organism in motion; we are making its limbs 
move. The limbs, more than any other part of the human body, 
are what pass over into the life of next incarnation. They point to 
the future, to what comes after death. But how do we shape the 
limb movements we bring forth in eurythmy? In the sense realm 
and in the supersensory realm we study how the larynx and all 
the speech organs have been brought over from the previous life 
and shaped by the intellectual potentials of the head and the 
feeling potential of the chest. We directly link what precedes 
birth with what follows death. In a certain sense, we take from 
earthly life only the physical medium, the actual human being 
who is the tool or instrument for eurythmy. But we allow this 
human being to make manifest what we study inwardly, what 
is already prepared in us as a result of previous lives; we transfer 
this to our limbs, which are the part of us where life after death 
is being shaped in advance. Eurythmy shapes and moves the 
human organism in a way that furnishes direct external proof of 
our participation in the supersensory world. In having people 
do eurythmy we link them directly to the supersensory world.122

 122  Steiner, Eurythmy, 16-17.
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Eurythmy is indeed a synthesis of various arts: actually it seems to be 
able to unify the arts that take place in space, such as sculpture, archi-
tecture and painting with those that occur over time, such as music and 
poetry. Through the succession of movements taking place in space, it 
makes perceivable sound and rhythm, which normally manifest them-
selves unperceived during time. The field in which Steiner’s theories 
have been mainly applied is undoubtedly pedagogy, but their influence 
can be also found in the actor’s training, thanks to the interest of the 
Austrian Anthroposopher for the art of theatre. Although Steiner has 
never redacted proper manuals or essays that explained his technique 
in detail, the existing studies123 about the relationship between Steiner 
and theatre refer to the transcriptions of several lectures that he held in 
the Twenties.124

If we consider the historical data, we see that Rudolf Steiner’s thea-
tre pedagogy arose in the early years of the Twentieth century with the 
courses of diction and declamation that he gave to professional actors 
and amateurs. Steiner cared about the fact that the spiritual life of the 
Anthroposophical Society should have an artistic element. Therefore, 
the actress Marie von Sivers, who later became Steiner’s second wife, 
embraced Steiner’s indications on speech and became an expert on 
this aspect of Anthroposophical expression. In 1909, along with Marie 
von Sivers, Steiner started to write his own “sacred dramas”, collected 
in a series of mystery plays: “The Portal of Initiation: A Rosicrucian 
Mystery” (1910), “The Soul’s Probation: A Life Tableau in Dramat-
ic Scenes” (1911), “The Guardian of the Threshold: A Series of Soul 

 123  For my dissertation I will refer to three particular essays about this topic: Monica 
Cristini, “Rudolf Steiner al lavoro con l’attore: l’immaginazione creativa come chia-
ve dello studio del personaggio,” Acting Archives 2(4) (2012): 36-67; Monica Cristi-
ni, Rudolf Steiner e il Teatro. Euritmia: una via antroposofica alla scena contemporanea 
(Roma: Bulzoni, 2000); Neil Anderson, “On Rudolf Steiner’s Impact on the Training 
of the Actor,” Literature & Aesthetics 21(1) (2011): 158-174.
 124  Rudolf Steiner, Creative Speech. The formative Process of the Spoken Word (London: 
Rudolf Steiner Press, 1978) and Rudolf Steiner, Poetry and the Art of Speech (London: 
London School of Speech Formation, Rudolf Steiner House, 1981).
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Events in Dramatic Pictures” (1912), and “The Soul’s Awakening: A 
Drama of the Soul and Spirit” (1913).125 Precisely in this period Steiner 
described his ideal of the actor’s experience:

The actor’s inner life of feeling has to undergo change and devel-
opment, until he is able to approach the whole of his art in a re-
ligious mood. Suppose a poet is writing an ode, if he is genuinely 
absorbed in the mood of the ode, he won’t be thinking that his 
pen doesn’t seem to be writing very smoothly. Similarly on the 
stage, you should have developed such an instinctive devotion to 
your work that even, let me say such a simple action as knocking 
over a chair, you carry out with no other feeling than you are 
doing a spiritual deed. Not until this mood is attained will it be 
possible for the art of the stage to be filled and pervaded with 
the spirit that rightfully belongs to it. Indeed its whole future 
depends on that. And do not imagine the desired mood can be 
obtained by any sentimental exhortations; no, only by dealing 
with realities. And we are dealing with realities when the sounds 
of speech in their mysterious runing become for us Gods – Gods 
who form us in our speaking. This should be the feeling that 
inspires all we do; it is also the determining sign of true art.126

In these years Steiner stated one of the fundamental principles of his 
pedagogy related to the relationship between speech and spirituality. 
He was trying to find a sort of “primitive language” detached from 
reason. According to Steiner, as soon as the word has been used in its 
semantic value, the sense of tone and sound has been lost and, conse-
quently, also the artistic value of the word itself. In order to recover this 
quality, we need to become aware that the word is an expression of the 
human being in its totality as well as of the relationship that this latter 
has with the world, and we should recognise in vowels the expression 
of the soul and in consonants the communication of the spirit. For 

 125  Rudolf Steiner, Four Mystery Dramas, trans. R. and H. Pusch (London and New 
York: Rudolf Steiner Publishing and Anthroposophic Press, 2007).
 126  Rudolf Steiner, Speech and Drama (London: Rudolf Steiner Press, 1978), 389.
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this reason, Steiner indicates a series of exercises and practices through 
which the actor can reach a greater knowledge of the human being and 
its inner dimension, the spiritual knowledge. As a matter of fact, Stein-
er seems to lead the actor to a kind of observation that does not consist 
in the mere knowledge of external things, but which, on the contrary, 
allows him to perceive what exists beyond tangible reality, i.e. the set 
of basic esoteric and intangible forces and principles that compose the 
supersensory world. Therefore, bringing language back to its artistic 
dimension means acquiring awareness of such deeper dimensions and 
transferring their value also into acting.

One of the differences that Monica Cristini detects between Stein-
er’s pedagogy and other methods of acting is the strong link between 
the words and the act of speaking determined by human physiological 
rhythms.127 This implies that the voice is used in connection and rela-
tion to the whole organism, because the way in which the human body 
is formed depends on what Steiner defined as spiritual forces. Therefore, 
the human being is the image of the spiritual world. For this reason also 
the actor’s way of moving should be the result of the spiritual strength 
that inhabits his organism. Thus, one of the fundamental elements in 
Steiner’s method is the strict observation of the human being. Having 
always disagreed with imitation and the realistic reproduction of life, 
Steiner was firmly convinced that the observation of the human being, 
his movements and his expressions, but also of what is behind them, and 
therefore of the spiritual life that animates its gestures, movements and 
voice, can provide the actor with a wide range of images on which he/
she can build his/her own artistic creation. Consequently, the Austrian 
Anthroposopher defines a series of positions and movements suggested 
by his studies on emotions and feelings: the “soul gestures”, that can be 
a point of reference for the actor in studying his character. Such gestures 
are not a mere repertoire that has to be imitated, but rather a valuable 
archive of images to which the actor can refer in some way and that can 

 127  Cristini, “Rudolf Steiner al lavoro con l’attore,” 47.
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be useful to feed an imagination that requires constant and new stimuli. 
Steiner’s teaching is therefore based on direct but also inner observa-
tion. It is based on a study which does not focus only on movement and 
attitudes but also on their animistic and spiritual aspects: the actor’s ob-
servation has to be effective in order to grasp the inner state of the hu-
man being, the supersensory that generates movement and behaviour. 
In this sense, Steiner talked about confronting the object observed in a 
sentient-contemplative state, thus maintaining a complete objectivity, a 
detachment similar to that achieved during meditation which excludes 
any kind of emotional and intellectual involvement. 

This way of ‘watching from above’ can be defined as a deep observa-
tion that leads to the creation of a real image in the actor’s memory, an 
image that the actor can recover and re-elaborate through imagination 
during the creative phase of his/her work on the character. Steiner pro-
vides the actor with a new way of observing, different from his usual 
point of view, allowing him to analyse the subject from different angles. 
For this reason Steiner thought that a moving mind and a creative im-
agination could lead the actor to an artistic interpretation of the scene.

In order to achieve this, Steiner articulated the actor’s training in 
a series of correspondences, highlighting two main elements: on the 
one hand the association between the sense of taste and both physical 
and emotional sensations, and on the other hand the correspondence 
between colour and mood. In other words, in order to evoke certain 
feelings, Steiner led the actor to recreate the perception of tastes or fla-
vours, which could then support his definition of the representation of 
emotions and feelings of the character. Cristini explains, for example, 
that in perceiving certain flavours a human being would assume con-
sequential facial-mimic expressions due to his physical conformation; 
in fact we know that certain flavours are perceived by precise points of 
the tongue according to their nature.128 Similarly, every colour of the 
rainbow stimulates a particular state of mind. By practicing medita-

 128  Cristini, “Rudolf Steiner al lavoro con l’attore,” 60-61.



130

The Trained Experience

tion exercises on colours and watching them in nature, the actor can 
internalise that experience and then recall it on stage. In both cases 
the actor does not observe only the reality of the external world but 
becomes an observer of his/her spiritual essence, i.e. of the same soul-
spiritual essence that can be brought on stage and that can make his/
her interpretation artistic. So, working through a process of imagina-
tion and moving away from a purely psychological interpretation, the 
actor becomes able to create a connection between him/herself and his/
her character, giving it life and a true nature. Steiner pointed out that 
one of the major risks run by the actor is to completely identify him/
herself with his/her character, which could imprison him/her in scenic 
reality, no longer able to live his/her real life. The opposite danger is 
represented by the mere use of appearance and imitation: in this case 
the risk is to fall into a cliché and thus to create a character devoid of its 
own body and life. Steiner detected the solution to this problem in the 
exercise of meditation and of making connections for the development 
of a “creative imagination”. At this point, it is possible to find a concrete 
relationship between Steiner’s pedagogy and the system developed by 
Michael Cekhov.129 

Nephew of the playwright Anton Chekhov, pupil and collaborator 
of Stanislavsky, Michael Chekhov found in Steiner’s doctrines concrete 
solutions for his research: he was inspired in fact in most of the exercises 
for character creation by Steiner’s theories on imagination. Through the 
use of image Chekhov wanted to stimulate the actor’s imagination and 
creativity, leading him to look outside himself for images and feelings 
that might help him to create his character. There are clear references to 
Steiner’s theories in Chekhov’s text, To the Actor,130 in which he defined 

 129  See Jane Margaret Gilmer, “Michael Chekhov’s Imagination of the Creative 
Word and the question of its integration into his future theatre,” Theatre, Dance 
and Performance Training 4(2) (2013): 204-218, accessed February 18, 2015, doi: 
10.1080/19443927.2013.794160.
 130  Michael Chekhov, To the Actor. On the Technique of Acting, New York, Harper & 
Row, 1953.
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a number of techniques and exercises related to imagination and the 
incorporation of images:

It is evening. After a long day, after much work and many im-
pressions, experiences, actions and words – you let your tired 
nerves rest. You sit quietly with your eyes closed. What is it that 
appears out of the darkness before your mind’s eye? You review 
the faces of people you’ve met during the day, their voices, move-
ments, their characteristic or humorous features. You run again 
through the streets, pass familiar houses, read the signs. Passively 
you follow the motley images of your memory.

Unnoticed by yourself you step back over the boundaries of 
today, and in your imagination slowly arise visions of your past 
life. Your forgotten and half-remembered wishes, daydreams, 
life’s aims, successes and failures appear as pictures before your 
mind. True, they are not so faithful to the facts as the recollec-
tions of the day just passed. Now they are, in retrospect, slightly 
changed. But you still recognise them. With your mind’s eye you 
now follow them with greater interest, with more awakened at-
tention, because they are changed, because they now bear some 
traces of imagination.

But much more happens. Out of the vision of the past there 
flash here and there images totally unknown to you! They are 
pure product of your Creative Imagination. They appear, disap-
pear, they come back again, bringing with them new strangers. 
Presently they enter into relationships with another. They begin 
to “act”, to “perform” before your fascinated gaze. […] From a 
passive state of mind the images have uplifted you to a creative 
one. Such is the power of imagination.131

Therefore, in order to avoid the risk of repressing imagination through 
an analytical and materialistic way of thinking, the actor must commit 
himself to stimulating his own body with non-materialistic impulses 
and then to moulding his body from the inside, through a flow of ar-

 131  Chekhov, To the Actor, 21-22.
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tistic impulses. Then, through the Creative Images, that reveal the inner 
life of the character, the actor can access the creation of his role.

A further point of contact with Steiner’s theories is the identification 
of psychological states and gestures, that clearly are similar to what Steiner 
called soul gestures. These are imaginary movements fixed in language 
and expressed in gestures of our everyday life. If applied to our psycho-
logical life, they are executed within our mind rather than within our 
body.

To assume a PG (psychological gestures) means, then, to prepare 
the entire part in its essence, after which it will become an easy 
task to work out all the details in actual rehearsal on the stage. 
You will not have to flounder and grope aimlessly, as often hap-
pens when you start dressing a part with flesh, blood and sinews 
without first having found its spine. The PG gives you this very 
spine. It is the shortest, easiest and the most artistic way of trans-
forming a literary creation into a theatrical piece of art.132

Then the author continues by distinguishing different forms of psycho-
logical gesture, explaining why and how these gestures can be applied 
in a performative way.

There are two kinds of gestures. One we use both while acting 
on the stage and in everyday life – natural and usual gestures. 
The other kind is what might be called archetypal gestures, one 
which serves as an original model for all possible gestures of same 
kind. The PG belongs to the second type. Everyday gestures are 
unable to stir our will because they are too limited, too weak and 
particularised. They do not occupy our whole body, psychology 
and soul, whereas the PG, as an archetype, takes possession of 
them entirely.133

There are therefore many points of contact between the actor technique 
developed by Chekhov and Steiner’s philosophy. Both express the hu-
man being’s possibility to work in a dynamic way with multi-layered 

 132  Chekhov, To the Actor, 75.
 133  Chekhov, To the Actor, 76-77.
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notional cognition. So, according to Chekhov’s technique, shaping in-
visibility through the essence of the gesture, the actor can be more ef-
fective, revealing new potentialities and contributing to create a theatre 
of visible results through invisible processes. 

These forms of interactions are relevant in demonstrating the com-
plexity of the development of a new acting method. The aim of these 
practices of exchange is to deal with the new vision of the human body 
that became the focal point of both science and arts of the Twentieth 
century. As already said, a common practice was to explore different 
fields in order to extract useful principles and apply them with the pur-
pose of recovering new body awareness. And such forms of interaction 
with theatre pass through ancient concepts of spiritualism and ritual 
practices, that I already mentioned by referring to the avant-garde in-
terest on such issue, to specific form of meditative practices, that I have 
in part explored in connection with Stanislavsky’s method and that I 
will examine in the following pages by presenting more examples. And 
such interactions may be found with pedagogy, as for the case of Stein-
er and Chekhov, but also with psychology, philosophy, and cognitive 
science, as I will demonstrate in the following part of this dissertation.

3.4. Grotowski and the Actor’s Yoga
Analysing interactions and possible contaminations between theatre 
and spiritual traditions, we should definitely consider Jerzy Grotowski’s 
life and work. When we deal with Grotowski, it seems impossible to 
separate his “public” figure as theatre director from his “private” person 
as the man who devoted his life to a process of inner research. Proba-
bly for this reason, approaching Grotowski’s work, many scholars often 
refer to Peter Brook’s words in his preface to Towards a Poor Theatre:134

 134  Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, first published in Denmark by Odin 
Teatret Forlag, 1968.
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Grotowski is unique. Why? Because no-one else in the world, to 
my knowledge, no-one since Stanislavsky, has investigated the 
nature of acting, its phenomenon, its meaning, the nature and 
science of its mental-physical-emotional processes as deeply and 
completely as Grotowski.135

Under many different aspects such a deep investigation into the na-
ture of acting leads us to the impossibility of considering Grotowski 
only through comparison. As Schechner has pointed out, it is not just a 
matter of juxtaposition or correlation to this or that technique, neither 
an attempt to identify the ‘original sources’ that gave rise to his work. 
It is more than that. We should rather consider his work as a holistic 
system in which every part has its own value and the outcome is much 
more complex. We have to take it as an on-going investigation, a proce-
dure that cumulates knowledge, integrates sources and engages them all 
in a “continuous process of research”.136 Indeed in Grotowski’s work the 
process of research was continuous and prolific. It developed in differ-
ent ways and circumstances, changing and acquiring different names: 
from the so-called ‘Theatre of production’ to the ‘Paratheatre’; from the 
‘Theatre of Sources’ and ‘The Objective Drama’ to the ‘Art as Vehicle’. 
But the common denominator of all these work phases was always the 
deep interest in the practice of acting and the figure of the actor. Such 
interest did not influence only the stage practice. As Osinski has point-
ed out, what Grotowski developed is not only an acting method, but 
the whole process was based on an “effort of self-development and work 
on oneself ”.137 In his preface Peter Brook also describes the nature of 
Grotowski’s research:

 135  Jerzy Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, ed. Eugenio Barba (London: Methuen 
and Co., 1975), 11.
 136  Richard Schechner, “Exoduction,” in The Grotowski Sourcebook, eds., Richard 
Schechner and Lisa Wolford (London: Routledge, 1997), 486-487.
 137  See Antonio Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” trans. Elisa Poggelli, ed. Lisa Wolford Wyl-
am, TDR 52(2) (2008): 97-98.
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This dedication to acting does not make acting an end in itself. 
On the contrary. For Grotowski acting is a vehicle. How can I 
put it? The theatre is not an escape, a refuge. A way of life is a 
way to life. Does that sound like a religious slogan? It should 
do.138

Grotowski’s ‘way to life’ within the theatrical practice has very often 
been assimilated to rather religious elements such as shamanism, Gnosis 
and Gnosticism, mysticism and so on. In this brief paragraph I do not 
intend to analyse in depth the religious connection with Grotowski’s 
theatrical research; I would rather focus on some specific examples of 
yogic practices related to his work and then, in the following chapter, I 
would like to further analyse his esoteric and spiritual interests.

In the Twentieth century many directors and theatre practitioners 
have adopted extra-theatrical techniques to improve their own devel-
opment of new acting methods, like in the case of Stanislavsky and 
Checkov. One of these techniques and practices is yoga, which has been 
applied and employed in many ways. And Jerzy Grotowski was one of 
the theatre practitioners who, inspired by a deep ‘spirit of research’, at-
tained more spiritual techniques and inner practices such as Yoga. The 
relationship between Grotowski’s work and the yogic practice might 
seem somewhat controversial, if we consider the statement in which 
Grotowski himself claims yoga to be actually inappropriate for actors:139

 138  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 12.
 139  In her article, ‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’: the use of yoga by Jerzy Grotows-
ki, published in “Theatre, Dance and Performance Training” (2010), Maria Kapsali 
examines in depth this statement and the entailed paradox, referring to an incomplete 
understanding of some aspects of Grotowski’s yoga teachings due to the lack of exten-
sive and non-Western sources at the time. According to Kapsali, a critical review of 
Grotowski’s sources on yoga makes clear that they were fully permeated “by an histor-
ical attitude towards the discipline, betrayed a deeply embedded orientalist worldview 
that identified India as the land of universal spirituality, and made no reference to the 
developments that yoga was undergoing at the very time these books were written. 
Finally, it should be noted that the character and content of these volumes reflects 
a deeper schism in the study and understanding of yoga: yoga as an ancient, almost 
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[…] we began by doing yoga directed toward absolute concen-
tration. Is it true, we asked, that yoga can give actors the power 
of concentration? We observed that despite all our hopes the 
opposite happened. There was a certain concentration, but it 
was introverted. This concentration destroys all expression; it’s 
an internal sleep, an inexpressive equilibrium: a great rest which 
ends all actions […] all life process are stopped and one finds 
fullness and fulfilment in conscious death, autonomy enclosed 
in our own kernel. I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors.140

Nevertheless, as Maria Kapsali has pointed out, “yoga played a con-
siderable role both in Grotowski’s life and work”.141 It is possible, in 
fact, to trace a series of exercises developed through the use of yoga, or, 
more specifically, through the use of yogic position, during the course 
of the year, as testified also by some of his actors. Speaking about yoga 
in his practice, Grotowski also stated:

[…] But we also observed that certain yoga positions help very 
much the natural reactions of the spinal column; they lead to a 
sureness of one’s body, a natural adaptation to the space. So why 
get rid of them? Just change their currents.142

Talking about yoga positions, Grotowski referred to asanas, one of 
the key notions of yoga, which concerns the unification of body and 
mind through physical exercises.143 In De Michelis’ analysis of the histo-

primordial philosophy and practice […], constantly worked on and reshaped by its 
practitioners”. (M. Kapsali, p. 191). I will often refer to Kapsali as one of the main 
sources of this paragraph.
 140  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 208.
 141  Maria Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’: the use of yoga by Jerzy 
Grotowski,” in “Theatre, Dance and Performance Training”, 1(2) (2010): 186, ac-
cessed January 9, 2015, doi: 10.1080/19443927.2010.505002.
 142  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 208.
 143  For a definition of asanas within yoga traditions see the paragraph on Stanislavsky 
and Yoga.
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ry and application of Modern Yoga,144 the work on asanas is connected 
to the concept of purification and interdependency of body and mind, 
along with the curative effects as a consequence of the practice.145 “They 
[asanas] cause changes at all levels from the physical to the spiritual”. 
And De Michelis goes even further by stating that, due to the practice 
of asanas, “physical disabilities and mental distractions vanish and the 
gates of the spirit are opened”.146 This concept of unity, of interdepend-
ency of body and mind, as already mentioned, worked as a fil rouge, 
both in Grotowski’s practice and in Twentieth-century theatre reform. 
Once we work on this unity, it is clear that one of the aspects widely 
explored in the establishment of exercises concerned breathing. In fact, 
another feature of the practice of asanas is related to the breathing, 
to the regulation of the flow of prana147 – that as we already saw was 
of great interest for Stanislasvsky – which influences the practitioner’s 
thoughts, desires and actions. Thanks to the practice of asanas the body 
is trained to keep the channel free from obstruction to let the breathing 
flow:

Through the abundant intake of oxygen by [pranayama’s] dis-
ciplined techniques, subtle chemical changes take place in the 
sadhaka’s body.148 The practice of asanas removes the obstruc-
tions which impede the flow of prana, and the practice of pra-

 144  See Elizabeth De Michelis, A History of Modern Yoga (New York: Continuum, 
2004).
 145  In this specific analysis of asanas, De Michelis especially refers to the teaching of 
Bellur Krishnamukari Sundara Iyengar (1918-2014), founder of “Iyengar Yoga”, con-
sidered one of the fathers of Modern Yoga. De Michelis specifically mentions Iyengar’s 
main books: Light on Yoga (New York: Schocken, 1966); Light on Pranayama: The 
Yogic Art of Breathing (New York: Crossroad, 1981); and Light on the Yoga Sutras of 
Patanjali (London: Thorsons, 1996).
 146  De Michelis, A History of Modern Yoga, 231.
 147  Also on the notion of prana see our paragraph on Stanislavsky and Yoga.
 148  Sadhaka is a term of Sanskrit origin commonly used in Buddhist and Hindu tra-
ditions to define someone devoted to spiritual initiation practice. It comes from the 
Sanskrit verb ‘sadhu’, which literally means ‘to accomplish’.
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nayama regulates that flow of prana throughout the body. It also 
regulates all the sadhaka’s thoughts, desires and actions, gives 
poise and tremendous will-power needed to become a master of 
oneself.149

The practice of asanas is indeed a practise of self-development and a 
work on oneself. Such a definition recalls entirely the above-mentioned 
words of Osinski about Grotowski’s work. In this sense, it should not 
appear strange that the Polish director saw in this practice a possibility 
of extending the range of knowledge that may be applied to the defini-
tion of his acting technique. The application of such techniques follows 
a line of experimentation, in which along with his actors the director 
looks for the best way of working with this or that practice during the 
daily training. Using again Grotowski’s words:

We began to search, to look for different types of contact in 
these exercises. How could we transform the physical elements 
into elements of human contact? By playing with one’s part-
ner. A living dialogue with the body, with the partner we have 
evoked in our imagination, or perhaps between the parts of the 
body where the hand speaks to the leg without putting the dia-
logue into word or thought.150

As Grotowski stated, a ‘change of current’ is then the kind of opera-
tion carried out during training sessions, in order to manipulate and to 
convert an extra-theatrical source, such as yoga, into a theatre technique. 
By creating a constant relationship with the partner as well as with dif-
ferent parts of the body and the environment, this current changes, 
going from inside to outside and yet maintaining the principles of yoga 
practice, namely concentration and the control of breathing. Finally 
Grotowski states that through this operation “these almost paradoxical 
positions go beyond the limits of naturalism”.151 In the following pages, 

 149  De Michelis, A History of Modern Yoga, 232.
 150  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 208-209.
 151  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 209.
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I will analyse some practical examples about the application of yoga to 
the actor’s training sessions, and especially those directed by one of the 
best-known collaborators of Grotowski, Ryszard Cieslak. However, I 
would first analyse more in depth the personal and biographical events 
that gave rise to Grotowski’s interest in yogic practice. This will allow 
us to better understand the sources at his disposal through which he 
established a contact with this kind of techniques and to which extent 
these extra-theatrical practices have become part of the actor’s training.

Grotowski’s first encounter with yoga dates back to his youth. Ac-
cording to his own account, his interest and “secret vocation”152 for 
spiritual practices had been encouraged by his mother Emilia who was 
fascinated by religions.153 In fact, albeit Catholic, “her interest in the 
traditions of India was deep and stable”, so much that “intellectually…
she felt herself to be a Buddhist” 154 or a “Hinduist”.155 In Land of Ashes 
and Diamonds, which contains a detailed account of his apprentice-
ship in Poland, Eugenio Barba stressed the importance of a particular 
book that Grotowski’s mother made this latter read when he was eight 
or nine years old and they were refugees in the village of Nienadòw-
ka, during the Second World War.156 The book at issue is A Search in 
Secret India by Paul Brunton.157 According to Barba, Grotowski had 
been deeply impressed especially by the chapter on the life of Ramana 
Maharishi (1879-1950), so much that in 1976 he made his fourth and 
last journey to India together with his mother. On that occasion they 
visited Arunchala, the mountain on which Maharishi had retreated,158 

 152  Eugenio Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds. My Apprenticeship in Poland (Ab-
erystwyth: Black Mountain Press, 1999), 54.
 153  See Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” in Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 251-253.
 154  Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” 251.
 155  Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 54.
 156  See Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 54.
 157  Paul Brunton, A Search in Secret India (London: Rider and Company, 1970); first 
published 1934.
 158  See Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 54.
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which is also the place where Grotowski’s ashes were scattered after his 
death in 1999.159 

Paul Brunton (1898-1981) was a British journalist who travelled 
to India to find answers to his philosophical questions that he had not 
found in the Western thought.160 One of the people he had met during 
his journey was Ramana Maharishi, the Indian mystic who at the age of 
16 initiated his own strong spiritual experience, spending some years of 
his life in complete silence. Narrating Maharashi’s life, Brunton empha-
sised the importance of silence as a practice of spiritual development 
aimed at achieving self-knowledge and self-penetration.161 We could 
say that this book nourished Grotowski’s fascination for Hinduism; this 
might actually seem an understatement, if we consider that, in his own 
account, after reading the book his first reaction was “a fever”.162 The 
influence of Hinduism remained important also during his first theatre 
experiences and continued to be present until the end of his career. 
Barba has also reported a passage that Grotowski wrote in 1960, after 
becoming director of the Teatr 13 Rzedów: he underlined the impor-
tance of this encounter in his life and consequently in his work. In this 
passage, Grotowski indeed employed archetypal references belonging 
to Indian traditions, in order to define and describe his approach to his 
theatre work:

If I had to define our scenic research in a single term I would 
refer to the myth of the Dance of Shiva. […] It is an attempt 
to absorb reality in all its aspects, with its multiplicity of facets 
yet at the same time remaining outside and distant. To express it 
another way, it is the dance of form, the pulsation of form, the 
flowing and fissile multiplicity of theatre conventions, styles, act-
ing traditions. But it is also a construction of contraries: the in-

 159  See Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 13; Kris Salata, The Unwritten Grotowski: 
Theory and Practice of the Encounter (New York: Routledge, 2013), 192n.
 160  See Brunton, A Search in Secret India, 142.
 161  See Brunton, A Search in Secret India, 145-146.
 162  See Grotowski, “Theatre of Sources,” 252.
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tellectual game in impetuosity, the seriousness in the grotesque, 
the mockery in pain. It is the dance that shatters every theatrical 
illusion, every ‘verisimilitude with life’ and into oneself, absorb-
ing and embracing human destiny in its totality. […] Ancient 
Indian theatre, like ancient Japanese and Greek theatre, was a 
ritual which identified itself with dance, mime and acting. The 
performance was not a ‘representation of reality’ (the construc-
tion of an illusion), but a ‘dance’ of reality (an artificial construc-
tion, similar to a ‘rhythmic vision’ that recalls reality. […] There 
is a mythological quotation in which Shiva says: I am without 
name, without form, without action. I am pulsation, movement 
and rhythm (Shivagita). The essence of the theatre for which we 
are searching is ‘pulsation, movement and rhythm’.163

This passage clearly shows how much Grotowski’s perspective was al-
ready influenced by different ‘ritual’ traditions, not related to a sort of 
realism but rather to ‘conventions’ and ‘styles’, and how this gave rise to 
an artificial construction of life whose expression is the ‘dance of reali-
ty’, based on movements and rhythm.

Grotowski’s interest in Indian spiritual traditions has already been 
documented by different biographical sources.164 As also Kapsali has 
pointed out, in his youth Grotowski wanted to study Sanskrit.165 This 
probably gave him access to other written sources that increased his 
fascination. As a matter of fact, according to Barba, there is another text 

 163  This is a statement that Grotowski made at the Circle of Friends of the Teatr 13 
Rzedów (of which he was the director) during the rehearsals of Shakuntala, in Sep-
tember 1960; quoted in Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 54-55.
 164  See James Slowiac and Jairo Cuesta, Jerzy Grotowski (London: Methuen, 2007); 
Zbigniew Osinski, Polskie Kontakty Teatralne z Orientem (Gdansk: Terytoria, 2008). 
In this volume Osinski examines Grotowski’s contact with India, but the book is writ-
ten in Polish and there is no translation available. See also the biographical documen-
tary With Jerzy Grotowski. Nienadowka 1980. Dir. Jill Godmilow. Mercedes Gregory 
for The Manhattan Project/Atlas Theatre Co., 1980. Duration: 59 mins.
 165  See Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 186, 190.
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that represented a significant turning point in Grotowski’s life: The Life 
of Ramakrishna by Romain Rolland,166 a book that Grotowski read in 
1956.167 As the title suggests, Rolland’s book is a biographical account 
of Ramakrishna (1836-1886), even though, as Kapsali has pointed out, 
with “popular tendencies to mask Hinduist dogma under a Christian 
cloak”.168 Such tendencies resulted in a description presented in an 
overtly biblical manner.169 Nevertheless, the description of Ramakr-
ishna’s life and mystic experiences, as well as of his contact with ecstatic 
states and the religious and spiritual nature of his life path,170 definitely 
had a strong influence on Grotowski. There is no account of Grotowski’s 
reaction to the book or whether or not he had a more critical perspec-
tive towards Rolland’s ‘biblical’ description.171 However it is certain that 
the relationship between Ramakrishna and his disciple Vivekananda, 
vividly sketched in the book, had probably strongly impressed him. It 
is interesting to underline how such a relationship between master and 
disciple might have influenced that between Grotowski and Barba. In 
fact, in Land of Ashes and Diamonds we see that in their private corre-
spondence they often used those names to refer to each other, which 
highlights their respective personalities and ‘roles’ within their friend-
ship. According to Barba’s account:

Ramakrishna […], the master, and his disciple Vivekanan-
da, writer and extrovert, were amongst the characters which 
Grotowski and I made use to speak in a playful manner about 
our relationship. Grotowski identified himself with Ramakr-
ishna, the revitaliser of a tradition, and I with Vivekananda, the 
propagator.172

 166  Romain Rolland, The Life of Ramakrishna (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama, 2000); 
first published 1934.
 167  See Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 123; Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s 
not for actors’,” 190.
 168  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 190.
 169  See De Michelis, A History of Modern Yoga, 100 and Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, 
but it’s not for actors’,” 190.
 170  Rolland, The Life of Ramakrishna, 32.
 171  See Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 190.
 172  Barba, Land of Ashes and Diamonds, 123n.
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With regard to Grotowski and the influence of yoga on his theatre 
work, another reference that must be taken into account is Tokarz Fran-
cis (1897-1973). Ludwig Flaszen (1930-), one of the closest collabora-
tors of Grotowski as well as co-founder and literary director of the Te-
atr 13 Rzedów (later Teatr Laboratorium), described him as a Catholic 
priest who “searched for practices outside his own tradition”.173 Again 
Flaszen attests that it was precisely Francis who showed Grotowski, 
suffering from a kidney disease, the practice of asanas, practice that 
Grotowski started to follow on a daily basis. In this sense, we should 
not be surprised by the strong presence of yoga in the performance of 
Sakuntala dated 1960: this shows that since Grotowski’s early work this 
technique was not just adapted and applied but “had been practised 
since the inception of the group”.174 The member of the Teatr Laborato-
rium who worked more than any other on the development of training 
exercises based on yoga positions was Ryszard Cieslak. According to the 
actress Rena Mirecka (1934-), Cieslak was asked by Grotowski to study 
the asanas from the book by B.K.S. Iyengar and to teach them to the 
rest of the group.175

The practical testimony of Cieslak’s application of Iyengar’s practice 
of asanas in his training sessions is provided by a video recording of 
one of these sessions.176 This short film, recorded in Wroslaw in 1971, 
shows the Polish actor leading a training session with two actors from 
the Odin Teatret. The video not only shows the close similarity of the 
position adopted by Cieslak to those proposed in Iyengar’s book, but 
also a close correspondence in terms of pedagogical method. In fact, 
according to the inner structure of Iyengar’s book,177 Cieslak starts by 
demonstrating the pose, and then continues by dividing that same pose 

 173  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 191; Kapsali refers here to a 
telephone interview that she conducted in 2009.
 174  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 192.
 175  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 192; Kapsali refers here to a 
telephone interview that she conducted with the actress in 2009.
 176  See Training at Teatr Laboratorium in Wroclaw, a film by Torgeir Wethal © Odin 
Teatret Archives.
 177  See B.K.S. Iyengar, Light on Yoga (London: Thorson, 1991); first published 1966.



144

The Trained Experience

into different stages, indicating on which point of the body one should 
focus most and from which point the position should originate. In the 
same way the book presented the poses by showing a picture followed 
by specific instructions that allow the practitioner to achieve, step by 
step, the asanas positions. In Kapsali’s words then, we could say that 
“Iyengar’s work not only provided a source of training material but it 
comprised the base on which such material could be adapted and mod-
ified towards theatrical purpose”.178

I would like to mention Kapsali’s accurate comparison between the 
video and the book, in order to clarify the similarity between the two 
practices:

In the second part of the video we are introduced to Physical Ex-
ercises, some of which, the commentator informs us, ‘are based 
on hatha yoga’ (Odin Theatre 1972, 0:49:46). Cieslak demon-
strates a set of yoga poses, predominantly inversions and bal-
ances, which bear an unmistakable resemblance to the photo-
graphs that feature in Iyengar’s book. The way Cieslak goes in 
and out of headstand as well as the variations of the positions 
of the arms can all be seen in Light on Yoga (Iyengar 1991, pp. 
143–157, Odin Theatre 1972, 0:51:00–0:59:30). Equally, the 
execution of shoulderstand and the variation of the position of 
the legs can be traced in the same book (1991, pp. 167–169, 
185, Odin Theatre 1972, 0:54:21–51). Apart from the inver-
sions, Cieslak also demonstrates a balancing position (Odin 
Theatre 1972, 0:58:50–58), as well as a backward bend (Odin 
Theatre 1972, 0:53:30), both of which feature in Light on Yoga, 
(1991, p. 275 and pp. 94–95). […] After teaching the poses and 
their variations to the two Odin actors, Cieslak demonstrates 
an improvisation, where he moves from one pose to the next in 
uninterrupted movement and without a predetermined order. 
He then asks the actors to go through the poses in the same 
manner, and develop an organic flow from one pose to the next 

 178  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 193-194.
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without premeditation. After this initial improvisation, Cieslak 
asks them to work in a pair and go through the poses while 
relating to one another in different ways, such as ‘against’ each 
other (Odin Theatre 1972, 1:14:20– 1:15:00), ‘for’ each other 
(ibid., 1:17:13–1:19:10) and finally ‘as two small cats who play 
together’ (ibid., 1:19:15–1:22:15).179

The last part of this comparison recalls Grotowski’s statement on the 
possible usefulness of the application of yoga positions to his theatre 
research: “why get rid of them? Just change their currents.”180 What 
Grotowski applied was an uninterrupted flow of current in a practice of 
yoga directed outwards. The main aim of such an application to theatre 
was to develop a constant relationship and contact of the actor not only 
with himself but also with his partner, the environment, and therefore 
to underline the importance for the actor of being aware of himself as 
well as of the surrounding space and the rest of the group.

In conclusion it is interesting to consider Ferdinando Taviani’s per-
spective. On Jerzy Grotowski’s work, Taviani proposes the notion of 
“yoga in a broad sense”,181 referring especially to the problematic of the 
work on oneself, postulating the development of a “yoga of the theatre” 
and not for the theatre.182 On the ‘broad sense of the yoga’ he adds in 
a footnote:

Or vague: to indicate a discipline which: 1) combines the physi-
cal and the mental practice; 2) tends to overcome the biograph-
ical condition; 3) consists of well defined exercises or detailed 
and precise scores, within which and according to which it is 
possible to find a way out from the mechanical repetition to-
wards the unrepeatable and unpremeditated flow of ‘life’ here 

 179  Kapsali, “‘I don’t attack it, but it’s not for actors’,” 193-194.
 180  Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 208.
 181  Ferdinando Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani. Ventuno riflessioni sulla doppia vi-
suale,” in Grotowski posdomani, ed. F. Taviani Teatro e Storia 20/21 (1998-1999): 397. 
Translation F.C.
 182  Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 406. Translation F.C.
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and now (or the experience of the present in the present); 4) 
provides, in its intermediate stages, instruments that can be used 
with practical, personal or professional purposes.183 

According to Taviani, this “broad sense” has to be referred to Grotowski’s 
personal task of composing and defining a kind of “yoga” based on the 
professional knowledge of the actor: a yoga of the actor.184 Such a prac-
tice operates in the narrow, subtle, and defined territory of the actor’s 
physical actions: “that area in which ‘inside the body’ the physical ac-
tion is preceded by the ‘impulse’”.185

To conclude, it is possible to state that Grotowski’s relationship with 
yoga, within his work and teaching, is based on a subtle balance be-
tween acceptance and denial, between physical action and inner aware-
ness, which results in a sort of “interface between the so-called ‘physical’ 
and the so-called ‘spiritual’”.186

3.5. Recurring Principle in Actor’s Training: the Perspective of Theatre 
Anthropology
All the different practices that we have so far analysed were applied by 
the theatre reformers of the Twentieth century with the aim of creating 
a store of techniques that the actor could use to develop his/her acting 
method and his/her work on himself. Such a multi-layered system aims 
at creating a ‘space’, namely the training, in which the actor can work 
on removing the automatisms of his/her everyday life that are not use-
ful on stage. In terms of Theatre Anthropology, which by definition 
aims to study the human being in the situation of an organised per-

 183  Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 397. Translation F.C.
 184  See Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 397.
 185  Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 407-408. Translation F.C.
 186  Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 408. Translation F.C. (My italics).



147

Interactions and Contaminations

formance, what we have so far described precisely corresponds to the 
so-called extra-daily techniques.

The use of extra-daily techniques in theatre aims at communicating, 
informing, giving shape (in-formare), producing an artificial body, in 
the sense of a work of art that is, therefore, credible. Through the prac-
tice of training the actor is able to shape his/her body, differentiating 
the tensions, the forms. He/she becomes able to investigate at a deep-
er level what is usually considered to be the fundament of the actor’s 
nature: expressiveness. On the contrary, this kind of work is based on 
a different level that does not deal directly with the expressiveness of 
the actor on stage, but with his organization and the process of his/her 
body in action. This is a level that can be shared by every actor as a hu-
man being and as a whole, regardless of cultural and social influences, 
focusing rather on his/her biological and physiological nature. Theatre 
Anthropology defined this basic level of organization as pre-expressive. 
Pre-expressivity, by definition, does not take into account meanings 
and emotions, nor expressivity as it is. If we consider expressivity, the 
focus tends to be on the result and the actor’s work is identified as a 
“what”. The pre-expressive level, however, follows the logic of the pro-
cess, focusing on the doing and “how” it is done, thus giving the actor 
the opportunity to divide and distinguish the multiplicity of levels of 
organization that will then constitute his expressiveness.

The pre-expressive substratum is included in the level of the 
overall expression perceived by the spectator. However, by keep-
ing this substratum separate during the work process, the per-
former can intervene on the pre-expressive level as if, in this 
phase, the principal objective was the energy, the presence, the 
bios of the actions and not their meaning.

The pre-expressive level is therefore an operative level; it is not 
a level that can be separated from expression, but a pragmatic 
category, a practice which, during the process, develops and or-
ganises the performer’s scenic bios and generates new relation-
ships and unexpected possibilities for meaning.187

 187  Eugenio Barba, The Paper Canoe (London: Routledge, 1995), 107-108.
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The pre-expressive level can be used, following the perspective of 
Theatre Anthropology, as a thread between all the techniques concerned 
with the development of the actor’s training. It is indeed an operative 
level underlining how complex is the creation of an acting method that 
includes techniques, relationship, behaviour and meanings. As pointed 
out by Jean-Marie Pradier, “pre-expressivity appears as a dynamic op-
erative notion which is not closed in on itself. It corresponds to the ab-
stract representation of a certain level of complexity in actor behaviour. 
It would be wrong to imagine this notion without bearing in mind 
its links with the underlying levels (memory and learning), and the 
more complex levels”, and more precisely “from the viewpoint of living 
systems theory, the actor’s art can be considered as a peak emerging 
from the activity of a complex system organized into levels”.188 Theatre 
Anthropology, then, “is the study of the pre-expressive scenic behavior 
upon which different genres, styles, roles and personal or collective tra-
ditions are all based”.189 Theatre Anthropology takes into consideration 
the techniques of the actor/dancer at a transcultural level, identifying 
the principles of pre-expressivity that are related to the actor’s scenic 
behaviour and can be defined as universal. In this situation, the actor’s 
presence is modelled by the extra-daily use of the body-mind through 
the use of “technique”. The use of a technique allows the actor to con-
trol his/her body-in-life. However, as Barba affirms, the body-in-life 
is more than a body living on stage; it is a body that dilates the actor’s 
presence, and consequently, the viewer’s perception. It is therefore pos-
sible to speak of a dilated body of the actor on stage.190

 Speaking about technique, it is possible to fall into the ambiguity of 
identifying a kind of theatre only as ‘physical theatre’ or ‘theatre of the 
body’, so that this latter is supposed not to involve mental actions and 

 188  Jean-Marie Pradier “The pre-expressive level: A Mechanicist-alchemist concept,” 
trans. Sally Jane Norman Contemporary Theatre Review 6(4) (1997): 14, accessed Feb-
ruary 25, 2015, doi: 10.1080/10486809708568433.
 189  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 9.
 190  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 81.
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to be merely focused on physicality. The perspective of Theatre Anthro-
pology is thus useful precisely to prevent or overcome this distinction, 
separation and duality between physical and psychological aspects in 
the actor’s work. In this sense, the actor cannot be said to work on a 
physical, mental or vocal action, but on the energy constituting that ac-
tion. The notion of energy is crucial, because it concerns the “presence”, 
the scenic actor’s bios. In order to better explain the concept of energy, 
it is important to return to the identification of the “sources” within the 
actor’s training and techniques. 

Starting from a pre-expressive level, common to all the actors/danc-
ers, Barba identifies a number of recurring principles within various ac-
tor’s techniques.191 These principles can be applied to weight, balance, 
to the use of the spine and eyes, in order to produce tensions, thus cre-
ating an extra-daily quality of energy that makes the body theatrically 
‘decided’, ‘alive’, ‘believable’. All these principles form the theoretical 
basis of the consequent practical part of this research. For this reason it 
is important to digress and itemise them:

• Balance in action
“Balance—the human ability to keep the body erect and to move 
through space in that position—is the result of a series of relationships 
and muscular tensions. When we amplify our movements—by taking 
longer steps or by holding our heads more forwards or backwards than 
usual—our balance is threatened”.192

The actor continually seeks an alteration of his/her everyday tech-
nique of walking and keeping his/her body still, he/she relies on a con-
stant alteration of balance. He/she rejects the “natural” balance and 
looks for a permanently unstable one; he/she intervenes in space with a 
‘luxury’ balance, which is complex and requires a lot of energy.

 191  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 13.
 192  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 19.
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It is possible to list a number of examples from Asian traditions to 
clarify the use of this principle on stage. The position of the feet in the 
Balinese theatre: here, the actor stands on the soles by lifting as much 
as possible the toes and the front side. Considerably reducing the base 
of the body support, in order to avoid falling down, the actor is forced 
to spread the legs apart and to bend the knees. Another example is the 
term koshi, used in the Japanese traditions such as Nō, Kabuki and 
Kyogen. Koshi is not a theoretical notion, but a very practical term; it 
is referred to a specific part of the body, precisely the hips and indicates 
the right quality of energy in the actor’s work, which is, in fact, said 
‘to have koshi or not to have koshi’, referring to the specific Japanese 
actors’ posture. In everyday work, hips are used to follow the walking; 
here on the contrary, working according to an extra-daily technique, 
hips remain stable. Blocking the hips while walking would require us to 
bend the knees and to use the torso as a single block, pushing down the 
spine; in this way there will be two different tensions, which will oblige 
the actor to seek a new balance.

• The dance of oppositions
The actor’s body reveals its life to the spectator through a multitude of 
opposing forces and tensions. It is the principle of opposition that gives 
rise to the dance of these forces, which occurs within the body and not 
with the body. To explain this principle, Barba uses a series of examples, 
mainly drawn from Eastern traditions. In fact, the Japanese term to 
describe these opposing tensions is hippari hai, which means “to pull 
someone towards oneself while being pulled in turn”.193 In the two Nō 
families, Kanze and Kita, these opposite tensions are used in the walk, 
in different ways but with the same principle. In the first example, the 
actor is held from the hips and therefore forced to overcome the op-
position, to slightly bend the torso forward, to bend the knees, and to 
crawl rather than to lift the feet off the ground. In the second family 
the actor must imagine having above the head an iron ring that pulls 

 193  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 23.
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him upward, and he must resist this force, in order to keep his feet on 
the ground. Energy is thus not the result of a simple and mechanical al-
teration of balance, but the consequence of tensions between opposing 
forces. Another example can be found in the Peking Opera, in which 
every action performed by the actor must start from the opposite direc-
tion with respect to its goal. And again in the agem, the Balinese basic 
position, it is possible to notice a conscious alternation of limbs ac-
cording to the series of oppositions between keras, which means strong, 
tough and vigorous and manis, meaning delicate, soft, tender.

The dance of the opposition characterises the actor’s life on stage 
at different levels. However, in this ‘dance’ there is something that the 
actor can use as a compass to orient him/herself: that is discomfort. Le 
mime est à l’aise dans le malaise: it is in discomfort that the mime feels 
comfortable, says Decroux194. Discomfort and pain are recurring rudi-
ments of several Asian traditions. Pain and therefore resistance, Tahan, 
for the Balinese, kung fu, for the Chinese. And they both refer to the 
same thing: energy, persistence within the work.

• Consistent inconsistency and the virtue of omission
The consistent inconsistency is the implicit thought within the practice 
of extra-daily techniques. Some actors turn away from the techniques 
of everyday behaviour, even when they have to perform simple actions 
(to stand, to sit, to walk, to talk, to look, etc.), and it is interesting to 
note that such initial inconsistency, which avoids the economy of every-
day practice, is then organised into a new systematic consistency. The 
difficult artificiality characterizing extra-daily techniques makes it pos-
sible to achieve another quality of energy. Through long practice and 
continuous training, the actor establishes this ‘inconsistency’ within a 
process of innervation; he/she develops new neuro-muscular reflexes 
that lead him/her to a renewed culture of the body, to a ‘second nature’, 
a new consistency, which is artificial but marked by the actor’s bios. A 
basic example is the use of hands and eyes.

 194  Etienne Decroux, “Words on mime,” trans. Mark Piper, Mime Journal (Clare-
mont: California, Pomona College, 1985), 52.
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In India, starting from the hasta mudra, a real ‘second nature’ of 
hands is developed. Hasta (hand) and mudra (seal) indicate, in San-
skrit, a cipher-language articulated through the positions of hands and 
fingers. This system was used by the actors to emphasise or translate 
the words of the text or to add descriptive details. In this case, in ad-
dition to their ideogrammatic value, the mudras acquired dynamism, a 
game of tensions and oppositions whose visual impact is crucial to their 
credibility in the eyes of the spectator. Despite the ‘stylised’ artificiality 
of the gesture, the spectator perceives a consistency equivalent, albeit 
different, to that which occurs in everyday life.

Concerning eyes, the focus will be on how to direct them. In general 
our eyes look forward, 30 degrees downward. If we raise them to 30 
degrees upward, our head remains in the same position, but creates a 
tension in the muscles of the neck and upper torso, affecting and alter-
ing balance. Working on the eyes’ direction, the whole physical posture 
changes, as well as the muscle tone of the torso, the balance, the pres-
sure of the feet on the ground. Through the consistent inconsistency 
of the extra-daily gaze, the actors operate a qualitative change of their 
energies.

The scenic behaviours that seem to be a weave of movements far 
more complex than the daily ones are actually the result of a simplifi-
cation. This happens because a certain number of well-defined forces, 
oppositions, are isolated, possibly amplified and assembled as simul-
taneous or connected. The principle of oppositions as the essence of 
energy is linked to the principle of simplification. Simplification in this 
case means omission of some elements in order to highlight others, so 
that they may appear essential.

Decroux, for instance, considers the body as essentially limited to the 
torso, and the movements of the arms and legs as mere gesticulation, 
except when they are the extension of an impulse or a micro-action 
occurring in the spine. Therefore those macro-actions can be absorbed 
by the body while maintaining the energy of the original action. They 
are transformed into impulses, into micro-actions of a nearly immobile 
acting body. This process of absorption of the action can be found in 
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the so-called ‘stage business’. A practical example is the Kabuki actor 
Matsumoto Nazaemon. Talking about a moment of the performance in 
which an actor dances and the others stand with their backs to the audi-
ence, he says: “I myself do not relax, even though I am there in front of 
the musicians, I am performing the dance in my mind. If I did not do 
so, the view of my back would be so displeasing that the performance 
would be brought to a halt”.195 Quoting Eugenio Barba:

The theatrical virtue of omission does not consist in ‘letting one-
self go’ into something undefined, into non-action. On the stage, 
for the performer, omission means, rather, ‘retaining’ that which 
characterizes scenic presence without squandering it in an excess 
of expressivity and vitality. The beauty of omission, in fact, is the 
suggestiveness of indirect action, of the life which is revealed with a 
maximum of intensity in a minimum of activity.196

• Equivalence
If we look at a vase of flowers, we see only flowers: no matter how beau-
tiful they may be, once pulled out from their context, they will repre-
sent only themselves. The same can be said for the actor. According to 
Decroux, the actor is a human being forced to look like another human 
being, a body miming a body; and this is not sufficient for art. To create 
a work of art it is necessary that the idea of   something is represented by 
something else. The aim is thus to give new life to things, and precisely 
for this reason, by mentioning flowers, Barba provides the example of 
Ikebana that literally means ‘to make flowers live’. They are still flowers, 
we cannot represent their action of blossoming in temporal terms, but 
this passage can be suggested by a parallel in space, i.e. by using equiv-
alent transpositions which allow the composition to open up to new 
meanings different from the original one. The Ikebana shows how some 
forces that develop over time can find equivalence in terms of space. 

 195  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 29.
 196  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 29.



154

The Trained Experience

This principle of equivalence is fundamental in Decroux’s work. His 
idea of mime is based on the replacement of the body’s necessary daily 
techniques with equivalent extra-daily tensions. He explains how an 
action of everyday life can be represented, and remaining believable, by 
acting exactly with opposite actions. This is a fundamental principle of 
the theatre: on stage all the actions must be real, it does not matter that 
they are realistic. The actor does not re-experience the action; he/she 
recreates the life through the action. The end of this process allows him/
her to achieve the purpose: the body does not resemble itself anymore. 
The actor must abandon his/her own ‘spontaneity’; he/she has indeed 
to interrupt his/her automatism. Of course, interrupting automatisms 
does not in itself represent the expression, but the expression cannot 
exist without it.

All these principles are not aesthetic ways of suggesting how to 
add beauty to the performer’s body nor how to ‘stylize’ it. They 
are means to remove what is obviously the body’s daily aspect, 
in order to avoid it being only a human body condemned to 
resemble itself, to present and represent only itself.197

These sources and techniques are means that the actor can draw 
from different traditions that are not necessarily theatrical. The work of 
all the theatre reformers, in fact, stays always on th0

e edge, crossing the boundaries between the inside and the outside 
of theatre itself. They all contribute to the actor’s training, consisting of 
exercises aimed at breaking the automatism of everyday life. It is none-
theless important to underline the fact that this represents only the first 
step of the actor’s work. After the acquisition of a certain technique, 
the actor needs to master it properly. In fact, answering the question 
of an actress who challenged the aridity of a text on acting technique, 
Barba replied with the following words: “Here there are pipes, chan-
nels, a few reservoirs, all of them dry and empty. No-one can give you 
your water […] Do you mean that without all this, my water, if there 

 197  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 32.
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is any, becomes a swamp?”198 Water and pipes are a really interesting 
and eloquent metaphor: if we think about water flow, it will be easy to 
understand that the risk of a devoid of pipes or banks is to lose strength 
and/or to become stagnant. 

During the first day of work at the ISTA199 (1986) Barba states that 
such an analytical work may be seen as an act of killing something that 
was alive. It is also true that this seems to be an inevitable process: if 
we consider theatre as something living and we intend to study such a 
livingness, we must attain its cellular level, dissecting its processes and 
structures.200 

But in what does this theatre consist? It consists of visible and invis-
ible,201 whose union creates the relationship with the spectator, which 
is essential, since, as Barba says, “theatre is the art of the spectator”.202 
The visible is precisely technique, a particular use of the body, not phys-
ical nor mechanical, but existing to hide or reveal the invisible. The 
visible consists precisely in the channels that the actor uses to convey 
and make effective the very forces that move him/her. And these forces, 
economic, psychological, mental or biological, represent also the level 
of the invisible; the mind, the actor’s personality, what we always possess 
as human beings, regardless of our culture: bios, energy.

 198  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 46.
 199  ISTA, International School of Theatre Anthropology, was founded in 1979. Con-
ceived and directed by Eugenio Barba, it is based in Holstebro, Denmark. ISTA is a 
multicultural network of performers and scholars giving life to an itinerant university 
whose main field of study is Theatre Anthropology. Since its start in 1980, ISTA 
sessions have been held in the following places: Bonn (Germany, 1980), Volterra and 
Pontedera (Italy, 1981), Blois and Malakoff (France, 1985), Holstebro (Denmark, 
1986), Salento (Italy, 1987), Bologna (Italy, 1990), Brecon and Cardiff (Great Brit-
ain, 1992), Londrina (Brazil, 1994), Umeå (Sweden, 1995), Copenhagen (Denmark, 
1996), Montemor-o-Novo and Lisbon (Portugal, 1998), Bielefeld (Germany, 2000), 
Seville (Spain, 2004) and Wroclaw (Poland, 2005).
 200  From Report of ISTA session, Holstebro, Denmark, September 1987, edit by 
Jean-Marie Pradier, in Odin Teatret Archives. 
 201  Eugenio Barba, Phillip Zarrilli, “About the Invisible and Visible in Theatre and 
about ISTA in Particular: Eugenio Barba to Philip Zarrilli,” TDR 119 (1988): 7-16.
 202  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 37.
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That water, mentioned by Barba, is therefore the invisible level in-
herent in each actor, a biological behaviour that no one can find in 
manuals; pipes, channels, tanks, they are the tools that allow the actor 
to determine the shape of this water, that he/she needs to transfer his/
her energy, to improve his/her efficacy, in order to create a presence on 
stage able to draw the spectator’s attention. 

It is important to highlight the theatrical notion of energy inasmuch 
as it is of prominent importance when dealing specifically with med-
itation practices. Barba claims that for an actor energy is not a what, 
but a how. “How to move. How to remain immobile. How to make her/
his own physical presence visible and how to transform it into scenic 
presence, and thus expression. How to make the invisible visible: the 
rhythm of thought”.203 These words render effectively the idea of the 
actor’s freedom of choice and of making decisions with respect to his/
her “own water” and to his/her possibility of letting it flow within a 
communication structure. 

In this sense the actor contributes in first person to the construction 
of his own presence, to the invention of his/her ‘scenic biology’. In 
order to implement this process, it is helpful to consider this how in 
the same way as a what, so that we can identify the different aspects of 
energy and then project them into space. The first thing to be done is 
to distinguish between the two different poles of energy: Animus, strong 
and vigorous; Anima, soft and delicate. These are just two qualities and 
it is clear that they correspond with a how, and therefore it is important 
not to confuse these two qualities with a gender distinction. For the 
actor energy is a temperature, an intensity that he/she can awaken and 
model, working on a level invisible to the viewer. The actor constructs, 
through technique and the achievement of an artificial and extra-dai-
ly behaviour, an armour that makes him/her invulnerable in front of 
the spectator and allows him/her to dilate his/her presence and, conse-
quently, the perception of the spectator.

 203  Barba, The Paper Canoe, 49.
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For what concerns my choice of considering the perspective of Thea-
tre Anthropology, by also stating the usefulness of the notion of pre-ex-
pressivity as a method of analysis, it is fundamental to consider also the 
practical aim of my inquiry: to identify principles coming from differ-
ent embodied, spiritual/meditative traditions applicable to the develop-
ment of a form of actor’s training. In this sense, I am well aware of the 
debate around such cross-cultural approach on acting practices,204 as I 
am aware of the critiques that address such ‘experimental’ approach as 
a form of reductionism,205 or, to put it in Zarrilli’s words as “lack of re-
flexivity”.206 However, in my perspective, to consider techniques a form 
of experience does not neglect the traditions from where such tech-
niques come from, it rather considers them towards a practical applica-
tion. By referring to a practical application I am not talking of course 
of an application tout court of theatrical principles coming for example 
from the Indian tradition, to a Western form of acting method. Starting 
from the examples that I have so far presented, I am here referring to a 
much more complex operation of translation of those principles into a 
sequence of theatrical exercises, and much more important I am refer-
ring to the application of such exercises within the space of the actor’s 
training and not into the moment of acting per se. The main critique 
towards such approach, that is then also the main misunderstanding, is 
ascribable to the general mistake of not defining and separating, thus 
confusing, the two moments of training and performance.207 So, of 

 204  See Patrice Pavis, Theatre at the crossroads of culture (London: Routledge, 1992), 
155-177.
 205  See Kati Röttger, “Las distintas caras del teatro: entre Nuevo Teatro y Tercer 
Teatro,” in Literatura peruana hoy. Crisis y creación, eds. Karl Kohut, José Morales 
Saravia, Sonia V. Rose (Frankfurt/Main: Vervuert Verlag; Madrid: Iberoamericana, 
1998), 244-250.
 206  Phillip Zarrilli, “For Whom Is the “Invisible” Not Visible? Reflections on Repre-
sentation in the Work of Eugenio Barba,” TDR 32(1) (1988): 102.
 207  See Miguel Rubio, “El Puente de Huampaní o El Teatro de Grupo,” La Escena Lati-
noamerica (Buenos Aires) 1, 22; quoted in Röttger, “Las distintas caras del teatro,” 249. 
“Somos de la opinión que no debe confundirse el entrenamiento con el espectáculo”.
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course it is not possible to uncover the ‘meaning’ of specific traditions 
without considering their cultural, social, and, in the case of most of 
the Asian ones, religious context. But the quest of this dissertation, as 
well for the aim of Theatre Anthropology, is different. Paraphrasing 
Barba’s words in response to Zarrilli’s critiques, if one questions the 
influence of certain Asian-embodied traditions on Western theatre, in 
order to investigate which principles and elements can be defined in 
light of differences and commonalities, does not necessary mean that 
one needs to conduct an inquiry only and specifically on a cultural 
and social level.208 The perspective that I am going to consider, and in 
this I agree with Barba’s position, “is not limited just to observation of 
different theatrical practices. It implies, rather, conducting research of 
a scientific kind which proposes to individuate the principles which on 
the operative plane make theatrical behavior efficient”.209 The main rea-
son then, for which I consider valid such approach, is because its main 
aim is “to uncover knowledge which can be useful to an actor’s work”.210 
Because what I am mostly concerned with is “the actor searching for 
empirical elements on which to base his [/her] work”, meaning how to 
better explore and embody new scenic possibilities.211

By way of conclusion, what I have presented in this chapter brings 
us back to our initial assumption, borrowed from Cruciani, that iden-
tified theatre as the absoluteness of ‘making’ and its existence as the 
necessity, through the ‘reality’ of the actor’s actions on stage.

 208  Barba, “About the Invisible and Visible,” 12.
 209  Barba, “About the Invisible and Visible,” 13.
 210  Eugenio Barba, Beyond the Floating Islands (New York: PAJ Publications, 1986), 135.
 211  Eugenio Barba, “The Female Role as Represented on the Stage in Various Cul-
tures.” In the ISTA Program, compiled and edited by Richard Fowler (Holstebro, 
Denmark, 1986).


