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CHAPTER FOUR  
 

An Antinomian Relationship:  
Spiritual Techniques and Theatrical Practices

4.1. By Way of Introduction: the Actor’s Personal Cultivation
In the light of what I have already presented in the previous chapters, 
the relationship between spiritual techniques and theatrical practices 
should not appear as antinomian; hence, the first part of this disserta-
tion has already stressed the non-paradoxical image of this relationship. 
The presented examples of contaminations and interactions within the 
theatrical field have shown how often and how thoroughly the theatre 
reformers have relied on embodied techniques to improve and develop 
their new acting methods. What the reformers have created were new 
forms of performative practices that were transmitted inside artistic 
spaces, such as workshops, laboratories, and schools in a pedagogical 
process.1 And in a pedagogical way the theatre reform of the Twentieth 
century is characterised by a transmission of performative knowledge 
between masters and pupils of different generations, through a circle of 
theatre practices.2 But this specific aspect of performative knowledge 
related to spirituality in theatre practices was not entirely acknowledged 

 1  See Fabrizio Cruciani, Registi pedagoghi e comunità teatrali nel Novecento (Roma: 
Editoria & Spettacolo, 2006), 71. 
 2  I am here referring to those outstanding examples of strong artistic relationships. 
Just to mention the most representatives: Stanislavsky and Chekhov; Stanislavsky and 
Meyerhold; Meyerhold and Eisenstein; Grotowski and Barba.
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by the academic field. In fact, the study of religious, meditative and 
spiritual practices often entails a sort of social prejudice, connected in 
my opinion to the misconception of the religious issue as tied up to a 
mere manner of blind faith and belief. My engagement with what lies 
behind and beyond the theological and theistic aspect of religions, i.e. 
the spiritual principles and practices, finds a common ground of anal-
ysis within cognitive science and neuroscience. Such shared interest in 
this field is represented by the idea that religious and spiritual practical 
experiences contain a ‘hidden knowledge’ that, if analysed, can give us 
access to an in-depth look on human cognitive processes and behav-
iours. In the last decades, the attention on these practices has certainly 
increased. Several neuroscientific studies actually showed the effects of 
spiritual and meditative practices on human brain, from a cognitive and 
therapeutical point of view. I shall dedicate the last part of this chapter 
specifically to this topic. Hereby, this part moves towards the explo-
ration of an interdisciplinary path between acting theories, embodied 
meditative and spiritual practices, and the last decades’ development 
in cognitive neuroscience related to the topic of religions. Concerning 
the specific involvement of cognitivism in my discourse I am going 
to consider the work of Francisco Varela, and his close collaborators, 
phenomenologist and psychologists Evan Thompson, Eleanor Rosch, 
and Natalie Depraz.3 Going back to the previously mentioned social 
preconception towards religions, more than one hundred years ago, in 
his famous The Varieties of Religious Experience William James presented 
what could be defined as a radical idea, i.e. considering religion and the 
studies on it as a useful contribution to scientific psychology.4 How-
ever, despite James’ considerations, today Eleanor Rosch notices and 
points out how little this conception has actually turned and how rad-
ical such an idea might still appear. In fact, Rosch, referring to James’ 

 3  I am here refferring to several pubblications that I am going to introduce and refer 
to in the following paragraph.
 4  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience. A Study in Human Nature 
(London and Glasgow: The Fontana Library, 1960).
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contribution, defines the possibility of studying religious and spiritual 
experiences as “[o]ne of the best kept secrets of the last several centu-
ries”.5 What James proposed in his Varieties is to examine, classify, and 
catalogue many examples of religious experiences, developing a form of 
qualitative study of religion. He argues for a “science of religions” that 
would look at religious practices, experiences, and beliefs, “confront-
ing the spontaneous religious constructions with the results of natural 
science”.6 Religions, then, in James’ account are considered for what 
concerns the personal spiritual experience beneath them. As Eugene 
Taylor, one of the major experts on William James, claims, religions are 
here taken

[…] to mean solely the spiritual experiences that occur within 
the individual. Such spiritual experiences, he [James] said can be 
transformative for the person who has them. […] They lead to 
the highest states of consciousness it is possible for human being 
to achieve. The effects on these highest states, meanwhile, must 
be gauged in terms of their effect on enhancing the moral and 
aesthetic quality of everyday life.7

Nowadays, neuroscientists involved in studying religious experi-
ences often refer to James and to his Varieties, thus perpetuating that 
dialogue between experimental science and comparative religions that 
James promoted and anticipated calling for “the development of an 

 5  Eleanor Rosch, “How Do I Know Thee? Let Me Count the Ways: Meditation and 
Basic Cognitive Processes,” Pacific World. Journal of the Institute of Buddhist Studies 4 
(2002): 33.
 6  James, The Varieties, 359-360. See also William James, The Will to Believe and Other 
Essay in Popular Philosophy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 8-9 and 
Wayne Proudfoot, ed., William James and a Science of Religions: Reexperiencing The 
Varieties of Religious Experience (New York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 2.
 7  Eugene Taylor, “William James and the Humanistic Implications of the Neurosci-
ence Revolution: An Outrageous Hypothesis,” Journal of Humanistic Psychology 50(4) 
(2010): 414, accessed April 21, 2016, doi: 10.1177/0022167810376305.
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objective, cross-cultural and comparative science of religions”.8 More-
over, what cognitive scientists and neuroscientists have considered, by 
looking at spiritual practices as a tool for the improvement of cognitive 
functions, goes along with the broader possibility of overcoming the 
Cartesian problem of body-mind division and/or relationship. Such 
topic has been extensively explored also from a philosophical point of 
view, if one considers for example the phenomenological examination.9 
This specific ‘problem’, however, opens up a much broader discussion 
on the Eastern-Western approach on the mind-body theory. I am not 
going to extensively delve into the comparison of the two different ap-
proaches. I shall rather focus on the possibility of overcoming the very 
own comparison by considering the principles underlining the spiritual 
and the meditative practices that I shall take into account, coming from 
both Eastern and especially Western traditions, as I am going to intro-
duce in what follows. To give a sense of this mentioned comparison, for 
instance, in his digression on an Eastern-Western comparative relation 
of the mind-body theory, the Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo under-
lined the ontological problems characterising this relationship. He also 
stressed the differences between the Western and the Eastern perspec-
tive on this issue, detecting in the latter the tendency to consider the 
problem from a unifying point of view, through a conception aiming at 
the unity of body and mind. Of course, as Yasuo himself stated, and as I 
already mentioned, it would not be correct to say that such unity has not 
been explored at all by Western thought. From Descartes on, Modern 

 8  Taylor, “William James and the Humanistic Implications of the Neuroscience 
Revolution,” 417. See also Eugene I. Taylor, “Some Vicissitudes of Constructing a 
Cross-Cultural Psychology of Mystical States,” in Mysticism: A Variety of Psychological 
Perspectives, eds. Jacob A. Belzen & Antoon Geels (Amsterdam and New York: Rodo-
pi, 2003), 179-212.
 9  See for example Merleau-Ponty examination of the body in Maurice Merleau-Pon-
ty, The Visible and the Invisible: Followed by Working Notes, ed., Claude Lefort and 
trans., Alphonso Lingis (Evanstone: Northwestern University Press, 1968). See also 
M. Merleau-Ponty, Le Visible et l’Invisible: Suivi de Notes de Travail, ed. Claude Lefort 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1964).
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philosophy, and especially phenomenology, often focused on this topic. 
Nevertheless, according to Yasuo, the main difference between Western 
and Eastern perspective is that in this latter the body-mind problem is 
not a problem at all, since it is definitely rooted and embodied in the 
Eastern thought. The unity of body and mind is already included in the 
ancient Japanese term shinjin ichinyo, signifying exactly the oneness of 
body-mind.10 Such term is particularly related to theatrical arts, such as 
the Noh drama, martial arts (Judo and Kendo) and spiritual practices 
(Zen meditation). Yasuo stated that “the oneness of the body-mind is 
an ideal for inward meditation as well as for out-ward activities”.11 In 
this sense, he talked about a process of “personal cultivation” within the 
meditation practice that allows the human being to experience such 
an oneness.12 This condition of body-mind inseparability does not re-
sult from a long training, in which mind cultivation depends on body 
training. Personal cultivation works rather on a simultaneous factor, be-
cause a “physical training that is not accompanied by the training of the 
mind as well is regarded an aberration, for the mind and body cannot 
be essentially separated”.13 In Yasuo’s considerations, this perspective 
is related to the knowledge of the body-mind itself, since the practice 
is what provides knowledge and belief.14 Underlining the role of the 
unity of body and mind in spiritual and meditative practices recalls the 
importance of the body in the Twentieth-century experimental theatre, 
that I have repeatedly stressed in this dissertation, so that the applica-
tion of embodied practices as supporting the notion of oneness appears 
rather legitimate. In the early chapters, I have analysed the relationship 
of embodied techniques with the theatre practices, by presenting – in 
accordance with existing studies – outstanding examples of connection 

 10  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), 24.
 11  Yasuo, The Body, 24.
 12  Yasuo, The Body, 25.
 13  Yasuo, The Body, 24.
 14  See Yasuo, The Body, 7.
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and interaction between Western acting methods and Asian embodied 
practices. In this chapter, I will rather present and analyse examples of 
connection and interaction between theatre and spirituality that are less 
known, although greatly important for my argument. All these exam-
ples belong to Christian tradition, particularly embedded in Western 
culture. Of course, this is a clear and thoroughly considered decision, 
because I am interested here in underlining at the same time the con-
nections between theatre and meditation as well as the same kind of 
connection between the respective contexts of spirituality and medi-
tation. In fact, I intend to consider Jerzy Grotowski ’s interest in the 
Hesychast tradition, belonging to the Orthodox Christianism, as well 
as Eisenstein’s research on Ignacio de Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises, related 
to the Jesuit practice. I intend to take into account these two examples, 
because I consider them as illustrative of the not-so-antinomian rela-
tionship underlying the present analysis and as an instrument for the 
development of the “personal cultivation” within both the spiritual and 
meditative practices of different traditions. 

This attempt to connect different practices, identifying shared prin-
ciples is not an isolated case. For instance, we could mention as practi-
cal and theoretical example two scholars’ creation of an actual manual 
for a Catholic-Buddhist retreat.15 Basing on the Spiritual Exercises of the 
Jesuit tradition and the Buddhist reflections, they searched for common 
patterns shared by both the practices, in order to create a retreat expe-
rience based on a shared wisdom.16 In addition, my contribution is not 
the first attempt to connect meditation and theatre. In his interesting 
study, Buddhism as/in Performance, David E.R. George analyses the per-
formative value of the Buddhist philosophy and practice. He proposes 

 15  Andre L. Delbecq, Sarita Tamayo-Moraga, Bo Tep, Len Tischler, and Juan Velas-
co, Ignatius and the Buddha in Conversation: A Resource for a Religiously Plural Dialog, 
self-published, 2014.
 16  Len Tischler and Andre Delbecq, “Using The Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of 
Loyola as a Basis for a Buddhist-Christian Retreat,” Buddhist-Christian Studies 35 
(2015): 213-217. 
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an “Epistemology of Performance” as well as a “Buddhist Epistemol-
ogy”, detecting the theatrical aspect entailed by the Buddhist practice 
as well as identifying the actual performances developed by Buddhist 
philosophy.17 However, his work is focused on exploring the art and the 
notion of performance in Buddhist meditation, whereas, rather than 
in the performative value of such practices I am interested in the appli-
cation of these constituent principles of meditations to what is before 
performance, that is the actor’s training. This way of extracting princi-
ples and methods might seem somehow reducing the practices under 
examination, but, as William James also underlines, reductionism is 
not at all our aim, when we identify and draw the common principles 
shared by spiritual and religious experiences, or when we analyse and 
employ them from a biological, cognitive, epistemological, performa-
tive, or psychological point of view, as in James’ case. It is mostly a way 
of considering the phenomena of religious experience, in James’ terms, 
from a “purely existential point of view”.18 Rather than to a form of 
scientific reductionism this way of researching applicable principles of 
spirituality can be assimilated to the notion of “searching theology”19 
presented by Roger Haight S.J., who refers to this way of considering 
spirituality as an initiative that “comes from a depth of human freedom 
that encompass mind, will, and emotions”.20 This way of conceiving 
religious and spiritual experience also underlines “the dynamism of the 
human spirit that underlies spirituality and religion itself ”.21 According 
to Haight, search ultimately represents the meaning of faith, so that 
the whole spiritual path can be considered as a research process.22 The 

 17  David E.R. George, Buddhist as/in Performance. Analysis of Meditation and Theat-
rical Practice (New Delhi: D.K. Printworld(P) Ltd., 2011), 3-37.
 18  James, The Varieties, 28-9.
 19  Roger Haight S.J., “A Theology for the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola,” 
Spiritus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 10(2) (2010): 160.
 20  Haight, “Theology”, 160.
 21  Haight, “Theology”, 161.
 22  Haight, “Theology”, 161-2.
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notion of research process is indeed related to the object at issue in this 
search, i.e. the effort of finding ways to achieve a ‘theatrical knowledge’. 
Again, on the quality of the search of theology, Haight underlines that 
theology on its own “is not “knowledge” strictly speaking”.23 Therefore, 
a method of analysis focused not only on the theological, historical and 
cultural aspects of religious practices, but specifically on the investiga-
tion into the principles of such practices, does not disregard the objec-
tive traditions and “explores their meaning in terms of the experience 
they have encoded”.24

To return to the notion of “personal cultivation”, in this chapter I 
will present some examples of analysis and reflection, application and 
comparison of spiritual and meditative practices in the field of theatre. 
Basing on a cognitive approach, I will then analyse the possibility for 
this personal cultivation to happen, from a cognitive, behavioural, per-
formative point of view. Furthermore, in the next chapter I will explain 
and enlarge in a practical sense what is here reported at a theoretical 
level, by presenting the application of a combined training informed by 
both theatrical and extra-theatrical techniques, thus proposing a prac-
tice-based approach to the subject at issue.

4.2. “Flee, keep silent, be still”: Grotowski and the Hesychast Actor
Underlining the complexity of Grotowski’s path in the Twentieth-cen-
tury theatrical landscape, Ferdinando Taviani talks about a “dou-
ble-view”25 as the necessary perspective for an adequate consideration 

 23  Haight, “Theology”, 164.
 24  Haight, “Theology”, 166.
 25  See Ferdinando Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani. Ventuno riflessioni sulla doppia 
visuale”, in Grotowski posdomani, ed. F. T., Teatro e Storia 20/21 (1998-1999): 391-
420. Translation F.C.
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of his work, stressing also the impossibility of explaining this itinerary 
in unitary terms.26 As we have also seen in the analysis of his relation-
ship with Yoga, Grotowski should not be considered only as one of 
the most influential directors of the Twentieth-century theatre reform 
but also in the light of his private life, which had become more and 
more prominent in the last years of his career. And, taken separately, 
none of these two perspectives is sufficient. Therefore, if we considered 
Grotowski from the point of view consisting of the sequence of events 
that characterised the Twentieth-century theatre,

[he] would appear as an artist and a master who at some point 
dropped his specific theatrical concerns, in order to focus on an 
initiatory research. In doing so, he certainly expanded the con-
ceptual and material borders of theatre, but so extremely that he 
pierced them and then left. […] On the contrary, if we observe 
the figure of Grotowski from the point of view of his personal 
life or by focusing on the last years of his work, he would seem 
to be a clairvoyant who used the theatrical context, knowledge, 
and techniques to find out a form of ‘yoga’ free from doctrinal 
and metaphysical constraints. He would be someone who bares 
Tradition: an approach to initiatory tradition that capable of 
getting rid of the direct dependence on what our culture associ-
ates with religions, doctrines, the multiform clerical hierarchies, 
myths, dogmas, and claims of orthodoxy. Thus he would seem 
to be one of the Twentieth-century forms of gnosis that, in this 
particular case, also resulted in effects and resonance within the-
atre.27

What has been presented here is a sort of holistic system in which the 
significance of each part highlights how Jerzy Grotowski introduced a 
double bond into the relationship between theatre and what is beyond 

 26  See also Marco De Marinis, “Grotowski e il segreto del Novecento teatrale”, Cul-
ture Teatrali 5 (2001): 16.
 27  Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 398-99. Translation F.C. (My bold).
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theatre.28 What is this ‘beyond-theatre’ aspect that is involved in the 
practice of the Grotowskian actor? In my opinion, the answer lies in 
the research itself, in the act of going out of theatre in order to perceive 
its inner processes. As a matter of fact, in the previous quote I have 
intentionally emphasised some words that I consider as strictly related 
to our question: we deal here with a ‘gnostic research’, with the aim of 
uncovering a ‘theatrical knowledge’. As Antonio Attisani pointed out 
in his Acta Gnosis, “a Gnostic attitude characterises the most relevant 
theatre work of the 20th century, including the avantgarde, though it 
is evoked through different key words in different contexts”.29 As for 
Grotowski, considering the frame of textual analysis, it is possible to 
outline a sort of recognition of “his references to the sources and criti-
cal literature of hermeticism, esotericism, and Gnosis”.30 Among many 
studies, Zbigniew Osiński’s work represents a point of reference that al-
lows us to define some cultural aspects of Grotowski’s research. Osiński 
clearly claimed that “Grotowski’s creative activity and his worldview 
can be studied and interpreted also within the field of contemporary 
Gnosis, more precisely neo-Gnosis”, which makes it possible “to see [t]
his activity in a new light”.31

As I have already pointed out, it is possible to identify Grotowski’s 
interest in religious as well as spiritual theories and disciplines through 
his biographical account, considering even his childhood experiences. 
Bearing in mind the aspect of Gnostic research as well as the perpetual 
truth-seeking act of the theatrical knowledge, it is possible to consider 
more deeply these personal, biographical events, such as the influence 

 28  See Taviani, “Grotowski posdomani,” 392.
 29  Antonio Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” trans. Elisa Poggelli, ed. Lisa Wolford Wylam, 
TDR 52(2) (Summer 2008): 81.
 30  Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 83. See also Marco De Marinis ed., “Intorno a Grotows-
ki”, Culture teatrali 9 (Autumn 2003); Ludwik Flaszen and Carla Pollastrelli eds., Il 
Teatro Laboratorio di Jerzy Grotowski 1959-1969 (Pontedera: Fondazione Pontedera 
Teatro, 2001).
 31  Zbigniew Osiński, “Grotowski e la gnosi”, Teatro e Storia” 25 (2004): 316; quoted 
in translation by Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 83.
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of his mother’s spiritual interests, the reading of Brunton’s and Rollands’ 
books,32 and therefore to detect some practices in Grotowski’s work be-
yond theatre. In an interview with Jean-Pierre Thibaudat, Grotowski 
himself talks about his own work by recalling the origin of his spiritual 
path, connecting his theatre research with his encounter with different 
traditions and techniques:

Since childhood I have been interested in different kinds of “psy-
chophysical” techniques. In fact, since the age of nine, my first 
points of orientation have been the great figures of Hindu tech-
niques. And this first center of interest (how to work on oneself 
with someone else, in a performative context, so to speak) sub-
sequently passed through theatre. In the course of my life I have 
always looked for contact with people who were in unbroken 
connection with this or that technique and tradition. And there, 
in different fields, I have received a direct transmission.33

In this sense, since the beginning, for Grotowski, theatre had been an 
instrument or, in his own terms, a vehicle to return to a deeper level of 
knowledge. Therefore, this is precisely the perspective in which we have 
to consider his connection with different forms of religious tradition, 
i.e. not as a sort of syncretism but rather as a consequential step in his 
personal research. Thus the reference to Gnosis can be seen “in the 
frame of rigorous research on the fundamentals of human doing and 
feeling, rather than a phantasmagoric secret of secrets”.34 Although in 
his writings it is not possible to find many specific quotes in this regard, 
as a matter of fact Osiński points out that Grotowski “spoke publicly 
about Gnosis only once”,35 during a lecture at the University of Gdańsk 

 32  See in chapter three of this dissertation, paragraph 3.4. “Grotowski and the Actor’s 
Yoga”.
 33  Jean-Pierre Thibaudat, “Grotowski, un véhicule du théâtre,” Liberátion, July, 
2005, 31; quoted in translation by Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 85.
 34  Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 86.
 35  Osiński, “Grotowski e la gnosi,” 304; quoted in translation by Attisani, “Acta 
Gnosis,” 96.
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(Poland) in 1981 and, chronologically speaking, it is not completely 
certain when he came in contact with Gnostic literature. His knowledge 
in canonical religious texts can be considered as an important starting 
point. In the same interview with Thibaudat he stated: “I have to admit 
that the Gospels and Judaic approaches played an important role in my 
life”.36 As also underlined by Osiński, in one of Grotowski’s best known 
texts we can find what seems to be a substantial and specific reference 
to Gnosis. In fact, in Tu es le fils de quelqu’un, Grotowski paraphrases an 
episode of the Gospel of Luke.37 This notwithstanding, those references 
might seem insufficient to establish a proper connection. Actually it 
is not fruitful to base Grotowski’s relation to Gnosis just on his own 
published writings; it is rather useful, if not necessary, to read in be-
tween lines to detect implicit, significant, almost hidden references to a 
different kind of knowledge. Furthermore it is necessary to take into ac-
count the historical context. Until the mid-1960s, in fact, Grotowski’s 
work was somehow the object of control and cross-examination by the 
Government and the Church. In Communist and Catholic Poland, 
Grotowski and the members of the Teatr Laboratorium were sometimes 
forced to find different ways of lexical expression, in order to avoid be-
ing censored.38 A practical example of these creative lexical inventions, 
in which at the same time the chosen word hides something and refers 
to a precise meaning, strongly related to theatre work, was provided by 
Grotowski himself. 

I had to pass between these two poles [the atheist State and the 
Polish Church] without them being simultaneously hostile to 
me. […] That’s why I avoid the word ‘spiritual’ and I speak of 

 36  Thibaudat, “Grotowski, un véhicule du théâtre,” 32; quoted in translation by 
Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 86.
 37  See Jerzy Grotowski, “Tu es le fils de quelqu’un,” in The Grotowski Sourcebook, 
eds. Richard Schechner and Lisa Walford, (London: Routledge, 1997), 292-302 and 
Osiński, “Grotowski e la gnosi,” 307.
 38  For further details about the relationship between Grotowski’s theatre and the Polish 
Government, see Jennifer Kumiega, The Theatre of Grotowski (London: Methuen, 1987).
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energy: it is something that doesn’t belong to any church, to any 
sect, to any ideology. It is a phenomenon with which everyone 
can experiment.39

Regardless of the ostensible lack of direct references, Osiński irrefutably 
concludes that is impossible not to consider the strong link between 
Grotowski and his Gnostic research as a function connecting the ma-
terial and the spiritual aspect, the outward and the inward: it has to be 
considered as an effort towards knowledge and Self-knowledge.40 In 
the attempt to find a definition of the notion of Gnosis, that can be 
related to our field of research, it is useful to take into consideration 
Attisani’s words. He combines the two semantic fields, relating one to 
the other in the light of the concept of research. He refers to a specific 
kind of ‘trans-rational’ research that constantly gives rise to a circle of 
questions and answers in the pursuit of knowledge. He claims that one 
can understand theatre

as research, a way of working neither rational nor irrational, but 
rather “trans-rational”, generating new questions, new answers, 
and again new questions, in a circulation of energies that man-
ifests itself creatively in the evolution of scenic language. And 
so [one can consider theatre] as Gnosis, a search for salvation 
through knowledge and experience.41

Attisani also gives a further definition of what he calls “theatrical Gno-
sis” as laboratory of knowledge. He furthermore relates the Gnostic 
theatrical phenomena to the opposition of Avant-garde artists to the 
normative theatre:

[…]we could define theatrical Gnosis as a laboratory of knowl-
edge that utilises primarily nonverbal materials, activated by a 

 39  Thibaudat, “Grotowski, un véhicule du théâtre,” 31-32; quoted in translation by 
Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 88.
 40  See Osiński, “Grotowski e la gnosi,” 315.
 41  Antonio Attisani, Breve storia del teatro (Milano: BCM, 1989), 9; quoted in trans-
lation by Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 78-79.
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collective work. On this basis we can understand why theatri-
cal phenomena related to Gnostic strategies can also be defined 
in their totality as antitheatre, which is to say in opposition to 
normative theatre and in this sense avantgarde and countercul-
tural.42 

In my opinion this is partly true. It is undoubtedly correct with 
respect to the ‘countercultural’ phenomenon of the avant-garde theatre 
practice, but at the same time combining and considering two concepts, 
such as Theatre and Gnosis, as one is an oversimplification. In the case 
of Grotowski, whom I consider as the best example of such combina-
tion, I would rather propose again Taviani’s “double-view” perspective. 
In fact, as I have already said, this interpretation of Grotowski’s work 
allows us to consider it as an holistic system, in which the effort of uni-
fying Theatre and Gnosis goes beyond the mere use of one (Gnosis) to 
enrich the other, (Theatre). It actually entails a broader assumption, in 
which both terms are at the service of the research of a Self-Knowledge.

Apparently this concept of knowledge is precisely what is crucial in 
Grotowski’s work and that has been so often stressed on the basis of his 
definition of the Performer, which especially highlights the relation of 
the act of doing to the mentioned concept of knowledge. In fact, de-
fining the Performer as “man of action” and, at the same time, as “man 
of knowledge”, Grotowski underlines the connected need of a concrete, 
practical experience.

Performer, with a capital letter, is a man of action. He is not 
somebody who plays another. He is a doer, a priest, a warrior: 
he is outside aesthetic genres. Ritual is performance, an accom-
plished action, an act. Degenerated ritual is a show. I don’t look 
to discover something new but something forgotten. Something 
so old that all distinctions between aesthetic genres are no longer 
of use […] A man of knowledge [czlowiek poznania] has at his 
disposal the doing and not ideas or theories. The true teacher – 

 42  Attisani, “Acta Gnosis,” 84n.
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what does he do for the apprentice? He says: do it. The appren-
tice fights to understand, to reduce the unknown to the known, 
to avoid doing. By the very fact that he wants to understand, he 
resists. He can understand only after he does it. He does it or not. 
Knowledge is a matter of doing.43

It is important to notice that Grotowski refers to man employing the 
word czlowiek, which literally means mankind and therefore stresses 
the Grotowskian research into the universal knowledge, not related to 
any kind of gender or social assumption. It is also of our interest to 
underline the fact that, by using the expression “man of knowledge”, 
Grotowski refers to the Shamanist tradition, according to which the 
apprentice’s achievement of a deep knowledge is possible only through 
his direct experience. In this specific case, the reference is concretely 
connected to the figure of Don Juan in Carlos Castaneda’s novels. Juan 
Matus, a Yaqui Native American from the Mexican state of Sonora, is 
the main character of all the twelve books written by Carlos Castane-
da, who tells the story of his personal, allegedly occurred, initiatory 
trip with the Yaqui shaman.44 The different practices and teachings de-
scribed by Castaneda essentially recall other spiritual and/or esoteric 
practices, such as Yoga. They all are characterised by a spiritual journey 

 43  Jerzy Grotowski, “Performer,” in Schechner, Wolford, eds., The Grotowski Source-
book, 376.
 44  Carlos Castaneda, The Teachings of Don Juan: A Yaqui Way of Knowledge (Oak-
land: University of California Press, 1968); A Separate Reality: Further Conversations 
with Don Juan (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1971); Journey to Ixtlan: The Lessons 
of Don Juan (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972); Tales of Power (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1974); The Second Ring of Power (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1977); 
The Eagle’s Gift (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1981); The Fire from Within (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1984); The Power of Silence: Further Lessons of Don Juan 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987); The Art of Dreaming (New York: Harper Col-
lins Publishers, 1993); Magical Passes: The Practical Wisdom of the Shamans of Ancient 
Mexico (Tensegrity), (Laugan Productions, 1997); The Active Side of Infinity (Laugan 
Productions, 1997); The Wheel of Time: The Shamans of Ancient Mexico, Their Thoughts 
About Life, Death and the Universe (Laugan Productions, 1998).
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aimed at the achievement of self-awareness and self-knowledge. In fact, 
Yogic practices were explored and experimented by Grotowski in his 
Gnostic perspective.45 Focusing on the “discovery – within the individ-
ual and through the individual – of certain elements of techniques”,46 
Grotowski’s interests encompassed disparate disciplines, ranging from 
his more documented relationship with Yogic and Shamanistic prac-
tices, to the less known and not particularly analysed relationship with 
the hesychast tradition and the concept of hesychia. As a matter of fact, 
Grotowski never wrote about hesychasm. He dealt with it in a series 
of lectures given at the University of Rome “La Sapienza” in 1982.47 
What is left of these lectures is a transcript entitled Tecniche originarie 
dell’attore (Originary Techniques of the Actor).48 They include the com-
plete transcript of the first five lectures and some selected passages from 
the remaining lessons.49 To my knowledge, except for Tihana Maravić’s 
article50 that is important for our research, there are no other studies 
that analyse more in depth the relationship between Grotowski and this 
practice of prayer ascribable to the Orthodox tradition of the Desert 
Fathers, which I definitely consider illuminating for the comprehension 
of the Grotowskian perspective of Gnosis. 

If we intend to define the practice of hesychasm51 we have necessarily 
to mention The Philokalia,52 the anthology of texts written between the 

 45  For further details on Grotowski and Carlos Castaneda see Elena Fanti, “Castane-
da e Grotowski,” Culture teatrali 9 (Autumn 2003): 77-106.
 46  Zbigniew Osiński, “Grotowski Blazes the Trails: From Objective Drama to Ritual 
Arts,” TDR 35(1) (Spring 1991): 96.
 47  Now Sapienza, University of Rome.
 48  Jerzy Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, trans. and ed. Luisa Tinti, (Rome: 
Istituto del Teatro e dello Spettacolo, 1982).
 49  See also Chiara Guglielmi, “Le tecniche originarie dell’attore: lezioni di Jerzy Gro-
towski all’Università di Roma,” Biblioteca Teatrale 55/56 (2000): 9-77.
 50  Tihana Maravić, “L’Esichia dell’attore. (Grotowski e l’esicaismo),” Culture teatrali 
9 (Autumn 2003): 37-62. 
 51  See Pierre Adnès, ‘Hésychasme’, Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Ascetique et Mystique 
7, no.1, (Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1968), 381-399.
 52  Gerald E. H. Palmer, with Phillip Sherrard and Kallistos Ware, trans. and eds., 
The Philokalia. The complete text compiled by St Nikodemos of the Holy Mountain and St 
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Fourth and the Fifteenth centuries by the spiritual masters of the Or-
thodox Christian tradition. This collection was first published in Greek 
in 1782 and then translated into several languages, and it strongly in-
fluenced the recent history of orthodoxy.53

Hesychasm is mostly described as a méthodos, aimed at a form of dei-
fication (theosis), understood as the assimilation of ‘energies’ (enèrgeiai), 
leading to an ontological transformation of the person.54 This process 
is founded on the continuous and vehement invocation of the name of 
Jesus, with the aim of establishing a direct and ‘personal’ relationship 
with Christ, in the ‘descent of the intellect (noûs) to the heart’.55 This 
technique appeared in its most significant and elaborate form between 
the second half of the Thirteenth and the end of the Fourteenth centu-
ries in the religious writings of Athonite monks, such as Nicephorus the 
Hesychast, Pseudo-Symeon the New Theologian, St Gregory of Sinai, 
and St Gregory Palamas.56

Grotowski explicitly included the hesychast tradition in his reflec-
tion on the category of Gnosis,57 defining it as a vehicle for knowledge, 
which recalls the words of Palmer, Sherrard and Ware in The Philokalia, 
according to whom “[o]ne of the goals of the spiritual life is indeed the 
attainment of a spiritual knowledge”.58 Grotowski considered hesychia 
as an ‘originary’ technique that, through a specific practice, provides 

Makarios of Corinth (London: Faber and Faber, 1995).
 53  See Palmer et al., The Philokalia.
 54  See Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4: 378, 389-390, 386-397.
 55  See Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4: 70-3, 338. See also Marco Toti, “The Hes-
ychast method of prayer: its anthropological and symbolic significance,” International 
Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 8(1) (2008): 17-8, accessed January 2, 
2016, doi: 10.1080/14742250701841699.
 56  See Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 18. For an historical and biographical 
account see Warren Treagold, The Middle Byzantine Historians (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2013).
 57  See Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 262.
 58  Gerald E. H. Palmer, with Phillip Sherrard and Kallistos Ware, “Glossary,” in 
Palmer et al., trans. and eds., The Philokalia. The complete text compiled by St Niko-
demos of the Holy Mountain and St Makarios of Corinth, Vol. 4 (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1995): 430.
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what he defined the “transparent consciousness”, which allows us to be 
aware of what surrounds us as well as of what lies inside us: “the emo-
tional state, the inner images, the passage of a thought”.59 But what is 
the hesychast tradition? And why is it so interesting in the pursuit of a 
theatrical knowledge?

As Kallistos Ware pointed out, the term hesychia, which is literally 
the quality of stillness or silence, can be interpreted at many different 
levels, analysing the hesychast process of prayer from the outermost 
to the innermost one.60 It is important to follow Ware’s analysis of the 
multi-layered structure of this practice, in order to compare it with the 
actor’s work. Ware identifies four stages of the development of the silent 
practice, distinguishing the consequent main senses and meanings.

1. Hesychia and solitude
In describing this level of meditation the author points out the 
meaning of the earliest acceptation of the term “hesychast”, relat-
ed to the verb “hesychazo”, which denotes a life lived in solitude, 
such as the life of a monk or a hermit, in strong opposition to 
the social community. Moreover Ware states that this is “the most 
external of the various senses” because it “refers primarily to a 
person’s relationship in space with other human beings”.61

2. Hesychia and the spirituality of the cell
This stage is still related to an “external situation of the hesychast 
in space”.62 In fact, at this level, the qualities of the hesychia, 
namely stillness and alertness, are connected to the cell. This not-
withstanding, the meaning of the cell involves a more interiorised 
and spiritual connotation of the practice: in this case, the monk 
can live either in solitude or in community but he is advised to 

 59  See J. Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 74.
 60  Kallistos Ware, The Inner Kingdom. Volume I of the Collected Works (New York: ST 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2000), 89.
 61  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 90.
 62  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 90.
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seek his state of vigilance within the space of the cell. This state 
of vigilance or spiritual sobriety, nepsis,63 is in fact another tra-
ditional key term belonging to the Desert Fathers, as often the 
hesychsts have been called. For the hesychast, then, the cell must 
be considered both as a real space and as a spiritual allegory. This 
process of constant shift from the outer to the inner sense of he-
sychia is represented by the double conception of the cell which 
“signifies not only an outward and physical condition but a state 
of soul”.64

3. Hesychia and the “return into oneself”
The main concept that characterises this level is the “return into 
one self ”,65 which already recalls a more interiorised perspective. 
In fact, the true hesychast is someone who has used the ‘external’ 
solitude as a way to embark on an inner journey, from the exter-
nal sounds, through his mind, into his own heart. His solitude, 
then, is not merely spatial or geographical, but it is a state of his 
soul, which lies in the quietness of the desert, represented by the 
heart. We might then say that the meditator is “not someone who 
cuts himself off physically from others, shutting the door of his 
cell, but someone who ‘returns into himself ’, shutting the door 
of his mind”.66

It is possible to find such distinction of the three levels of hesychia 
in many of the primary writings about this practice. In analysing and 
pointing out the distinction between the external and inner sense of the 

 63  See Pierre Adnès, ‘Nepsis’, in Dictionnaire de Spiritualité, Ascetique et Mystique 11, 
(Paris: Éditions Beauchesne, 1982), 110-18.
 64  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 92.
 65  On the concept of returning into one self see Jean Meyendorff, “Le thème du 
«retour en soi» dans la doctrine palamite du XIV siècle,” in J. Meyendorff, Byzan-
tine Hesychasm: historical, theological and social problems (London: Variorum Reprints, 
1974), 188-206. 
 66  Ware, The Inner Kingdom,93.
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hesychia, Ware himself draws upon some of the original testimonies of 
the Desert Fathers and on the fundamental study of Irénée Hausherr, 
L’hésychasme. Étude de spiritualité.67 To highlight this multi-layered 
structure, both Ware and Hausherr mention an apophthegma of Abba 
Arsenius, in which the Desert Father calls the attention to three funda-
mental moments of the hesychast’s life: fleeing from the others, keeping 
silent (siopa) and keeping still, as the three degrees of hesychia.68 The 
first step is clearly spatial, since it involves the action of fleeing from 
the others, both externally and physically; silence is still related to the 
external sphere, because it concerns the interruption of the external 
speech; it is in the passage from the second to the third stage that it is 
possible to gain access to the true sense of hesychia: “[t]o achieve true 
stillness it is necessary to pass […] from external to interior hesychia, 
from the mere absence of speech to […] active and creative silence”.69 
These three stages are well expressed and distinguished in the words of 
St John Climacus: “Shut the door of your cell to your body, the door of 
your tongue to speech, and the inner gate to evil spirits”.70

4. Hesychia and spiritual poverty
This is the fourth and last level that the hesychast has to experi-
ence. The concept of “spiritual poverty” is related to a progressive 
self-emptiness, in which the stripped mind is allowed to enter a 
contemplative state. The true sense of hesychia, a deep state of inner 
silence and stillness “implies a passage from multiplicity to unity, 
from diversity to simplicity and [indeed] spiritual poverty”.71

 67  Irénée Hausherr, “L’hésychasme. Étude de spiritualité,” Orientalia Christiana Pe-
riodica 22 (1956), reprinted in the collected volume Hésychasme et Prière, Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta n. 176 (Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1966): 
163-237.
 68  See The Saying of the Desert Fathers: The Alphabetical collection, Arsenius 1, 2, 
tran. Benedicta Ward (Kalamazoo: Cisternian Publications, 1975), 9; quoted as AP 
(Apophthegma Patrum) in Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 93.
 69  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 93.
 70  St. John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, trans. A. L. Moore (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1959), 238. 
 71  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 96.
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The attempt to compare such a mystic practice as hesychasm with 
the actor’s work might seem slightly forced. Nevertheless, if we con-
sider more closely the recent studies on hesychia and specifically on the 
practice of the meditative technique itself, leaving aside for a moment 
its Christian traditional background, we find a considerable number 
of references to disciplines that overcome the common point of view 
about religious practices. Marco Toti’s account, for instance, examines 
the practice of the Desert Fathers from a different perspective, not least 
the anthropological one. In fact, Toti deals with the essence of hesychia 
and defines it as a “psychophysical technique”,72 specifically recalling 
the work of Marcel Mauss and thus placing the hesychast prayer tech-
niques into his category of “‘techniques du corps’, which he conceived 
as ‘les façons dont les hommes, société par société, d’une façon traditionelle, 
savent se servir de leur corps’ and as ‘acte[s] traditionel[s] efficace[s]’”,73 
which, he concludes, are “therefore, in a sense, connected with religious 
and symbolic framework”.74 On the basis of Toti’s analysis and Mauss’ 
words, according to whom “le premier et le plus naturel objet technique, 
et en même temps moyen technique, de l’homme, c’est son corps”,75 it is 
then possible to establish a connection with Grotowski’s practice. The 
common denominator between such apparently different practices is 
the body, i.e. its possibilities and use. Conceiving the hesychast prayer 
as a form of psychophysical technique, Toti, emphasises three specific 
characteristics of this practice, corresponding to its three phases, name-
ly breathing, posture, and visualization of ‘mystical centres’, especially 
the heart.76 In fact, the act of breathing is the first step for the meditator 
in order to enter a different state of mind. In the writings of the Desert 
Fathers the breathing is presented as a ‘technicalised’ form of prayer 

 72  Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 18.
 73  Marcel Mauss, Sociologie et Anthropologie, 4th ed. (Paris, Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1968), 385, 365. Quoted also in Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 25.
 74  Mauss, Sociologie et Anthropologie, 365; quoted in translation by Toti, “Hesychast 
method of prayer,” 25.
 75  Mauss, Sociologie et Anthropologie, 372.
 76  See Marco Toti, Aspetti storico-religiosi del metodo di orazione esicasta (Roma-L’Aq-
uila: Japadre editore, 2006), 116-125 and Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 18.
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that allows the hesychast to achieve a new form of attention, far from 
the distraction of our daily life and capable of creating a dialogue be-
tween mind, represented by the intellect (noûs), and body, represented 
by the heart. The description of this preliminary step can be found in 
the following passage of Nicephorus the Hesychast, who lived in the 
second half of the Thirteenth century:

You know that what we breathe is air. When we exhale it, it is 
for the heart’s sake, for the heart is the source of life and warmth 
for the body. The heart draws towards itself the air inhaled when 
breathing, so that by discharging some of its heat when the air 
is exhaled it may maintain an even temperature. The causes of 
this process or, rather, its agent, are the lungs. The Creator has 
made these capable of expanding and contracting, like bellows, 
so that they can easily draw in and expel their contents. Thus, 
by taking in coolness and expelling heat through breathing, the 
heart performs unobstructed the function for which it was creat-
ed, that of maintaining life. Seat yourself, then, concentrate your 
intellect, and lead it into the respiratory passage through which 
your breath passes into your heart.77

The last part of this brief extract introduces us to the second characteris-
tic: the posture. The act of ‘seating and concentrating’ is well described 
by another hesychast who lived in the same period as Nicephorus, Pseu-
do-Symeon the New Theologian. In his words, it is possible not only to 
reconstruct the description of the specific circular posture assumed by 
the hesychast in his method of prayer, but it is also possible to outline 
the path towards a preliminary stage of external visualization that then 
gives access to the inner one, oriented to the mystical center.

Then sit down in a quiet cell, in a corner by yourself, and 
do what I tell you. Close the door, and withdraw your intel-
lect from everything worthless and transient. Rest your beard 

 77  Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4, 205.
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on your chest, and focus your physical gaze, together with the 
whole of your intellect, upon the centre of your belly or your 
navel. Restrain the drawing-in of breath through your nostrils, 
so as not to breathe easily, and search inside yourself with your 
intellect so as to find the place of the heart, where all the powers 
of the soul reside.78

The posture and breathing are the two indispensable phases of the 
prayer, in order to focus the ‘physical gaze’ and the ‘intellect’ on the 
navel. This moment that I have previously defined as external visual-
ization is commonly known as ‘omphaloscopy’. Of Greek derivation 
(omphalós, “navel” and skopía, “observation”), this term literally refers 
to the observation or contemplation of one’s own navel. In the case of 
hesychia, omphaloscopy is a “preliminary stage towards the exact loca-
tion of the heart”79 and represents “the more radical attestation of the 
need to involve all the body in the hesychast prayer”.80 The practice of 
omphaloscopy brings us back to that level of hesychia consisting in the 
‘return to oneself ’. As already said, this specific aspect represents the 
passage from the external to a more internal level: it is precisely the mo-
ment in which, through the involvement of the hesychast physicality, it 
is possible to achieve that inner concentration consisting in the effort of 
the heart. The body, then, is fully active in the act of the prayer, through 
the use of breathing techniques, bodily postures as well as through the 
active involvement of the gaze in the act of contemplation, and, conse-
quently, of visualization. During the prayer the body of the hesychast 
becomes complete: his physicality and his intellect are reunified in the 
non-duality of body and mind. In his writings, St Gregory Palamas 
points out that:

[…] this control of the breathing may, indeed, be regarded as a 
spontaneous consequence of paying attention to the intellect; 
for the breath is always quietly inhaled and exhaled at moments 

 78  Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4, 72-73.
 79  Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 21.
 80  Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 23.
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of intense concentration, especially in the case of those who 
practice stillness both bodily and mentally.81

Therefore, the control of breathing, understood as a ‘corporeal’ and 
‘noetic’ form of vigilance, the state related to the posture of stillness, 
and the ‘intellectual concentration’ are the preparation for a ‘superior’ 
state of consciousness.82

In the Roman lectures Grotowski refers quite often to the hesychast 
tradition, including it in his discourse on the originary techniques, and 
defines hesychia as a psychophysical quality applicable to the perform-
ative sphere. In fact, he proposes the hesychast practice as one of those 
“sources techniques”. Such techniques are those that “the man applies 
to himself ” in a process that is, at the same time, organic and artificial.83 
Grotowski deals with many important aspects regarding the phenome-
non of hesychasm, referring directly to the Philokalia. Analysing the pro-
cess of prayer, in fact, he defines it as the result of a “personal technique” 
in which “the consciousness is the leading element”. He also points out 
that, by using the term “consciousness”, he does not refer to “the surface 
of the consciousness, meaning that place in which thoughts, emotions 
and images reciprocally overlap: it is instead a broader consciousness, 
that […] incorporates the layers of the deep subconscious”.84 Moreover, 
in the Grotowskian analysis, the concept of hesychia seems to be the 
suitable example of the unification of the organic and artificial process-
es, since it binds mind and body in the very process of prayer. And he 
connects this unity to the “solitude” of the actor’s interpersonal work.85 
The solitude, in fact, together with breathing, visualization of the heart 
through intellect, and quietism are the main themes, borrowed from 
the Desert Fathers’ tradition, that Grotowski used to define the actor’s 
originary techniques. These terms that, as we have seen, correspond to 
the different levels of the hesychast process of prayer, altogether produce 

 81  Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4, 337.
 82  See Toti, “Hesychast method of prayer,” 23.
 83  Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 2.
 84  Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 134-135.
 85  Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 28.
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that effect, fundamental in Grotowski’s whole research: awareness. As 
I already pointed out, one of the main characteristics of the hesychast 
prayer is vigilance, alertness, the state that the meditator can achieve by 
retiring into the solitude of his cell, metaphorically and literally, work-
ing on his breathing and connecting his intellect (mind) with the ma-
teriality and spirituality of his heart (body). As Grotowski pointed out, 
the quality of Quietism or stillness doesn’t have anything in common 
with the absence of movement. On the contrary, it refers to a different 
state in which the “transparent consciousness” of the actor is fully aware 
and vigilant.86 This consideration recalls the analysis of the same process 
of “stillness” in the practice of hesychasm, proposed by Kallistos Ware. 
Ware underlined the specific acceptation of Quietism in the hesychast 
tradition, by comparing it with the description of the same principle 
in a standard work of reference, such as The Oxford Dictionary of the 
Christian Church. In fact, in this latter work the principle of Quietism 
is described as consisting in complete passivity and annihilation of will, 
in which who prays is supposed to abandon any form of action to be 
reunited with God. 

The fundamental principle of Quietism is its condemnation of 
all human effort […] Man, in order to be perfect, must attain 
complete passivity and annihilation of will, abandoning himself 
to God to such extent that he cares neither for Heaven nor Hell, 
nor for his own salvation […] The soul consciously refuses not 
only all discursive meditation but any distinct act such desire for 
virtue, love of Christ or adoration of the Divine Persons, and 
simply rests in the presence of God in pure faith […] as this pas-
sive prayer expresses the height of perfection, it makes any out-
ward acts of mortification, almsgiving, going to confession, etc., 
superfluous. Once man has attained to it, sin is impossible.87

 86  See Grotowski, Tecniche originarie dell’attore, 202-203. See also the previous dis-
cussion about the Yoga positions in chapter two of this dissertation, paragraph 3.4. 
“Grotowski and the Actor’s Yoga”. 
 87  F. L. Cross and E. A. Livingstone, eds., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian 
Church, 3rd edn (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 1357.
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In Ware’s analysis of hesychia this stillness or Quietism has a com-
pletely different meaning. “If this is Quietism”, states Ware referring to 
the definition of The Oxford Dictionary, “then the hesychast tradition is 
definitely not quietist”.88 In fact, the author states that hesychia means 
vigilance and not passivity and that in its practice the active and the 
contemplative life, which represent praxis and theoria, are simultane-
ously present in the very own moment of prayer, bound together as two 
mutual existent levels of the spiritual experience.

Even though a hesychast may have advanced to the level of theo-
ria or contemplation, he or she is still required to struggle at the 
level of praxis or action, striving with positive effort to acquire 
virtue and to reject vice. Praxis and theoria, the active and the 
contemplative life, […] should be envisaged not as alternatives, 
nor yet as two stages that are chronologically successive – the 
one ceasing when the other begins – but rather as two interpen-
etrating levels of spiritual experience, present simultaneously in 
the life of prayer.89

In Grotowskian terms, this kind of interaction between praxis and 
theoria can be referred to the concept of “Art as vehicle”. Working on 
this level, Grotowski focused on “actions […] [that] can have a direct 
impact on – so to say – the head, the heart and the body of the doers, 
[…] which can allow the passage from a vital energy to a more subtle 
one”.90 And by working on these kinds of actions, as Peter Brook point-
ed out, Grotowski looked for “something which existed in the past but 
has been forgotten over the centuries. This is that one of the vehicles 
which allows man to have access to another level of perception is to be 
found in the art of performance”.91 This different level of perception is 

 88  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 103.
 89  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 103.
 90  Thibaudat, “Grotowski, un véhicule du théâtre,” 29; quoted in translation by Lisa 
Walford ‘Introduction,’ in Schechner and Wolford eds., The Grotowski Sourcebook, 368.
 91  Peter Brook, “Grotowski, Art as Vehicle,” in Schechner and Wolford, eds., The 
Grotowski Sourcebook, 381.
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precisely related to alertness, the level of awareness that the actor must 
find in the solitude of his interpersonal work: a different kind of energy 
that is directed to a “higher connection”. In Grotowski’s work this en-
ergy is called “verticality”:

[…] verticality – we can see this phenomenon in categories of 
energy: heavy but organic energies (linked to the forces of life, 
to instincts, to sensuality) and other energies, more subtle. The 
question of verticality means to pass from a so-called coarse level 
– in a certain sense, one could say an ‘everyday level’ – to a level 
of energy more subtle or even toward the higher connection. At 
this point to say more about it wouldn’t be right. I simply indi-
cate the passage, the direction. There, there is another passage as 
well: if one approaches the higher connection – that means, if 
we are speaking in terms of energy, if one approaches the much 
more subtle energy – then there is also the question of descend-
ing, while at the same time bringing this subtle something into 
the more common reality, which is linked to the ‘density of 
the body.’ The point is not to renounce part of our nature – all 
should retain its natural place: the body, the heart, the head, 
something that is ‘under our feet’ and something that is ‘over the 
head.’ All like a vertical line, and this verticality should be held 
taut between organicity and the awareness.92

Presenting similarities, parallelisms and theoretical borrowings, and 
freely adopting the terms of the Desert Fathers’ tradition, I would pro-
pose the definition/oxymoron of a “hesychast actor” with respect to 
Grotowski’s inquiry into a theatrical Gnosis. In her study, Tihana Mar-
avić already expressed the possibility of an “actor’s hesychia”,93 starting 
from the illuminating Grotowskian definition of “creative silence”.94 
In order to better investigate the meaning of this definition, we have 

 92  Thomas Richards, At Work with Grotowski on Physical Actions (London: Rout-
ledge, 1995), 125.
 93  Maravić, “L’Esichia dell’attore,” 40.
 94  See Osiński, “Grotowski Blazes the Trails,” 99.
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to recall the concept of solitude that constitutes what I have already 
defined as the interpersonal level of the actor’s work. This solitude, the 
act of reclusion in Grotowski’s work, as Osiński pointed out, “does not 
mean a refuge from the world”, it is rather an expression referring to the 
choice striving for inner transformation.

Intentional, chosen, and mobilizing solitude has nothing to do 
with isolation or alienation, […] since it is rooted in the affairs 
of the world and society, in spiritual and transcendental values 
as well as material ones [...]. It values everything that aims at a 
creative development of man.95

The resemblance with the hesychast process “flee[ing] from other 
people, keep silent, be still”.96 And, as for the hesychasts, in Grotowski’s 
work the actor’s solitude is due to the human need to be free from 
limitations and constrains, in order to be completely able to focus, 
in silence, on the theatre work: this is what Grotowski defined as via 
negative.97 Therefore, this solitude is “an active and creative state, in 
which exploration and knowledge do not mean the ability to describe 
the world in theoretical terms, but rather a constant preference for ac-
tion, to which everything else is subordinated”.98 And according to the 
hesychasts’s definition of hesychia as the quality of silence of all things, 
in performative terms Grotowski realises it by suggesting the possibil-
ity for the actor of achieving a particular kind of attention that allows 
him/her to be fully present. As Maravić states, Stanislavsky has already 
identified the nature of this attention as a “particular condition” and 
a “creative calm”.99 In fact Stanislavsky wrote: “I perceived that crea-
tiveness is first of all the complete concentration of the entire nature 

 95  Krystyna Osińska, Pustelnicy dzis: Samotnosc z wyboru ludzi swieckich (Warsaw: 
Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, 1988), 14; quoted in translation in Osiński, “Grotowski 
Blazes the Trails,” 99.
 96  Ware, The Inner Kingdom, 94.
 97  See Schechner and Wolford, eds., The Grotowski Sourcebook, 239.
 98  Z. Osiński, “Grotowski Blazes the Trails,” 99.
 99  Maravić, “L’Esichia dell’attore,” 40.
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of the actor”.100 However, Grotowski started from this psychophysical 
condition to propose a more transcendental perspective, which seems 
to recall a mystic and transpersonal state of consciousness, which is 
indeed the “creative silence”. Concentration and awareness, then, are in 
his work naturally connected with 

[…] a desire to reach the deepest layers of human existence – 
the depths of one’s inner, spiritual environment, where creative 
silence reigns and where the experience of sacrum occurs.101

In conclusion, I would like to mention a fragment of The Theatre’s 
New Testament,102 expunged by Grotowski in the edition of his book 
and quoted by Franco Ruffini in La stanza vuota.103 In this passage the 
Polish director deals with the transfer of our conscious self, that takes 
place between the head and the heart, in a subliminal way that recalls 
the hesychast tradition and confirms the previous definition of a “hesy-
hast actor”. Grotowski stated that, in order to exclude thought from ac-
tion and to make the impulse spontaneous, but not with less precision, 
one must achieve the state of the “calm and painful truth of oneself ”.104 
In order to do so, Grotowski suggested three possible ways: the intro-
spective attitude, the physical relaxation, and the concentration of the 
whole organism on the heart region. Or, adopting again the words of 
Nicephorus the Hesychast: “seat yourself ”, “concentrate your intellect”, 
and “descend into your heart”.105

 100  K. S. Stanislavsky, My Life in Art, 465.
 101  Krystyna Osińska, Pustelnicy dzis: Samotnosc z wyboru ludzi swieckich (Warsaw: 
Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, 1988), 9; quoted in translation in Osiński, “Grotowski 
Blazes the Trails,” 99. My bold; italics in the original text.
 102  See J. Grotowski, Towards a Poor Theatre, 27-55.
 103  Franco Ruffini, “La stanza vuota. Uno studio sul libro di Jerzy Grotowski,” Teatro 
e Storia 20/21 (1998-1999): 455-485.
 104  Ruffini, “La stanza vuota,” 459. Transl. F. C.
 105  Palmer et al., The Philokalia, Vol. 4, 205.
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4.3. Ex-stasis and Acting Methods: Eisenstein and Ignacio de Loyola’s 
Spiritual Exercises
Following the discourse related to the search for a theatrical Gnosis, in 
the following I will examine another example that has not yet been con-
sidered in any research. However, notwithstanding the lack of sources 
regarding this specific case, in my opinion such analysis seems to sig-
nificantly represent and enclose the primary topic of this dissertation, 
meaning the relationship between meditative and acting practices. In 
this sense, searching for a juxtaposition and/or an interaction between 
theatre theories and practices and the sphere of spirituality within the 
Twentieth-century Western acting methods, I have encountered the in-
depth study and interest of Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein in Ignacio 
de Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. Drawing a parallel between these two 
names and including them in a comparative analysis might seem to be 
at least curious, if not even antinomic. But in fact, despite the peculiar 
distance of theories and practices, as Martin Lefebvre pointed out, “Ser-
gei Eisenstein, the fervent Bolshevik, calls upon the Catholic mysticism 
of Ignatius of Loyola to explain his ideas about pathos and ecstasy”.106 
Moreover, as I shall demonstrate, he does so also to draw upon specific 
characteristics of the well-known and established Western theatre acting 
methods. Eisenstein recalled the Loyolan practice twice in his writings. 
The best known reference to Loyola can be found in his book Nonin-
different Nature,107 on which Lefebvre himself conducted his analysis. 
The second reference, less known for lack of translations, appears in an 
essay that, together with other texts, focuses on his montage theory. 
However, as I have already shown in my analysis on the relationship 
between Stanislavsky and yogic practices, we should not be completely 

 106  Martin Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginicity: towards a revolution-
ary memoria,” Screen 41(4) (2000): 349, accessed March 10, 2016, doi:10.1093/
screen/41.4.349.
 107  Sergei Eisenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, trans. Herbert Marshall (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987) and in the Italian version ed. Pietro Montani, La 
natura non indifferente (Venezia: Marsilio, 1981).
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surprised by the interest of the Russian film director, who pioneered the 
montage theory and practice, in such spiritual practices. Although not 
overtly, for obvious political reasons, many members of the intellectual 
class within the Soviet context were very much interested in mysticism 
and occultism, and in some cases to such an extent that they gave rise to 
real Gnostic circles.108 In this specific case, the interest in the concept of 
Gnosis led Eisenstein to analyse the methods of prayer, meditation and 
contemplation belonging to the Christian Jesuit tradition.

Let us focus on a short but necessary digression that can clarify some 
important features of the Spiritual Exercises and their author. In the 
attempt to summarise the important events of Ignacio de Loyola life 
and work, we have to take into account few significant dates. After his 
conversion in 1521, while he was convalescing because of several inju-
ries due to his involvement in the battle in defence of the city of Pam-
plona from the French attack, in 1522 Ignacio started to write the first 
notes to his future Spiritual Exercises.109 During his years of pilgrimage 
he continued to practice and to direct the Exercises, adding rules and 
indications. The practice of the Exercises directed by Ignacio became 
popular and more and more appreciated since 1534, when he found-
ed the Company of Jesus, which later became the Society of Jesus, a 
new religious order, mobile and different from traditional monastic life. 
In 1541 he started to write the Constitutions for the Society of Jesus, 
also known as the Jesuit order. Few years later, in 1548, Pope Paolo III 
Farnese officially approved and allowed the publication of the Spiritual 
Exercises. Ignacio de Loyola directed the Society of Jesus until his death 
in 1556.110 

 108  See Bernice Glatzer Rosenthal, ed., The Occult in Russian and Soviet Culture (Itha-
ca: Cornell Universty Press, 1997), 273-297. 
 109  See James Broderick, S. J., Saint Ignatius Loyola: The Pilgrim Years, 1491-1538 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), 55-58.
 110  See Chronology of the Life of St. Ignatius of Loyola, in Ignatius of Loyola, The Spir-
itual Exercises of St. Ignatius, trans., Louis J. Puhl, S. J., preface by Avery Dulles, S. J. 
(New York: Vintage Spiritual Classics, 2000), xxv-xl. See also Antonio M. de Aldama, 
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Even if at a first sight and reading the Spiritual Exercises might ap-
pear as a little more than a series of notes and indications for directors 
and exercitants, the book actually marks and represents a crucial turn-
ing point in Catholic spirituality and its history. In fact, in addition to 
being undoubtedly the basic text of Jesuit spirituality, the Exercises have 
been studied and adopted by many other religious orders and also used 
in numerous both clerical and laical retreats. Nonetheless, the writing 
unquestionably present itself as a handbook, rather for directors than 
for retreatants, that essentially consists in a specific pattern of reflective 
meditation or contemplation, related to a series of “Introductory Ob-
servations”, “Additional Directions”, “Rules”, and “Notes”. The main 
aim of the Exercises is to provide a set of experiences such as meditation, 
contemplation, periods of discernment, and to enable the retreatants 
to overcome their disordered inclinations.111 In order to achieve the 
complete course of the Exercises, the exercitant has to spend four or five 
hours of intense prayer a day for almost a month, precisely 28 days. 
The whole cycle lasts four weeks, each of which with a specific and 
distinctive purpose. The first week, known as the “purgative” way, is 
related to the act of purification of the soul and consists in “a period of 
conversion from a life of sin to one of observance of God’s command-
ments”.112 The second week corresponds to the classical spiritual notion 
of the “illuminative” way. It represents a further step of the exercitant, 
who evolves from “mere observance of the commandments to a life 
of generous service”.113 In the traditional mysticism both the last two 

Iniciación al Estudio de las Constitutiones (Rome: CIS, 1979), or in the english version 
trans., Aloysius J. Owen, The Contitutions of the Society of Jesus: An introductory com-
mentary on the Constitutions (St. Louis: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1989); John 
W. Padberg, ed., The Contitutions of the Society of Jesus and their Complementary Norms 
(St. Louise: The Institute of Jesuit Sources, 1996).
 111  Avery Dulles, Preface to Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises, xvii. See also 
Roger Haight S.J., “A Theology for the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius Loyola,” Spiri-
tus: A Journal of Christian Spirituality 10(2) (2010): 170.
 112  Dulles, Preface, xvii. 
 113  Dulles, Preface, xvii.
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weeks correspond to the “unitive” or “perfective” way. In fact they are 
characterised by an intimate union with God, and respectively by a 
moment of “mystical identification with Christ’s suffering”, in the third 
week, and a “period of joyful communion with the risen Christ”, in the 
fourth week.114 The path of the Spiritual Exercises is defined as a contin-
uous, relentless searching character that, as Height points out, “should 
not be reduced to the desire to know God’s will in the case of a decision 
to be made or a general reform of life. The search may be […] a search 
for meaning itself ”.115 The search is indeed related to a wider concept 
of significance and knowledge that allows a deeper clarity about one’s 
own life, going beyond the mere relation to God. The Exercises can be 
considered and studied not only from a religious point of view, on the 
basis of Christian spirituality, but also and above all as an awareness 
practice that can transcend its own religious, Christian connotation. As 
stated by Dulles in the Preface to the Exercises:

[a]lthough written for retreatants, The Spiritual Exercises is much 
more than a manual for retreats. It is the distillation of the 
spiritual wisdom of one of the great masters of practical life. The 
book can be used, for example, as a school of prayer. With the 
utmost conciseness, Ignatius sets forth a great variety of meth-
ods. Within the text of The Exercises, we find considerations, 
meditations, contemplations, and applications of the senses.116

So, the question then arises: what did Eisenstein find in the spiritual 
practice of the Jesuit order that interested him so much as to connect 
it to his theorization of filmic montage? In the above-mentioned study, 
Martin Lefebvre outlines an accurate and interesting analysis of Eisen-
stein’ fascination with Loyola’s theory and practice. In fact, basing his 
observations on the Nonindifferent Nature, the author reconstructs the 
relationship between the fundamental Eisenstein’s notions of pathos, 

 114  Dulles, Preface, xviii.
 115  Haight, “Theology”, 169.
 116  Dulles, Preface, xxi. (Italics in the original text).
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organicity, and ecstasy and the concepts of memoria and imaginicity ap-
plied to the Exercises. According to Lefebvre, in order to establish such 
a connection we must underline the role played by memory in Loyola’s 
mysticism. In fact, the ecstatic form of spirituality proposed by Loyola 
is not just a form of ascetic practice; it rather constitutes a sort of mne-
monic device necessary to develop the right moment of imaginicity 
that the exercitant has to enter in order to fulfil his/her meditative and 
contemplative state.117 Memory, in fact, as Pierre-Antoine Fabre states, 
is constantly invoked all over the course of the Exercises; “[i]t nourishes 
all representations, it always inhabits the composed places, it bails out 
the senses, it invades the theatre of imagination […] and turns contem-
plation into a web of secret memory”.118 Memory, then, and the ‘imagi-
nistic’ practice are both part of the four-week cycle of Exercises and they 
both work for the fulfilment of the ecstatic process. Images, in fact, are 
necessary to purify the exercitant’s memory and imagination, so that 
they can be later replaced by purified images mainly associated to bibli-
cal episode, thus creating the setting for a new memoria, as a point of de-
parture for the process of Imitatio Christi.119 In his study Lefebvre clear-
ly shows the initial critical approach of the Eisenstein’s analysis towards 
Loyola, especially with respect to the identification, not at all surprising 
and actually inevitable, of a strong religious interpretation of the mys-
tical experience. However, notwithstanding the Christian characteriza-
tion, this mystical, or better ecstatic, process can be useful, and this was 
precisely Eisentein’s application aimed at unravelling the relationship 
between pathos, organicity, and ex-statis,120 once the role of images and 

 117  See Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginicity,” 354.
 118  Pierre-Antoine Fabre, Ignace de Loyola. Le lieu de l’image (Paris: Vrin/EHESS, 1992), 
89, quoted in translation by Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginicity,” 354.
 119  See Fabre, Ignace de Loyola, 32 and Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginic-
ity,” 355.
 120  On the notion of “organicity” related to theatre see Roberto Ciancarelli, “La “div-
ina continuità” e le leggi del teatro,” in Il teatro e le leggi dell’organicità, ed. Roberto 
Ciancarelli and Stefano Ruggeri (Roma: Dino Audino Editore, 2005).
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imagination in the construction of a rebuilt memoria, as the centrepiece 
of the compositional principle, is recognised.121 In the exposition of his 
theory of imaginicity (obraznost) that he carried out in two of his most 
important essays, namely “Montage 1937” and “Montage 1938”,122 he 
also stated that, in their representational filmic acceptation, images are 
probable of being received only and if in relation with other images in 
a montage sequence. This process of composition is what allows mental 
associations to arise within the spectator’s mind. Those associations by 
means of emotions, thoughts and ideas, are connected with the capacity 
of recalling a personal memoria. In this process of association the Eisen-
steinian spectator becomes the counterpart of the Loyolan exercitant. 
In fact, as the implicit aim of the Exercises is to enable the exercitant to 
use images and imagination in order to construct a memoria related to 
the biblical episode, so, in Eistenstein’s theory, the spectatorial subject 
is defined “according to the power of memory and […] [his/her] ability 
to project images onto the ‘inner cinema’ of the soul or mind”.123 The 
role of the film director as that of the Directoire of the Exercises is to 
make it possible to happen, by using a rhetorical device, following the 
“laws by which nonartificial phenomena – organic natural phenomena 
– are structured”.124 In the attempt to conceptualise the spectator’s in-

 121  See Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginicity,” 356. It is important to un-
derline that in his analysis Lefebvre draws upon the concept of memoria starting from 
its origins that he connects with Plato’s philosophy, in its acceptation of Form and 
Idea as access to knowledge, and from the distinction between the perception of the 
past and its recovery process, between Memoria and Reminiscentia, within the Aris-
totelian thought. See Plato, Phaedrus, trans. R. Hackford (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1952) and Aristotele, De Memoria et reminiscentia, trans. J. I. Beare 
and G. R. T. Ross in Parva Naturalia. The Works of Aristotele, ed. W. D. Ross, Volume 
3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1931).
 122  Sergei Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of Montage, in S. Eisenstein, Selected Works. 
Volume II, trans. Michael Glenny, ed. Michael Glenny & Richard Taylor (London 
and New York: I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2010), 11-58, 296-326.
 123  Lefebvre, “Eisenstein, rethoric and imaginicity,” 361.
 124  Eistenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, 12. (my italics)
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ner experience, Eisenstein refers to the previously mentioned notions of 
pathos and ecstasy. Considering this latter, it seems quiet clear that es-
pecially this concept led Eisenstein’s attention to the ecstatic experience 
described by Ignacio de Loyola. Eisenstein’s concept of ecstasy, in fact, 
has to be understood in its etymological sense of ex-stasis, by means of 
being beside oneself, and such a state can be achieved only through the 
reception of a ‘pathetic’ composition. Such composition was defined by 
Eisenstein as “a construction that primarily serves as an embodiment 
of the author’s relation to the content and at the same time forces the 
viewer also to relate to this content”.125 It is then the ‘pathetic’ effect, or 
better “the effect of the pathos of a work [that] consists in bringing the 
viewer to the point of ecstasy”.126

At the beginning of this paragraph I have mentioned another essay, 
in which Eisenstein does not only recall Ignacio de Loyola’s ecstatic 
mysticism to better define his theory of the filmic composition, but 
also employs the Exercises as a psychophysical technique to define act-
ing methods.127 The study of Lefebvre that we have taken into account, 
albeit accurate and thorough, does not render the completeness and 
complexity of the whole comparative analysis of these different prac-
tices. This incompleteness however is not due to the author, but to the 
lack of sources, or in other words to the English translation of Eisen-
stein’s mentioned essay. In this dissertation I am mostly and specifically 
interested in the relationship between the spiritual and mystical prac-
tice, such as Loyola’s Exercises, and the acting theories and practices. In 
particular my research attempts to analyse to what extent it is possible 
to connect these ecstatic processes to the Twentieth-century Western 
acting methods. In this sense, it seems important, if not necessary, to 
point out that the decision of keeping this relationship unattested rep-

 125  Eistenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, 28.
 126  Eistenstein, Nonindifferent Nature, 27.
 127  For the notion of psychophysical technique see my considerations about Marcel 
Mauss definition of techniques du corps in relation with Grotowski and the Hesychast 
method in paragraph 4.2. of this dissertation.
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resents a missed opportunity for the current studies, since Eisenstein 
had clearly connected the Spiritual Exercises not merely with a general 
theatre technique, but precisely with the one of the best known and es-
tablished acting methods of the Twentieth century, that is Stanislavsky’s 
system. In the official English edition of the Eisenstein’s works there 
are only two references to his essay on Stanislavsky and Loyola, i.e. in 
the introductory note and in one footnote in which the editors declare 
their choice of cutting a particular passage of Eisenstein’s manuscript. 
To my knowledge, this passage is not available in any other English 
translation.128 In the ‘Note on Sources’ we read:

It [they are here referring to the essay Tolstoy’s ‘Anna Karenina’ – 
the Races] could have been followed by ‘Stanislavsky and Loyola’ 
but we chose to exclude this on grounds of both the length of 
the volume overall and the fragmented state of this particular 
part of the manuscript.129

A similar statement is present in a footnote to Chapter Five:130

The section ‘The Exercises Of Stanislavsky and Loyola’, which 
is assumed to belong at this point, has been omitted from this 
edition for reason of space.131

It is far from my intention to elaborate here a philological anal-
ysis of the different translations of Eisenstein’s work. In this context 
I would rather like to show that this omission can be considered as 
a missed opportunity to provide a better, broader and more complex 
framework of Eisenstein’s revolutionary notion of Montage. In fact, it is 
not by chance that precisely this text has been included in an important 
Italian study on the Twentieth-century theatre, such as Civiltà teatrale 

 128  I am currently working on the translation of the passage from the existing Italian 
version.
 129  R. Taylor, “Note on Sources,” in Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of Montage, xi.
 130  Footnote number 150 in Eisenstein, Lacoön, in Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of 
Montage, 146.
 131  M. Glenny & R. Taylor, Notes, in Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of Montage, 408n.
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nel XX secolo, edited by the theatre historians Fabrizio Cruciani and 
Clelia Falletti, who present theatre theories and practices, problems and 
perspectives.132 The authors refer to Eisenstein’s essay, included in the 
Italian translation of his works, edited by the distinguished scholar of 
aesthetics Pietro Montani.133 The title of the text is clear and represents 
very well the mentioned comparison: I metodi dell’attore: Stanislavskij 
e Ignazio di Loyola, James e Lessing (Acting Methods: Stanislavsky and 
Ignacio de Loyola, James and Lessing).134 In the following part of this par-
agraph I intend to focus on the first part of the text, which indeed con-
cerns similarities between the two methods and techniques proposed by 
Stanislavsky and Loyola.

It is particularly interesting to underline that the association of Loy-
olan Exercises with a practice, such as that of theatre, apparently distant 
from the religious and spiritual universe, is not an isolated case. In fact, 
there are studies that analyse, for example, connections between the 
Jesuit mysticism and literature, as occurred for James Joyce.135 

With respect to Eisenstein, it is possible to detect further references 
to Stanislavski’s practices and theories. As a matter of fact, Eisenstein, 
who is mainly known for his revolution of the filmic montage, is also an 
important figure of the Twentieth-century theatre. His theatrical back-
ground characterised his whole life and remained always present and 
active in his teachings and writings about Meyerhold’s biomechanics.136 

 132  Fabrizio Cruciani and Clelia Falletti, eds., Civiltà teatrale nel XX secolo (Bologna: 
Il Mulino, 1986). See in this book F. Cruciani, C. Falletti, “Introduzione. I Cavalieri 
dell’Impossibile: primi piani sulle esperienze teatrali del ‘900,” 109 and S. Ejzenstejn, 
“Il montaggio e l’attore,” 153-173. The title of the latter work was given by the editors 
of the volume. Another reference to Eisenstein’s text can be read in Antonio Somaini, 
Ejzenstejn: il cinema, le arti, il montaggio (Torino: Einaudi, 2011), 339-341.
 133  S. M. Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, ed. Pietro Montani (Venezia: 
Marsilio, 1985).
 134  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 178-201.
 135  See Stephen R. Kunder, “James Joyce and Ignatius of Loyola: the Spiritual Ex-
ercises in A Portrait of the Artist,” Christianity and Literature 31(2) (1982): 48-57.
 136  See Alma Law and Mel Gordon, Meyerhold, Eisenstein and Biomechanics: Actor 
Training in Revolutionary Russia (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1996) and 
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Furthermore, in order to define the actor’s work and methods, he often 
specifically mentioned Stanislavsky. For instance, in his comparison of 
the filmic and the theatrical quality of attraction towards the spectator, 
he mentions Stanislavsky’s definition of the actor’s task as the recre-
ation of a process instead of focusing on the result.137 According to 
Stanislavsky and consequently to Eisenstein, this is what allows the the-
atre actor to direct the spectator’s attention at every step of his action. 
In filmmaking this process is replaced by the montage, which represents 
a tool, a vehicle that the film-maker employs in order to create that 
composition of different sequences, by combining fragments in order 
to evoke associations within the spectator’s mind. To better explain this 
difference between the theatrical and the filmic techniques, Eisenstein 
presents as example a scene preceding a fight scene or an argument. 
By using not only a long shot but relying on montage, the argument 
is then introduced in the spectator’s perception. In Eisenstein’s words: 

[y]ou are not seeing the depiction of an argument: the image of an 
argument is evoked within you; you participate in the process of 
the image of an argument coming into being, and thereby you 
are drawn into it as though you were a third participant in the 
evolving dispute.138

S. M. Ejzenstejn, Sulla biomeccanica. Azione scenica e movimento, ed. Alessia Cervini 
(Roma: Armando Editore, 2009). See also the section “Ejzenstejn. Appunti su Me-
jerchol’d e sul suo teatro. 1931,” in Vsevolod Mejerchol’d, L’attore biomeccanico, ed. 
Fausto Malcovati (Milano: Ubulibri, 1993), 100-2.
 137  In the essay about “The Montage of Attractions”, Eisenstein states that “[t]heatre’s 
basic material derives from the audience”, and he defines the quality of attraction as 
follows: “[a]n attraction (in our diagnosis of theatre) is any aggressive moment in theatre, 
i.e. any element of it that subjects the audience to emotional or psychological influence, 
verified by experience and mathematically calculated to produce specific emotional shocks 
in the spectator in their proper order within the whole. These shocks provide the only op-
portunity of perceiving the ideological aspect of what is being shown, the final ideological 
conclusion. (The path to knowledge encapsulated in the phrase, ‘through the living play 
of the passions’, is specific to theatre.)”. S. Eisenstein, Selected Works. Volume I. Writings, 
1922-34, ed. and trans. Richard Taylor (London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 2010), 34.
 138  Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of Montage,135. (Italics in the original text).
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For a theatrical scene, which could be defined as a long shot from 
a singular point of view, this process is carried out by the actor who 
re-creates a physically real event, unfolding it in front of the spectator. 
In this regard, Eisenstein mentions Stanislavsky as follows:

The mistake most actors make is that they think about the result 
instead of about the action that must prepare it. By avoiding 
action and aiming straight at the result you get a forced product 
which can lead to nothing but ham acting.139

This attention on the process of creation, through the actor’s work on 
the segmentation of the theatrical action, is precisely what led Eisen-
stein to underline the analogies between the two methods at issue. In 
fact, Eisenstein’s essay starts with a long quote of Stanislavsky’s An Actor 
Prepares, and precisely a fragment from Chapter Seven, on “Units and 
Objectives”.140 At the beginning of the chapter, Stanislavsky explained 
one of his so far most famous apologues: the turkey must be carved into 
pieces to be eaten. What does Stanislavsky mean with the metaphor of 
the turkey? And why is it important in Eisenstein’s analysis? Let us fol-
low Eisenstein’s text and Stanislavsky’s eventual quotes.141

The episode opening the chapter is a semi-comic description of a 
dinner, in which Stanislavsky uses the image of a turkey, compared to 
a five-act play, The Inspector General, in order to underline the necessity 
of fragmenting and dividing the play as well as turkey, in order for them 
to be accessible.

 139  K. Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1937), 117; quoted in 
Eisenstein, Towards a Theory of Montage,136.
 140  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 111-126.
 141  As I have already mentioned, Eisenstein’s essay is available in the Italian version. 
For this reason I will paraphrase and eventually translate some parts of the text. For 
Eisenstein’s quotes of Stanislavsky mentioned in the text the editor, Montani refers 
sometimes to the Italian translation and sometimes to the English one, depending 
on the availability of the fragment at issue. When possible, I will refer to the English 
version, otherwise I will use other texts. 
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‘Children!’ said he [Shustov, a famous actor in Stanislavky’s nar-
ration who is in this case hosting the dinner] laughingly, as the 
maid set a large turkey in front of him, ‘Imagine that this is 
not a turkey but a five-act play, The Inspector General. Can you 
do away with it in a mouthful? No; you cannot make a single 
mouthful either of a whole turkey or a five-act play. Therefore 
you must carve it, first, into large pieces, like this…’ (cutting off 
the legs, wings, and soft parts of the roast and laying them on 
an empty plate).

‘There you have the first big divisions. But you cannot swallow 
even such chunks. Therefore you must cut them into smaller 
pieces, like this…’ and he disjointed the bird still further.

‘Now pass your plate,’ said Mr. Shustov to the eldest child. 
‘There’s a big piece for you. That’s the first scene.’

To which the boy, as he passed his plate, quoted the opening 
lines of The Inspector General, in a somewhat unsteady bass voice: 
‘Gentlemen, I have called you together, to give you a highly un-
pleasant piece of news.’

‘Eugene,’ said Mr. Shustov to his second son, ‘here is the scene 
with the Postmaster. And now, Igor and Theodore, here is the 
scene between the Mayor’s wife and daughter.

‘Swallow it,’ he ordered, and they threw themselves on their 
food, shoving enormous chunks into their mouth, and nearly 
choking themselves to death. Whereupon Mr. Shustov warned 
them to cut their pieces finer and finer still, if necessary.142

Eisenstein concludes by underlining the importance of the following 
sentence of Stanislavsky’s text as a fundamental point of connection 
between the two methods: “‘Give it taste,’ […] ‘by adding “an inven-
tion of the imagination”.’ ‘Or’ […] ‘with a sauce made of magic ifs. Al-
low the author to present his “given circumstances”.’”143 Stanislavsky’s 
apologue, in fact, evoked in Eisenstein’s mind another system, related 

 142  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 111-2; quoted in Italian in Ejzenstejn, Teoria 
generale del montaggio, 178-9.
 143  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 112.
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to a completely different field, which however “is not less based on a 
‘montage’ psychology, and moreover, entirely informed by the method 
of the ‘offered circumstances’ to obtain the necessary emotional effects 
and spirit”.144 He overtly referred to Ignacio de Loyola’s Spiritual Exer-
cises. In his analysis, Eisenstein basically followed two main sources: the 
text of Alexandre Bron, Saint Ignace, Maître d’oraison,145 and an anon-
ymous edition of the Exercises titled Manrèse, ou les Exercises Spirituels 
de Saint Ignace.146 Comparing the two methods, Eisenstein pointed out 
that Loyola’s spiritual path reveals the guidelines of the psychological 
influence on human mind, which is of great interest for theatre, when 
it manages to control personal and emotional life. “What are we trying 
to obtain?” – stated Eisenstein – “That a high emotional ‘reviviscence’ 
can produce the scenic reality of feelings, which in turn might give rise 
to real and truthful actions and expressions”.147 In conclusion, he wrote 
that in some terms the Exercises’ path is basically the same. These terms 
depend on how real is the exercitant’s way of experiencing the medita-
tion events and tasks. In fact, relying on Manrèse, he underlined that, 
in the ascetic tradition, the Church’s whole liturgy involves the devotee 
in a first-person experience: “[w]hat we saw with our own eyes, what we 
heard with our own own ears, and touched with our own hands: that is 
what we believe in and preach!”.148 In order to understand the ‘central 
image’ of Christian mysteries and, thus, to achieve the experience of 
‘incarnation’, Jesuits refer to a specific method: the ‘meditacion con las 
tres potencias’ (meditation with three powers of the soul).149

 144  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 179. Translation F. C.
 145  Alexandre Bron, Saint Ignace, Maître d’oraison (Paris: Spes, 1925).
 146  Saint Ignace de Loyola, Manrèse, ou les Exercises Spirituels de Saint Ignace: mis à la 
portée de tous les fidèles, dans une exposition neuve et facile (Paris: J. B. Pelagaud, 1911).
 147  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 181. Translation F. C.
 148  Saint Ignace, Manrèse, xv; quoted in Italian in Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del mon-
taggio, 183. Translation F. C.
 149  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 183. Translation F. C.
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Those three elements are memory, intelligence, and will or love. 
With memory I remember, with intelligence I examine, with 
will I embrace.150

The application of this method consists of meditation and contempla-
tion. Eisenstein points out how important it is to avoid the mistake 
of associating these two moments with passivity or abstraction: “[w]e 
are actually dealing with a process of extreme activism and incredible 
concreteness […] [a process in which] one meditates not ‘on’ or ‘about’ 
a scene from the Gospel. One meditates the scene”.151 At this point of 
his analysis Eisenstein proposes another fragment of Stanislavsky’s text, 
which provides a clear analogy with the Loyolan principle of ‘incarna-
tion’ of images and the act of “meditating the scene”, that is the impor-
tance of a first-person experience. In this part of the text Stanislavsky 
underlines the necessity for the actor to have what he calls a super-ob-
jective, in other words an objective that cannot rely only on the actor’s 
intellect but depends on the complete involvement of his physical and 
emotional being, aimed at creating that moment of truthfulness on 
stage.

Can we use a main theme which is merely intellectual? No, not a 
dry product of pure reason. And yet a conscious super-objective, 
that derives from interesting, creative thinking, is essential. 

‘What about an emotional objective? It is absolutely necessary 
to us, necessary as air and sunlight.

‘And an objective based on will that involves our whole physi-
cal and spiritual being?’ It is necessary.152

According to Eisenstein, in both reflections it is possible to find the 
requirements of the montage of action. In fact, both in the three powers 

 150  Bron, Saint Ignace, 132; quoted in Italian in S. Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del 
montaggio, 183.
 151  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 184. Translation F. C.
 152  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 301 (italics in the original text); quoted in Italian 
in Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 184.
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exercise and in Stanislavsky’s method, the actor or the ascetic splits and 
reunifies, according to his interior spiritual forces and external feelings, 
through the application of physical sensory organs.153 Another part of 
the Exercises analysed by Eisenstein concerns the concept of prelude. In 
fact, the focus of every exercise is at the very beginning on the three 
preludes.154 The first prelude consists in calling to mind the story of the 
subject to contemplate.155 It corresponds, in Eisenstein’s analysis, “to 
the problems of oriented attention, of concentration as well as to the 
preliminary training required in order to execute the exercises and, so 
to say, to ‘enter the circle’”.156 In Stanislavskian terms, he referred here 
to the “given circumstances” and the “solitude in public”.157 This need 
of reconstructing a narrative that may recall the story and history of the 
subject at issue evokes another of Stanislavsky’s teaching, concerning 
the notion of subtext. In fact, in his writings Stanislavsky underlined 
the importance for the actor to provide an access to the subtext, so 
that the life of the character as well as the whole play becomes richer: 
he defined it as the missing novel among the lines of the theatrical 
dialogue. In Stanislavsky’s term, the subtext is the spiritual life, which 
is clear and can be felt internally by the character; it is the same life 
flowing beneath the words of the theatrical text.158 He did not take into 
account the third prelude, since it is specifically related to the divine 
and mystical part of the process, and he rather focused on the second 
one: ‘Le prélude de la composition du lieu’, the mental representation 
of the place. This moment of the Exercises corresponds exactly to the 
same condition that the actor needs to enter the scene and the sphere 

 153  See the part of the Exercises about the application of the senses in Ignatius of 
Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, 44-5.
 154  The preludes are three in Week I, II, and III. The first week starts with only two 
preludes. They all follow the usual preparatory prayer.
 155  See Ignatius of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius, 41.
 156  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 186. Translation F. C.
 157  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 51, 286.
 158  See Fausto Malcovati, Stanislavskij. Vita, opera e metodo (Bari-Roma: Laterza, 
1988), 162-3.
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of the scenic feelings. In this phase of the meditation the exercitant has 
to mentally recreate the place that he or she is meditating, by “truly and 
concretely representing first and foremost the path towards the place of 
the action: from where, how and in which manner they arrived there. 
And later the actual place of the action”.159

As I have already pointed out, actually the Spiritual Exercises are 
rather a handbook for Directors, who have the task of guiding exer-
citants through the whole process. And this is precisely the other par-
allelism that characterised Eisenstein’s analysis. He identified both the 
spiritual and the theatrical Directors as someone who is there to guide 
but not to fully intervene, to suggest but not to influence, to support 
the task of the actor or the ascetic, without abandoning his/her role. 
In order to show these analogies, he compared again two fragments of 
different writings. He quoted again the Manrèse and Bron as follows:

If the subject that undertakes the exercises is provided with com-
mon intelligence, the Director can limit him to a brief exposi-
tion of the object of meditation. He can do so by rapidly recapit-
ulating the main points and by adding a concise explanation, so 
that the exercitant can think about it by him and be also able to 
search and find on his own a way of feeding more concretely on 
the result of his own research. However, if this person requires 
more developed instructions, Ignatius’ explicit intention is that 
he is given these comments and explanations. […] The most 
adequate composition of the place is the one that we will create 
by ourselves, combining the spectres laid on our memory. […] 
What we find by ourselves touches more and is therefore more 
effective than we are given from the outside.160 

I would like to follow Eisenstein once more, by comparing 
Stanislavsky’s indication on the theatre Director and his role with re-
spect to the actor’s personal work and experience:

 159  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 186-7. Translation F. C.
 160  Saint Ignace, Manrèse, xxxii and Bron, Saint Ignace, 121; quoted in Italian in 
Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 187. Translation F. C.
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He [the actor] must not be forcibly fed on other people’s ideas, 
conceptions, emotion memories or feelings. Each person has to 
live through his own experiences. It is important that they be 
individual to him and analogous to those of the person he is 
to portray. An actor cannot be fattened like a capon. His own 
appetite must be tempted. When that is aroused he will demand 
the material he needs for simple actions; he will then absorb 
what is given him and make it his own. The director’s job is to 
get the actor to ask and look for the details that will put life into 
his part. He will not need these details for an intellectual analy-
sis of his part. He will want them for the carrying out of actual 
objectives.161

These examples clearly show the possibility to compare and associ-
ate two different models, derived from different fields. This association 
becomes even clearer, if we consider that the theatrical condition of the 
Spiritual Exercises has been depicted by religious studies, which under-
lined their narrative and dramaturgical properties.162 And we should 
consider important Eisenstein’s interest in analysing, examining and 
connecting the two practices and theories, in his attempt of strengthen-
ing the idea of the practice of acting as an attraction in his theorisation 
of montage. In conclusion, as Eisenstein wrote, “it is clear that, from a 
thematic point of view, no parallelism is legitimate. However it is nev-
ertheless true that what has been presented here is a valuable intuition 
of which can be the form of representation that provides the higher 
effect of affective impulse”.163

 161  Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 303.
 162  See Haight, “Theology,” 168.
 163  Ejzenstejn, Teoria generale del montaggio, 201. Translation F. C.
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4.4. The Experience of Meditation and Spirituality: the Point of View 
of Cognitive Science
What I have presented so far, i.e. the application and comparison of 
spiritual and meditative traditions within theatre disciplines, particular-
ly emphasises some specific aspects, which allow us to identify possible 
connections that we can adopt in a theoretical and practical manner. 
These different aspects and characteristics are related to the transcen-
dental essence of those practices, which are aimed at the achievement 
of an alterity within states of consciousness.164 The application of tech-
niques leading the meditator to ex-static (beside oneself ) states traces 
paths that can be ascribed to the acquisition of an embodied knowledge. 
Here we clearly deal with a specific work on the awake and aware state 
of consciousness inevitably related to the personal human experience. 
Moreover, a reflection on human experience, as also acknowledged by 
cognitive scientists, in its existential dimension, “cannot but touch the 
wider dimension of the sense or meaning of human life. The quest for 
such meaning, rooted in experience itself, is what we refer to here as 
spiritual or wisdom traditions of humankind”.165 

In the last decades, in approaching the field of spirituality and med-
itation, cognitive science took inspiration from phenomenology, recog-
nizing it as founded on a common ground, that is the interest in hu-
man consciousness and awareness. Far from considering neuroscientific 
and cognitive approach as the main source of analysis of the sphere of 
meditation practices – which is already defined by empirical knowledge 
and direct experience – it is nevertheless important and interesting, in 
my opinion, to take them into consideration, in order to observe the 
spiritual sphere from a different perspective. Such approaches that, at 

 164  With the notion of alterity I intend to paraphrase here Emmanuel Levinas, adopt-
ing his idea that what is Other than me still concerns and affects my entire being. See 
Emmanuel Levinas, Alterity and Transcendence, trans. Michael B. Smith (London: The 
Athlon Press, 1999), 3-53.
 165  Natalie Depraz, Francisco Varela and Pierre Vermersch, eds., On Becoming Aware 
(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2003), 205.
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first sight, might seem a quantitative analysis of an undoubtedly qualita-
tive phenomenon, should not be simply expelled, but considered in the 
perspective of a comparative methodology, through a broader spectrum 
observation. As Richard K. Payne pointed out in a special section of the 
Journal of the Institute of Buddhist Studies, which focused precisely on 
Buddhism and Cognitive Science, this scientific approach “can provide 
additional tools for the evaluation and understanding [for example] of 
such claims about consciousness”,166 overcoming the reductionist prej-
udice against it. In accordance with the empirical principle of medita-
tive practices, it is important to mention two illustrative examples of 
what we can define as a practice-based research, inasmuch as they are 
based on the analysis of a direct, personal involvement in the practice of 
meditation. In fact, among the clinical, scientific studies on meditation 
techniques the most considerable and well-known experience is that of 
James H. Austin and Daniel J. Siegel, who are respectively a neurologist 
and a psychiatrist. The two scientists made their own personal, intense, 
and assiduous meditative experience the living material for their scien-
tific purpose, by identifying and proving the effects that such practices 
produce on the human brain as well as referring to the achievement of a 
deeper understanding of human consciousness through the application 
of meditation.167

There is then an increasing scientific interest on the cognitive pro-
cesses underlying spiritual and meditative practices, especially on the 
characteristics of these practices that can affect our behaviour. For ex-
ample, meditative practices have been studied according to four spe-

 166  Richard K. Payne, “Buddhism and Cognitive Science: Contributions to an En-
larged Discourse. Symposium Proceedings,” Pacific World. Journal of the Institute of 
Buddhist Studies 4 (2002): 7.
 167  See James H. Austin, Zen and the Brain: Toward an Understanding of Meditation 
and Conciousness (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1998); James H. Aus-
tin, Zen-Brain Reflections (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2006); Daniel 
J. Siegel, The Mindful Brain. Reflection and Attunement in the Cultivation of Well-Being 
(New York-London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2007). 
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cific distinctive components: cultivation of attention, development of 
interoception, cultivation of meta-cognition and emotion regulation.168 
I intend here to briefly follow these four characteristics, specifically to 
ascertain whether or not they can be applied to the actor’s training. 
We have already seen the importance of the work on attention and 
concentration for meditation. We might say that training the ability 
to maintain focus and attention is one of the main aims of the whole 
meditative process. I have also extensively analysed the importance of 
these techniques for the actor’s training on focus and attention within 
the Twentieth-century theatre reform. Interoception literally refers to 
someone’s ability to feel and perceive his/her own body.169 The possibili-
ty of training this ability through different kinds of meditative practices 
has already been proved, especially when they are directly related to 
movement-based practices, such as tai chi.170 In theatrical terms, on the 
basis of what we have discussed in the previous chapters, we can trans-
late this word and define it as the necessity for the actor to train his/her 
body awareness, in order to be always fully present on stage. The third 
term, meta-cognition, involves the ability to observe and to monitor 
our own thought, in order to redirect it on the aimed target. In med-
itative and theatrical terms, we can recall as example the relationship 
suggested by Grotowski between the Hesychast’s action of collecting 
one’s own thoughts and orienting them to one’s own heart – considered 
as the object of the meditation – and the actor’s work on his/her on-
stage goal-directed actions. The last term, emotion regulation, refers to 
the ability to process, develop and influence emotional states, making 

 168  Marieke K. van Vugt, “Ballet as Movement-Based Contemplative Practice? Impli-
cations for Neuroscientific Studies,” Frontiers in Human Neuroscience 8 (2014): 1-4, 
accessed March 21, 2016, doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2014.00513.
 169  van Vugt, “Contemplative Practice,” 1.
 170  Kerr, C. E., Shaw, J. R., Wasserman, R. H., Chen, V. W., Kanojia, A., Bayer, T., 
et al., “Tactile acuity in experienced tai chi practitioners: evidence for use dependent 
plasticity as an effect of sensory- attentional training,” Experimental Brain Research 
188 (2008): 317–322, accessed March 24, 2016, doi: 10.1007/s00221-008-1409-6.
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them match with one’s goal. This process of regulation is strictly related 
to a non-judgmental way to consider your emotional state, bearing in 
mind the importance of focusing on the process of meditation as the 
only way to reach the intended goal. This process recalls the connection 
highlighted by Eisenstein between Loyola’s Exercises and Stanislavsky’s 
teachings: the attention on the development of the process, without 
acting out the result. All these terms are already integrated in the es-
sence of the actor’s training that, as I have already said, is conceived as 
an extra-ordinary moment, in which the actor can train to overcome 
the everyday automatisms and to shift into the achievement of an ex-
tra-daily, art-ificial scenic state.

This notwithstanding, in this process of searching for a common 
ground of analysis, it is worth mentioning Francisco Varela’s cogni-
tive approach towards the field of meditative practices. Varela’s work 
is undoubtedly a guide in this field of studies, since it considers no-
tions as embodied consciousness, human experience and meditative, 
spiritual practices in relation to a cognitivist analysis. Bearing in mind 
the phenomenological approach introduced by Merleau-Ponty’s writ-
ings and following it as a guide and inspiration, Varela, together with 
Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, strongly highlighted the need of 
the new sciences of mind “to enlarge their horizon to encompass both 
lived human experience and the possibilities for transformation inher-
ent in human experience”.171 On the basis of the stated need of West-
ern scientific culture to see human bodies “both as physical structures 
and as lived, experimental structures”,172 through both their physio-
logical and phenomenological aspects, cognitive scientists drew upon 
Merleau-Ponty’s thesis in order to carry out an investigation into the 
so called “outer” and “inner” circulation. To this purpose, they under-
lined the main concepts and the fundamental axis that compose this 
circular movement: embodied knowledge, cognition, and experience. 

 171  Francisco J. Varela, Evan Thompson and Eleanor Rosch, The Embodied Mind. Cogni-
tive Science and Human Experience (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1991), xv.
 172  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, xv.
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Varela repeatedly stressed the meaning of the notion of embodiment in 
his analysis. Such notion of embodiment has to be considered in its dou-
ble sense: “[…] it encompasses both the body as a lived, experimental 
[experiential] structure and the body as the context or milieu of cog-
nitive mechanisms”.173 In fact, Varela’s approach consists in taking into 
account those fields that are essentially and specifically characterised by 
the notion of embodiment and that within human experience represent 
the fundament of the practice itself. Varela and collaborators indeed 
refer to that experience that developed through several traditions and 
that is applied to the meditative/spiritual sphere. What Varela defines as 
“tradition[s] of meditative practice and pragmatic, philosophical explo-
ration” provides a wider perspective to cognitive sciences.174 In detail, 
he defined cognitive science as an “interdisciplinary matrix”175 that in-
cludes not only neurosciences but also linguistic, cognitive psychology, 
anthropology and philosophy. Such approach “not only recognises that 
the investigation of knowledge itself is legitimate but also conceives of 
knowledge in a broad, interdisciplinary perspective, well beyond the 
traditional confines of epistemology and psychology”.176 In this sense, 
the main purpose of the cognitivist approach, that is at the same time 
the main tool to achieve such a broad perspective on knowledge, is “to 
build a bridge between mind in science and mind in experience by 
articulating a dialogue”177 between the Western cognitive science and 
the spiritual, meditative traditions. The point of departure, the corner-
stone, to advance towards the realization of this bridge is our first-per-
son human experience. As Natalie Depraz observes in a study on the 
relationship between awareness and consciousness and the role played 
by human experience, when we refer to this latter, 

 173  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, xvi.
 174  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, xviii.
 175  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, xvi.
 176  See Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 5.
 177  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, xviii.
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[w]e mean the lived, first-hand acquaintance with, and account 
of, the entire span of our minds and actions, with the emphasis 
not on the context of the action but on the immediate and em-
bodied, and thus inextricably personal nature of the content of 
the action. Experience is always that which a singular subject is 
subjected to at any given time and place, that to which s/he has 
access “in the first person”.178

This explication of the meaning of experience,179 as it is understood 
here, opens potentially the way precisely for those spiritual and medita-
tive traditions and techniques that I have so far presented and examined 
as belonging to a practice which consists “in self-analysis and [in] a 
close examination of the sources of experience”.180 In this sense, in the 
cognitive analysis as well as in the meditative traditions, it is important 
to underline the fundamental role of the subject living the experience, 
specifically with respect to its relationship with and interdependence 
on the surrounding world. By recalling such interdependence, cogni-
tive scientists are here referring to Merelau-Ponty’s exploration of the 
fundamental relation between body and experience, experience and the 
world.181 Building on Heidegger’s dasein (being-in-the-world) and the 
relation between subject and the world,182 Merleau-Ponty’s contribu-
tion takes a step forward by focusing on the rehabilitation of the human 
body. In his analysis the “lived-body” represents the “zero point” of the 
relation, being the relation itself: “[n]ow we must think of the human 
body […] as that which perceives nature which it also inhabits”.183 The 

 178  Depraz et al., On Becoming Aware, 2. (Italics in the original text).
 179  With regard to the relationship between experience and knowledge see the first 
Chapter of this dissertation.
 180  Depraz et al., On Becoming Aware, 4.
 181  See Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 15-19.
 182  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson. (Ox-
ford: Basil Blackwell, 1962) (first published in 1927). See also Hubert L. Dreyfus, Be-
ing-in-the-World: A Commentary on Heidegger’s Being and Time, Division I (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1990).
 183  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Themes from the Lectures at the College de France: 1952-
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lived-body, that Merleau-Ponty will later address in his final work The 
Visible and the Invisible by adopting the term “flesh”,184 represents the 
embodied consciousness, “a crossing point between subject and object, 
body and world”.185 The concept of the world, which means space and 
the surrounding environment, is of great importance within spiritual 
practices. As I pointed out in the previous paragraph, the relationship 
with space is specifically a step aimed at achieving a meditative state. 
It can be related to inward and outward isolation, as in the case of 
the hesychasm, or, as occurs in Loyola’s Exercises, this peculiar relation-
ship can be considered as a necessary prelude to access the cycle of 
spiritual technique. Hence, we should consider the space (we mean the 
space of meditation) existing between the self and the world. Instead 
of dividing, this space overcomes and embraces the distinction between 
the world and the subject. Approaching a reflection on self-analysis, 
self-consciousness, and awareness practices, such as that on meditative 
and spiritual traditions, it is necessary to consider their interdependen-
cy. Using Merleau-Ponty’s words:

The world is inseparable from the subject, but from a subject 
which is nothing but a project of the world, and the subject is 
inseparable from the world, but from a world which the subject 
itself projects.186

1960, trans. John O’Neil (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1970), 128. See 
also James Morley, “Inspiration and Expiration: Yoga Practice Through Merleau-Pon-
ty’s Phenomenology of the Body,” Philosophy East and West 51(1) (2001): 73-82, ac-
cessed April 12, 2016, doi:10.1353/pew.2001.0013. 
 184  On Merleau-Ponty’s ‘Ontology of the Flesh’ see Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The 
Visible and the Invisible: Followed by Working Notes, ed., Claude Lefort and trans., 
Alphonso Lingis (Evanstone: Northwestern University Press, 1968). See also M. Mer-
leau-Ponty, Le Visible et l’Invisible: Suivi de Notes de Travail, ed. Claude Lefort (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1964).
 185  Morley, “Inspiration and Expiration,” 75.
 186  Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1962), 430.
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Based on this non-dualistic perspective, the cognitive sciences anal-
ysis approaches those mindfulness/awareness meditation practices, in or-
der to establish a sort of dialogue that allows these sciences to consider 
the practices within the scientific evaluation “traditions of reflection 
upon experience”.187

We can detect in Varela’s approach aspects that we can also employ 
on our reflection on theatre practices, and that are also in accordance 
with our discourse. One of these aspects concerns the possibility, for 
cognitive science to focus on mindfulness/awareness traditions and then 
to overcome the so-called body-mind problem, which has represented a 
fundamental issue of the Twentieth-century theatre experimentations. 
We know that, from Descartes on, Western science and philosophy 
have dealt with this problem, attempting different perspectives and ap-
proaches, by examining how the notions of body and mind should be 
considered, and by trying to define the ontological relationship between 
them. In all the works belonging to the phenomenological discourse as 
well as to the neuroscientific studies on this issue, especially that by the 
neuroscientist Antonio Damasio not by chance entitled precisely Des-
cartes’ Error, the necessity of overcoming the Cartesian separation in fa-
vour of an embodied perspective is clearly stated.188 This idea is certain-
ly shared and underlined by Varela’s cognitivist approach, which adopts 
the meditative discourse to consolidate even more the concept of an 
embodied and enactive scientific thought. From the cognitive science 
point of view, mindfulness/awareness practices then represent the out-
standing example of this conception, precisely because this notion of 
embodiment belongs to their proper nature. Meditative traditions are 
then considered as embodied, thus analysed as practices in which body 
and mind are brought together in a particular form of self-reflection. 
Such reflection is not on the eventual experience, but it is the experience 
itself. In the embodied practices of the mindfulness/awareness tradi-

 187  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 21.
 188  See Antonio Damasio, Decartes’ Error: emotion, reason, and the human brain (New 
York: Quill, 2000).
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tions we deal with the so-called “reflective form of experience”.189 In 
this sense, the ontological relationship between body and mind entirely 
depends on the actual experience; its development as well as the form 
that this might take cannot be deduced by mere theoretical assump-
tions or speculations, but it has to be related to the practical sense of 
the human experience. As the Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo stated:

One starts from the experiential assumption that the mind-body 
modality changes through the training of the mind and body by 
means of cultivation (shugyo) or training (keiko). Only after assum-
ing this experimental ground does one ask what the mind-body 
relation is. That is, the mind-body issue is not simply a theoretical 
speculation but it is originally a practical, lived experience (taiken), 
involving the mustering of one’s whole mind and body. The theo-
retical is only a reflection on this lived experience.190

Together with the need to overcome the body-mind dichotomy, be-
longing to both the cognitive and the theatrical discourses, it is possi-
ble to detect another perspective of the mindful, meditative reflection. 
Considering meditative and spiritual practices as an ongoing experi-
mentation that makes discoveries about the nature of mind and that 
is at the same time embodied and open-ended, Varela, Thompson and 
Rosch underlined a specific characteristic of such traditions, that is in 
common with the theatrical discourse on the definition of acting meth-
ods: the importance of focusing on the meditative process. In fact, in 
the meditative and spiritual practices, as the cognitive scientists have 
also remarked, the meditator’s focus is not on the achievement of the 
ex-static or fully conscious state, but on the path necessary to reach 
such aware condition. In other words the only way to achieve the goal 
of an altered state of mind and consciousness is to forget this goal, by 
focusing on the meditative process itself:

 189  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 27.
 190  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), 18.
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[…] in mindfulness/awareness meditation one does not begin 
by trying to attain some specific state (as in concentrations, re-
laxations, trances, or mystically oriented practices); rather, the 
goal is to be mindful of the mind as it takes its own course. By 
letting go of the mind in this way, the natural activity of the 
mind to be alert and observant becomes apparent.191

 Recalling Stanislavsky’s teaching, which was also quoted and under-
lined by Eisenstein in his explanation of the actor’s quality of attraction, 
in theatre as well as in the meditation practices the focus is not on the 
expected result, whether scenic or ex-static, but on the development of 
the processes that compose it.192 The attention to the process is related 
to the possibility for the meditator to become aware, to achieve that 
altered state of consciousness by living every moment and step of the 
spiritual path. By identifying exactly this possibility of being aware hic 
et nunc as a constant practice of different forms of meditation, Varela 
recalled mindfulness/awareness traditions as outstanding practices that 
“can provide a natural bridge between cognitive science and human ex-
perience”,193 specifically for their characteristic of shifting that same ex-
perience on a mindful, uncommon, extra-daily level. In Varela’s words:

[…]the meditator is doing something to get away from his usu-
al mundane, unconcentrated, unrelaxed, nondissociated, lower 
state of reality. […] Mindfulness/Awareness practice is intended 
to be just the opposite of these. Its purpose is to become mind-
ful, to experience what one’s mind is doing as it does it, to be 
present with one’s mind.194

 191  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 31.
 192  I refer here to Stanislavsky’s following quote: “The mistake most actors make is 
that they think about the result instead of about the action that must prepare it. By 
avoiding action and aiming straight at the result you get a forced product which can 
lead to nothing but ham acting”. Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, 117.
 193  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 33.
 194  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 23.
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From the point of view of cognitive science both the meditative and 
the spiritual practices can be defined as extra-daily techniques. This 
statement clearly recalls some considerations on theatre, such as the dif-
ference between life and art established by Meyerhold, who wrote that 
they are “governed by different laws” and that, for this reason, theatre 
should rely exclusively on the laws of art, without falling into the mis-
take of repeating life on stage.195 However, in the perspective of Theatre 
Anthropology, Barba provides his own definition of what characterises 
respectively the daily and the extra-daily techniques, showing to which 
extant theatre refers to the latter of them:

Daily body techniques generally follow the principle of mini-
mum effort, that is, obtaining a maximum result with a min-
imum expenditure of energy. Extra-daily techniques are based, 
on the contrary, on the wasting of energy. At times they even 
seem to suggest a principle opposite to that which characterises 
daily techniques: the principle of maximum commitment of en-
ergy for a minimal result.196

In theatre as well as in the case of the mindfulness/awareness prac-
tices, we deal with a different state of being that is not natural, or bet-
ter not automatic, but artificial. Therefore, in order to understand in 
a deeper sense what meditative and spiritual practices are, we should 
first realise to which extent mindfulness does not characterise people’s 
normal daily life. In our usual daily state of mind we normally notice 
that we are inattentive only when we try to accomplish a specific task 
and our mind’s thoughts happen to interfere. We normally do not care 
about our focus, unless a specific demand requires the full attention of 
our body and mind. From the point of view of the meditation practice, 
we are not present, because we tend to live our daily life through au-

 195  V. E. Meyerhold, Meyerhold on Theatre, trans. and ed. by Edward Braun (London: 
Methuen & Co Ltd, 1969), 147.
 196  E. Barba, The Paper Canoe (London: Routledge, 1995), 15.
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tomatism.197 Both in theatre and in meditation practices such awareness 
and presence in the living moment can be trained. This training allows 
us to develop, improve and increase specific skills. It is especially possi-
ble to train our ‘embodied mind’ so that it is focused and goal-oriented. 

From the point of view of mindfulness/awareness meditation, 
humans are not trapped forever in the abstract attitude. The dis-
sociation of mind from body, of awareness from experience, is 
the result of habit, and these habits can be broken. As the med-
itator again and again interrupts the flow of discursive thought 
and returns to be present with his breath […] there is a gradual 
taming of the mind’s restlessness. One begins to be able to see 
the restlessness as such and to become patient with it, rather 
than becoming automatically lost in it.198 

In the last years many neuroscientific research studies have been 
interested in meditative practices as a definite mind-embodied train-
ing.199 In fact, since the 1970s several studies have been carried out, 
in order to show the physiological effect of meditation and the pow-
er of these practices to improve specific cognitive functions, so that 
they might play an important role in therapeutic approaches.200 For 
instance, mindfulness/awareness training was proposed as support ther-
apy for ADHD201 condition, because of its capacity of acting on be-
havioural and neurocognitive impairments.202 Also for such psychiatric 

 197  See Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 24.
 198  Varela et al., The Embodied Mind, 25-6.
 199  See Peter Vestergaard-Poulsen, Martijn van Beek, Joshua Skewes, Carsten R. 
Bjarkam, Michael Stubberup, Jes Bertelsen and Andreas Roepstorff, “Long-term 
meditation is associated with increased grey matter density in the brain stem,” 
Neuroreport 20(2) (2009): 170-174, accessed March 24, 2016, doi:10.1097/
WNR.0b013e328320012a.
 200  See R.K. Wallace, “Physiological effects of trascendental meditation”, Science 167 
(1970): 1751-1754.
 201  Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.
 202  Lidia Zylowska, Deborah L. Ackerman, May H. Yang, Julie L. Futrell, Nancy 
L. Horton, T. Sigi Hale, Caroly Pataki, Susan L. Smalley, “Mindfulness Meditation 



217

An Antinomian Relationship

conditions as depression, anxiety, and psychological distress, scientists 
employed meditation practices, since they can teach patients to focus 
their attention on moment-to-moment experience and can develop 
their curiosity, openness and acceptance.203 However, despite the fre-
quent clinical application of meditation as support therapy for psy-
chological or psychiatric conditions, neuroscience adopts spiritual and 
meditative practices especially for their specific characteristic of alert-
ness and attention, especially focusing on three aspects: the ability to 
increase concentration, the constant improvement of awareness and the 
capacity to maintain a purpose.204 In this regard, an interesting recent 
study by Hasenkamp et al., of Atlanta University, shows that several 
forms of meditation practices have a concrete influence on our ability 
to control the moment of mind wandering. The mind wandering is a 
specific moment in which we are not able to follow a precise thought 
and we rather are lost in the multiplicity of stimuli. It is due to the 
inability of our thoughts to focus on a single topic and purpose for a 
long time.205 Hasenkamp and his collaborators presented a model of 
“cognitive fluctuation between mind wandering and attention states 

Training in Adults and Adolescents With ADHD. A Feasibility Study”, Journal of 
Attention Disorders 11(6) (2008): 737-746.
 203  William R. Marchand, “Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, Mindfulness-Based 
Cognitive Therapy, and Zen Meditation for Depression, Anxiety, Pain, and Psycho-
logical Distress,” Journal of Psychiatric Practice 18(4) (2012): 233-252, accessed March 
14, 2016, doi:10.1097/01.pra.0000416014.53215.86.
 204  J.A. Brefczynski-Lewis, A. Lutz, H.S. Schaefer, D.B. Levinson, R.J. Davidson, 
“Neural correlates of attentional expertise in long-term meditation practitioners,” 
PNAS 104(27) (2007): 11483–11488, accessed March 14, 2016, doi:10.1073/
pnas.0606552104; Judson A. Brewer, Patrick D. Worhunsky, Jeremy R. Gray, Yi-Yu-
an Tang, Jochen Weber, and Hedy Kober, “Meditation experience is associated with 
differences in default mode network activity and connectivity” PNAS 108(50) (2011): 
20254-20259, accessed March 14, 2016, doi:10.1073/pnas.1112029108.
 205  Jennifer C. McVay and Michael J. Kane, “Conducting the Train of Thought: 
Working Memory Capacity, Goal Neglect, and Mind Wandering in an Execu-
tive-Control Task,” Journal of Experimental Psychology: Learning, Memory and Cogni-
tion 35(1) (2009): 196-204, accessed March 14, 2016, doi:10.1037/a0014104.
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derived from the practice of focused attention meditation”. The exam-
ined protocol included the alternation of four different states of mind 
during the experiment:

• Mind wandering or loss of focus (MW)
• Awareness of being in a state of mind wandering (AWARE)
• Shifting of focus back to the task (i.e. breathing) (SHIFT)
• Maintenance of attentional focus on the task (FOCUS)

Subjects were therefore requested to perform focused attention med-
itation, choosing the act of breathing as main task, while undergoing 
fMRI scanning.206 Furthermore, they were asked to press a button 
whenever they realised that their mind was wandering and to suddenly 
focus again on their breathing. From an analytical point of view, in the 
protocol the button-pressing action provided specific temporal infor-
mation on the exact moment in which practitioners became aware of 
their mind wandering.

For us, the most interesting outcome of this study is that the corre-
spondence between the activated areas and the MW episodes is signif-
icantly greater in subjects with a higher meditation experience than in 
subjects with less experience. In this sense, focused meditation training 
improves our ability to fluctuate between different states of mind, em-
bodying and recognizing our internal states. Moreover, the duration of 
the SHIFT phase seems to be in inverse proportion with respect to ex-
perience of training in focused meditation. The hypothesis suggested by 
the researchers is therefore that the processes of activation/deactivation 
of our attentional resources are accelerated and targeted by meditative 
practices, allowing the passage to fluider and more conscious states of 
mind.207 

 206  Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging.
 207  Wendy Hasenkamp, Christine D. Wilson-Mendenhall, Erica Duncan, Lawrence 
W. Barsalou, “Mind wandering and attention during focused meditation: A fine-
grained temporal analysis of fluctuating cognitive states,” NeuroImage 59(1) (2012): 
750-760, accessed March 9, 2016, doi:10.1016/j.neuroimage.2011.07.008. 
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After examining the point of view of cognitive science with respect 
to meditative and spiritual traditions as well as the clinical application 
and quantitative analysis of the same practices, there is still a unsolved 
question: which is the contribution that cognitive neuroscience can 
provide to the meditative discourse? And to which extent do medi-
tation practitioners and actors can benefit from a cognitive model of 
analysis concerning what they already experience through their med-
itative activity, being fed just by their own practice? I have extensive-
ly argued in the first chapter of this dissertation about the possibility 
of considering cognitive neuroscience for their practical, experimental 
methodology. I have also stressed the chance of applying such practical 
and experimental protocols to refer to what is practical in the humani-
ties, i.e. with regard to this dissertation actor’s training and meditative 
and spiritual practices. Furthermore, I have also argued for a productive 
dialogue between different fields of study, in favour of an interactive 
perspective, rather than an exclusive one. Such interaction is based on 
the acknowledgment of the differences, as well as the similarities, be-
tween different approaches, with the aim of creating a larger spectrum 
of critical analysis.

In line with the possibility of a fruitful interaction, Natalie Depraz 
offers an interesting point of view to these considerations. She states 
that what cognitive science proposes is only another perspective, which 
could play as a trigger, an additional vehicle of comprehension of hu-
man consciousness and experience, enabling us to become aware.208

 208  With regard to the critiques towards the use and the possible usefulness of the 
cognitive approach see the discussion in Chapter 1 of this dissertation. On further ar-
gumentations around the criticalities of the implication of such approach see Bernard 
Stiegler, Techniques and Time, 2: Disorientation, trans. Stephen Barker (Standford: 
Standford University Press, 2008), 1-11, 162-193. Stiegler argues about cognitive sci-
ence’s general misleading use of phenomenology, specifically when it comes to Husserl 
and the ‘temporal object’. (See Stiegler, Techniques and Time, 9.) Neverthless, Stiegler 
recognises Varela’s approach as the most notable and interesting one, inasmuch as, 
according to Stiegler, it does consider the fundamental relationship between the sub-
ject and the object (Stiegler, Techniques and Time, 176), the who and the what, the 
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[…] either one considers that living is sufficient and that one is 
not required to question one’s experience epistemologically or phil-
osophically since it is complete unto itself; or one thinks that any 
embodied practice, whatever its content may be, is always improved 
on by being captured by thought, that it becomes richer as it be-
comes more intelligible to the person experiencing it.209

I am going to introduce in the following conclusion to this chapter a 
possible angle from which an interpretation to these considerations can 
be drawn, applying them to what is at the core of this study: the ‘per-
sonal cultivation’ of the actor in his/her work on the theatrical training. 

4.5. By Way of Conclusion: Enrichment for the Actor Training?
Before entering the final part of this dissertation, which involves a pos-
sible practical application of what has been so far theoretically present-
ed, I am going to suggest an interlinking viewpoint on the three main 
subjects examined in this dissertation: acting methods, meditative and 
spiritual practices, and cognitive neuroscience. As I have demonstrated, 
the theatre practitioners that I have considered in this dissertation stud-
ied and applied such practices in the development of their own acting 
methods and techniques. So, if meditation works also on increasing at-
tention, body awareness, maintaining purposes, we can conclude that, 
once applied to theatre, spiritual and meditative practices nourish and 
enrich the actor’s training.

I do not accidentally refer to the idea of enrichment. The notion 
of enrichment, in fact, constitutes another bridge to neuroscience and 
neurophysiology. I intend to clearly recall here the notion of “Enriched 

“bio-anthropo-logical”and the “techno-logical” (Stiegler, Techniques and Time, 7). 
 209  Depraz et al., On Becoming Aware, 234. (Italics in the original text).
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Environment”.210 This notion, or better the process of environmental 
enrichment, is related to our brain’s ability to constantly reorganise brain 
circuitry and neuronal connections according on experiences thought 
as environmental situations: this is the concept of brain plasticity.211 In 
fact, until the beginning of the last century, even scientists believed that 
brain activity was determined exclusively by genes and that, therefore, 
it was substantially not able to change. Especially an adult brain was 
considered as a rather static organ.212 Today, after decades of research, 
we know that environmental factors can positively affect brain physi-
ological processes;213 this process is precisely called environmental en-
richment.214 Human brain is actually highly plastic and able to modify 
neural connections, network organization and functions upon specific 
stimulation. Enhanced social interactions, sensory and motor inputs 
increase brain plasticity and modulate cognitive performances.

In particular, the nervous system is able to adapt to the environment 
in which it operates, modulating neurotransmission and neuronal plas-
ticity, depending on the environmental stimulation.215 Different types 
of environment can provide an increase of sensory inputs, resulting in 
an increase of the average brain stimulation. However, in certain cir-
cumstances, they can also cause a deprivation of the normal signals 

 210  H. van Praag, G. Kempermann, FH. Gage FH, “Neural consequences of envi-
ronmental enrichment,” Nature Reviews Neuroscience 1(3) (2000): 191-198.
 211  B. Draganski, C. Gaser, V. Busch, G. Schuierer, U. Bogdahn, et al., “Neuroplasticity: 
Changes in grey matter induced by training,” Nature 427(6972) (2004): 311-312.
 212  Heleen A. Slagter, Richard J. Davidson and Antoine Lutz, “Mental Training as a Tool 
in the Neuroscientific Study of Brain and Cognitive Plasticity,” Frontiers in Human Neuro-
science 5 (2011): 1, accessed March 22, 2016, doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2011.00017.
 213  Brain physiological processes can be of course also negatively altered. Scientists 
refer to those cases with the term of deprivation.
 214  van Praag et al., “Neural consequences of environmental enrichment,” 191-198.
 215  A. Sale, N. Berardi, L. Maffei, “Environment and brain plasticity: towards an 
endogenous pharmacotherapy,” Physiological Reviews 94(1) (2014): 189-234. For fur-
ther information see Alessandro Sale, ed., Environmental Experience and Plasticity of 
the Developing Brain (Hoboken: Wiley Blackwell, 2016).
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that normally reach our central nervous system. Both stimulation 
and deprivation affect our neuroplasticity. With this term, then, we 
define the ability of our brain and our nervous system to structurally 
and functionally change on the basis of different environmental inputs. 
Phenomena of neuronal plasticity can be observed at different levels, 
from molecular and cellular variations involved in learning processes 
to large-scale changes typical of the cortical reorganization. Neurons 
are, then, able to modulate their activities in response to new situa-
tions or environmental changes. In particular, these latter allow us to 
observe variations in the number of synapses, in the neurogenesis and 
in the neurotransmission between specific neurons. Various aspects of 
our brain can change according to our experiences, and the acquisition 
of new skills and competencies is accompanied by an increased cerebral 
complexity as well as by a higher brain weight.216

I have already presented different examples of interaction and con-
tamination between theatre and meditative practices, and specifically in 
this chapter I have shown two cases. With regard to Jerzy Grotowski, 
we have seen how the Polish director had constructed a theoretical re-
flection on meditative and spiritual practices, such as the Hesychast 
tradition belonging to the Orthodox Christianity, and analysed them 
within the field of consciousness and awareness as practices useful to 
the achievement of the theatrical knowledge. We have also observed 
how his considerations influenced his theatrical theory and practice. As 
for Eisentein and his in-depth study on the Spiritual Exercises of Ignacio 
de Loyola, as we have shown, he drew upon Loyolan practice for the 
theorization of his concept of ex-stasis, related to his idea of the film-
ic spectator’s perception, but he also highlighted a direct parallel with 
Stanislavsky’s acting method, thus underlining the strong connection 
between theatre and spiritual/meditative practices.

 216  Laura Maggi, Sergio Fucile, “Teatro come ambiente arricchito: un progetto mul-
tidisciplinare. Le tecniche teatrali sono in grado di influenzare positivamente il cer-
vello umano?,” in Teatro come ambiente arricchito, eds. Roberto Ciancarelli, Fabiola 
Camuti, Aldo Roma, Biblioteca Teatrale (forthcoming).
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The cognitive and neuroscientific analysis also provided an interest-
ing point of view in defining how such practices can influence and im-
prove cognitive functions, creating remarkable changes in behavioural 
factors and making them, in some cases, reliable tools for therapeutic 
approaches, so that the meditator becomes able to develop his/her per-
sonal cultivation. In this sense, in the light of this dissertation, we can 
conclude what follows. We now know that enhanced interactions, sen-
sory and motor inputs create an enriched environment able to increase 
brain plasticity and cognitive performances. Since the meditative and 
spiritual technics are an organised and structured practice of mindful 
exercises that allow the meditator to deconstruct automatisms and to 
create a new “quality” of embodied potential, positively influencing 
cognitive functions and mechanism,217 these practices can be consid-
ered as an enriched environment able to modulate the psychophysical 
aspects of the actor’s work. In other words, meditation creates an en-
riched environment in the particular space of one’s own personal culti-
vation, that is the actor’s training.

 217  Micah Allen, Martin Dietz, Karina S. Blair, Martijn van Beek, Geraint Rees, 
Peter Vestergaard-Poulsen, Antoine Lutz and Andreas Roepstorff, “Cognitive-Affec-
tive Neuronal Plasticity following Active-Controlled Mindfulness Intervention,” The 
Journal of Neuroscience 32(44) (2012): 15601-15610.


