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Spirituality
And Actor Training

By

James Forsythe
Brandon University

A Definition:

Spirituality:  1) Of the spirit or the soul 2) Of sacred things or matters.  This definition

might also include words like Balance, Unity, Faith, and Courage.  As an actor I would be glad if

my peers attributed any of those qualities to either my work or me.

A Thesis:

This paper intends to show that conservatory theatre teachers and acting teachers in

specific are using the techniques and ethos of Taoism, Zen and First Nations spirituality in their

studios.  I will suggest what they are 'borrowing' and why they are doing it, whether they are

conscious of this borrowing or not.

A Motivation:

I currently teach Acting at Brandon University.  I have been a student of acting all my

life.  Through my teachers and my research I have come into contact with Carnegie Melon,

Cornell, Yale, Manchester Metropolitan, The National Voice Intensive, The National Theatre

School of Canada, The Actor's Studio in London, The Odin Theatre, and the University's of

Alberta and Victoria to name a few.  From a very young age I noticed that teaching

methodologies in the field of an artistic, creative endeavor like the theatre are all basically

trying to do the same thing: explain the unexplainable.  What is it that brings about creativity

and how do you make it consistent.  My body and voice was trained to 'leap tall buildings with

a single bound' (if you'll permit a reference to a Canadian hero).  My mind was taught to

analyze the psychological and sociological motivations of a playwright and a character.  But

how do I put it together to create the magic that I see when great actors transform before my

eyes on-stage?
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In 1990-91 three things happened to me.  I started teaching my own classes. I visited

India. And I took a class in Meditation.  Gradually I began to investigate Eastern religions.  I

was drawn to Taoism especially and I began to notice similarities in not only the

exercises/practices but also in the theory between the religious student and the actor in

training.  What previously had been in the shadows of my consciousness was becoming

obvious.

Examples of what I am talking about include Tai Chi, Alexander Technique, relaxation,

Breathing exercises, Sharing Circles and Creative Visualization.  I hope to prove that the main

benefit of these techniques is at least fourfold:

1.  Increased Self-Awareness.

2.  A linking of mind and body.

3.  The elimination of desire for success by focusing on process.

4.  A greater sense of community.

I propose to examine four areas of Studio work that I feel have a direct connection to the

spirituality of another culture.  I like to call them Breathing, The Swamp, Alexander, and Sharing

Circles.  I will provide specific exercises, practitioners, and rationale.

Self-Awareness

Whether it is Stansislavsky, Boleslavski, Joseph Chaikin or Michael Chekov most

teachers of Acting will agree that knowing yourself is an essential part of the process.  And part

of this self-awareness has to focus on what Stansislavski called "the inner creative mood," a

synthesis of mind, spirit and body.   The spiritual training methods I am going to describe

contribute directly to the actors self awareness and are therefore at the heart of their training.  I

propose that the connection to spiritual training forms a natural 'bridge' from 'in' to 'out', from

the body to the mind.
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1. Breathing

We al l have a b od y and  a spir it that ne ed  to b e recepti ve to themse l ve s and  the  stimuli  of

the  mome nt to moment r eal ity of  the given ci rcumstances and sty le  of  the  pl ay .  Jose ph Chaik in

cal ls this the pr ese nce of the actor .   He  says i n his b ook  of  that title : 

T he  senses must b e awake  to w hat's happening  and  to w hat's b e ing cr e ated , 

transfor mi ng  the space , alw ay s abl e to re tur n to the qui et i nne r starting  poi nt.   That

qui et i nne r place  i s alw ays the r e,  w hethe r you ar e in contact w ith it or  not. 1

T hi s id e a of  a ce ntr al  core  of sti ll ness,  an are a of cal m in the storm of  humani ty  i s a common te ne t

i n both Ze n and  T aoi sm.

I n actor  trai ni ng  the focus of the  w or k on the  craft of  acti ng  b e gi ns wi th r e laxation.  T he

qui et al lows stud ents to li sten to themse lve s and  the ir  bodi e s.   Thi s mar ks the  be gi nni ng  of 

l earning , of  se lf -aw ar ene ss.  A ctors must come  to k now the  l i fe  f or ce that move s w ithin the m and 

as wi th the spi ri tual stude nt this aw ar eness l ead s di re ctl y to the bre ath. The goal for  b oth i s the 

same.   With focused  conce ntrati on on the br e ath recog ni tion occur s of "the li vi ng cur re nt"

moving thr oug h the bod y. 2  Whethe r  w e cal l thi s me d itation, re l ax ation, or  cr eati ve vi suali sation, 

i t forms the  basi s of most fi rst y ear  acting  classe s.   It al so pr ovi de s the  cle are st evid ence of  a li nk 

to spir i tual  pr acti ces b y  placi ng the  f ocus on the br eath. 

D r.  Chang Chung -y uan in hi s book Creat ivi ty an d Taoi sm de scri b es the br eathi ng  te chni que 

common to Taoist Yog a: 

In Taoist breathing a slow, deep, rhythmic inhaling and exhaling is a basic

requirement in the early stages of training.  When air is taken in, it is to be sent as

                                                  
1 Joseph Chaiken, The Presence of the Actor (New York: Atheneum, 1980) 66-67.

2 Chu ng -y ua n Ch a ng , Cre at iv ity  an d Taois m (New York :  Ju li an , 1 96 3 ) 10 2.
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deep as the abdomen.  It is for this reason that the kidney centre beneath the navel

is called the sea of breath.3

Zen b re athing  i s ve r y si mil ar :

T he  str e ss i s upon the  out- br eath,  and its impul se fr om the bel ly  not the  che st.  T hi s

has the  ef fe ct of  shif ti ng the bod y's centr e  of gravi ty  to the ab domen so that the 

w hole  postur e  has a se nse  of fi r mness, of  b e ing par t of  the ground upon whi ch one

i s si tti ng . The  slow  e asy  b re athing from the  b el l y work s upon the  consci ousne ss

l ik e be l lows,  and  g i ve s it a sti ll , bri ght clari ty.  .  .   T he  ai r is not activel y  i nhale d;  i t i s

j ust al l ow ed  to come , and  the n,  when the lungs ar e comf ortab l y fi ll e d,  i t i s al l ow ed 

to go once  more .4

D avid  Smukl er ,  Canada's l e ad ing  voi ce  te acher  i s on the  f acul ty of  York  U niver sity and 

H ead of  the National  Voi ce Inte nsi ve .   Hi s mantr a to stude nts f ol low s thi s patte rn e x actl y as he 

tel ls them to, "l et the cool ai r  d rop i n,  turn w arm i nsi de  and re le ase  out warm. "5

T he  f ol l ow ing  e xe rci se  i s i nd icati ve  of  thi s techni que and  contai ns ob vi ous r ef l ecti ons b ack 

to Taoi st and  Zen b r eath ex er ci ses.  They  ar e ex cer pted  fr om Davi d Smukl er 's vocal  w ar m up: 

Sitting on the floor . . . legs rounded in front . . . establish breath flowing in

sacrum and mid-brain before releasing forwards . . . Close your eyes: Observe the

sounds around you.  Think of past experiences. Observe your feelings. Permit the

breath to flow without control.  .  .  Imagine that in your pelvis there is a swamp

of emotions.  Allow one of those emotions down there to find a touch of sound.6

                                                  
3 Chung-yuan 21

4 Glen Park, The Art of Changing (Bath UK:  Ashgrove Press, 1989) 226.

5 Smukler, Personal interview, 2 June 1993.

6 Smukler.
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Smukl er  be li e ve s that br e athi ng  this way al l ow s the  b re ath ti me  to trave l  to the  b el l y that is, in

B ud dhism, the  e moti onal centr e of the  b od y.   I n thi s way  the  actor,  who is tr ue  to the re al i ty  of 

the  mome nt, nee d not thi nk ab out how  the wor ds w i ll  sound,  he  simpl y  has to b re athe.   T he 

b re ath car ri e s the messag es i nto the  body , recei ves an impul se fr om the bel ly  and the n can flow

up and out as spe ech.  I n Zen  and Japan ese Cu l tu re D ai se tz T.  Suzuki  says:

T he  J apane se  of te n tal k about 'ask ing  the  ab dome n' or  'thi nk i ng  w ith the  ab dome n'. 

T he  head  i s detachab le  f r om the  body ,  b ut the ab d omen, whi ch incl ud e s the  w hole 

syste m of the  visce r a,  sy mb ol ise s the  total i ty  of  one 's pe rsonali ty . 7

2. Th e Swamp 

T he  N ati onal  Voice Intensive is,  as its name  sug g ests, a r ig orous f i ve -w e ek  w or k shop

b ri ng ing  tog e ther  f orty- e ig ht pe rf or mer s and  a d oze n of  Canad a's pr e mi er e  voi ce  te acher s.  T he

centr al  focus of the  i nstruction i s the  teachi ng  of  b re athing .  F rom the  ve ry  b e gi nni ng  sessions

D avid  Smukl er  and his staf f insti l the  ver b al  and  physi cal vocab ul ary  nece ssar y  f or  the stude nt to

und er stand  vi scer al l y the  phi losophy  be ing discusse d.   Thr oug h a se r ie s of ex er cises the low er 

b el ly  i s i de nti fi ed  as the pi votal  sour ce  of  all  vocal wor k.   H e re f er s to it as " The  Swamp. "  T hat

are a of  the bod y is se nsi ti se d by the  e mploy me nt of  cre ati ve  vi sual i sati on whil e  the  muscle s of

the  abd ome n and  l ow e r back ar e str etche d and  str e ng thene d al l ow ing the  b r eath to d escend into

the  b el l y and  b ack rib s.   A  connecti on is then e stabl ished , fir st w i th sound and  the n w ith wor ds

( using Shake spe ar ean tex t as source mater ial ),  b e tw ee n "The Swamp,"  br eathi ng , and  speaki ng . 

A t fi rst I  f ound thi s to be  d isconce r ti ng  i f  not fr ig hte ni ng  be cause  i t removed  my  ab il ity to eng ag e

my mi nd  and my judg e me nt in the  pr oce ss of cre ati ng  a pe rf or mance .  But with pr actice  I 

sur pr ise d my sel f by  contacting a d epth of  e motion that I had  pr eviousl y bee n ab l e to engage  only 

b y chance.   My ob se r vati on of  the pr ogr ess of other s and  myse lf  convince d  me that thi s fr ee d om

f rom pr i or  control lef t the  w or k  mor e  honest and  more  human.   I t was as if the wor ds pr esented 

the msel ves to the  speake r  f or  the fi r st time , the  i nstant be f or e the y we r e spok e n,  al l be cause  the

i mpul se  was removed  fr om your  mi nd  to y our low er  ab dome n.

                                                  
7 D ai se tz  Su zu k i, Zen  and  Japan es e Cu ltu re , Bol li ng e n S er. 64 .  (P rin ce ton : Pri nceton  UP , 1 95 9)   1 05 .
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A nd  w hi l e my  sample  pool  is b y no means e x haustive the re  ar e Smukl er  tr ai ned  or

i nf luenced  voice te acher s almost e ve r yw he re  in this countr y (of  Canada).   A nd  I  found  e xactl y

the  same  atti tude  at Manche ster  Me tr opoli tan U ni ver si ty ,  B ri tai n's lar ge st Unive rsity  b ased 

conse rvatory  school  of  A cti ng .  Ther e , Patr i ci a Roy  e choed  f e ll ow  voice teacher  Smukl er ,  w he n

she  d escri be d  her  w ork  to place  the bre ath low er  in the  body  to contact the  e motional  chakr a or

centr e,  which she  r e fe rs to not as " the  swamp"  b ut as " mud ."   Whate ver  the te rmi nolog y is b e ing

i nvente d  the r e is an und e rl yi ng  te aching goal to marr y the  physiolog ical  tr uth with metaphor .

Roy  sai d , "We  have to constantl y  k ee p f indi ng ne w  w ay s to re d ef ine our  me ssag es. "8 The use  of

spi ri tual tools i s one  w ay to pr ovid e  some str uctur e for  that proce ss.   It pr ovi de s a method ol og y 

f or  obse rvati on w ithout jud ge me nt and  f or  the di scove ry  of  me ntal  cl ar ity .  She  de scr ib es that

clari ty  in te rms of  ".  .  . a uni ty  b e tw ee n mind,  body , and  b r eath." 9

Smukl er  summe d up hi s thoug hts in an inte rvi ew :

Teachers use the spirituality of other cultures to form a framework for the

work because we have abandoned in this century any kind of real structure.  The

majority of the world has moved away from an organized system of belief.  So

they are without a structure to back up the events of life. Because we have lost all

structure we have this gaping hole in us that was called spirituality.  We look at

the actor and we used to have a very strong spiritual tradition in our theatre.

Even in the nonreligious theatre there were spiritual traditions.  What has

happened in the twentieth century, (Margaret Mead and others have talked about

this), we have taken the arts and moved them out of the society, we've separated

them, made them culture.

Our  stud ents come  to us with wound s inste ad .  They  have  al l the se 

e xper ie nce s and  psy cholog ical  aw ar ene ss and  no w ay to pr ocess i t,  no str uctur e. 

Whe ther  one agr ee s or di sag re es wi th the str uctur e ther e  are  no str uctur e s to r e be l

against.   So the re l ig ion and  spir itual ity of the  mid -tw enti e th centur y has b ecome 

                                                                                                                                                                                  

8 Patricia Roy, Personal interview, 17 May 1994.

9 Roy.
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psy chol ogy . And  that's not work i ng . Peopl e are  l ook ing at al l  the  things we 

i nvesti g ated  in the  tw entie th ce ntur y  and  ar e say ing,  'T he y are  not work i ng , the y're 

not w or k ing. "  So you star t look i ng  at the  othe r tradi ti ons, to he lp us g e t some  se nse 

of what is g oing on. 10

For Smukler, using the spirituality of other cultures in his teaching comes out of the needs of his

students and their mutual search for a structure.  It is this structure that provides actors with the

link between the psychological, the physical, and the intuitive.

3. Al exand er

Per haps no ar ea of traini ng  b ene fi ts more  f r om a di ve rsi ty  of  approaches than the attempt

to li nk  the bod y to the mind and  g et aw ay  f r om the conce pt of  r ational  thought as the  source  of

cre ativi ty . The  N ati onal  Theatr e  School  i n Montr e al  i s one  of  the  ol de st and most hi g hl y re g ar de d 

training  prog rams i n Canada.  I ts sol e purpose  i s to pr e pare  pe ople  for the  prof essi onal the atre . 

A s the Ale xande r and  T ai  Chi instr uctor , Ste ve n Glassman i s compl ete ly  d e di cate d  to the  i de a

that the  mind  and  the bod y ar e one .  And that a per sonal  spi r ituali ty cannot be  di vor ce d fr om the 

craft of  the  actor because the choice s you mak e as a pe r son aff ect your wor k as an actor.   It is

the re for e natur al  to e quate  the  spir i tual  j our ne y  to the  trai ni ng  j our ne y .  A ccord ing  to hi m:

Self-awareness is at the heart of almost any spiritual discipline and it is

also at the heart of acting because you can't really develop the quality of listening,

whether it is to your own intuition or to, on a physical level, another actor on-

stage or your audience . . . if there isn't a sense of being connected to yourself and

a sense of being centred.  I would say that at the National Theatre School the first

year is very much geared to exploration, opening up, taking risks . . . and self-

awareness is the alpha and omega of it all.11

                                                                                                                                                                                  

10  S mu kl er.

11 Steven Glassman, Personal interview, 12 May 1994.



The Journal of Religion and Theatre, Vol. 3, No. 1, Summer 2004  http://www.rtjournal.org
This Article:  http://www.rtjournal.org/vol_3/no_1/forsythe.html

Copyright 2004 by James Forsythe PDF File Page #31

Whi le  he  f ee l s hi s wor k has a spir itual  component, it i s not re li gi ous or  e ve n tie d to a

par ti cul ar  phil osophy.  A l ex ande r , for  e xampl e,  d e ve lope d  his te chni que  f or ve ry  pr actical 

r easons --  he  had  vocal probl ems.  H e  came to be l ie ve  that b ad physi cal and  mental  habi ts w e re 

i nhib iti ng  hi s voice  prod ucti on.  A ccord ing to Gl e n Park  in hi s book  T he Art  of  Chan gi ng,  the

A le xand e r Te chnique  is a way of  le ar ning to use your mi nd and  b od y wel l.   I t is a way  of

b ri ng ing  the  whol e per son i nto bal ance. 12

Glassman's own spiritual work has taken him to Java and he also credited the time he

spent in a Gurdjieff community as being seminal to his growth as a teacher because of its

emphasis on discipline being the path to knowledge.  For him, the Alexander technique was a

simple and practical way to utilize those ideas.

I t is the confl ict betwe e n doing  the  task  w e ll  and the desir e  to succe ed  that i s ofte n

troub le some to we ste rn stud ents who have be e n rai se d on the ide a of  "no pai n,  no g ai n".   The ir 

socie tal  cond itioni ng le ads the m to desir e an end  b ef or e  the y  have eve n beg un.  This de si re  for

r esul t and  the tr aps of old  hab i ts w e re  the  inspi rati on for F .M. Al e xand e r to d e ve lop the 

technique that be ar s his name .  To Steven Glassman at the  N ati onal  Theatr e  School , "i t i s the  g lue 

that hol ds the tr ai ning tog ethe r ," 13 be cause  of its e mphasis on d eal ing with your ow n per sonal 

str ess that can b e appli e d to any cl ass. "I t b ecome s a way  of  d eali ng spe ci fi cal ly  w i th the i r bod ie s

w he n a dir ector  say s, 'j ust r el ax. '" 14  F re ei ng the  b od y also all ow s for  a fr ee ing  of the  mind  that

all ow s for  r e le ase and  d e ve lopme nt of  the  i mag inati on.  Ther e  i s a shi ft fr om thinki ng ab out

try ing,  to a concentrati on on the pr oce ss.  In a parall e l to the Bud dhist conce pt of  fr ee dom f rom

e moti ons A le x ande r sai d: 

Knowing how to stop demands a technique of inhibition in which refusal to

give consent to habitual (subconscious) reaction is the basic means for change.

                                                                                                                                                                                  

12 P ark 24 1 .

13 Gla ssma n .

14 Gla ssma n .
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It is the only reliable means by which man can overcome the effects of

emotional 'gusts' which show themselves in prejudices, jealousy, greed, envy,

hatred and the like . . .15

Glassman believes that his students are aware that the Alexander technique is about how you

live your life; that it is about having a greater sense of exploration.  This work provides a link

between all the elements of the training because it is a way of working from your centre and

staying connected to your body even in moments of stress.

Spi ri tuali ty  is about li ving your li f e as f ull y as you can and fi nd i ng  out what is e sse ntial ,

having a cer tai n pe ace ful ne ss i nsi de  which comes fr om se lf -aw ar eness; you k now who y ou ar e

and  w hat y our  capaci ti es ar e.   Having  the  cour ag e  to de al wi th your  we ak nesse s and  y our  f ear s

i s re al l y a lot about acting.   You have  to have the  cour ag e. 

Per haps nowhe re  i s the  l i nk  b etw ee n spi ri tuali ty  and Al e xand e r te chnique  more 

e loquently  stated  than i n Gle n Par k's b ook T he Art  of  Chan gi ng.   The entir e  second  hal f  of the 

w or k focuses on mai ntaini ng  an ene rg y  f low in bal ance  and har mony .  Park  make s no apologi es

f or  his vi ew s that Ale xande r is a te chnique  that has be nef its f or  the whole  per son and not just for 

the  b od y .  F or hi m it is more  than a sy stem of  r e laxati on and  b od y ali gnment.   The  w orl d is,  he

say s,  " an ene rg y dance , a d ance  of  Shiva, " and  man is e ner gy ,  the re f or e the  A le x ande r  techni que

can b e a w ay  of  channe ll i ng  that e ne r gy .16 Hi s wor k has l ed  hi m to the bui ld ing  b lock s of both

l if e and  art.   Of  hi s stude nts he say s: 

They notice changes of a fundamental kind taking place. These changes are

difficult to put into words because they are about an aspect of life we don't often

talk about.  In a sense they are not about an aspect of life at all, but about the

source of it.17

                                                  
15  F. M. Alexander.

16 P ark 19 6 .

17 P ark 19 6 .
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Stude nts d el ve into a re f ined  state of se lf - aw ar e ne ss w her e the y can l isten to the mse lves as i f for 

the  f ir st ti me and without judg e me nt ab out what is good  or  b ad ab out the i r emoti onal  re sponses

to what they  se e.   The y can b eg i n to make  choi ce s.  I f the  i nformati on that i nf l ue nce s these 

choices is the fi cti on of  the  pl ay  then i t is easy to se e why  thi s techni que has b ee n so uni ve rsall y

accepte d  i n conse rvatory  tr ai ni ng pr ogr ams. 

What str uck me most ab out Gle n Par k's b ook was not i ts thesi s but the  f act that i t is a

r equi re d  tex t f or  f i rst year stude nts i n Br i tain's larg e st U niver si ty conse rvatory  theatr e traini ng 

progr am,  Manche ster  Me tr opoli tan U ni ver si ty .    T he stud e nts beg in thei r studi es wi th a cl ear 

tex tual  li nk  be tw ee n spi r itual growth and  acti ng  tr ai ni ng.   In my  corr esponde nce  w ith N iamh

D ow li ng ,  the  pr og ram's H e ad , she  had  de scri b ed  the school as havi ng  a somew hat "holi sti c"  vi ew 

of actor  trai ni ng  and poi nted  to T he Art  of  Chan gi ng as a sour ce . 18

D ow li ng  star ted  the  move ment cl ass I  atte nd e d wi th an A l ex and er  b ase d

r el ax ati on/me di tati on se ssi on i n w hi ch partner s alter natel y assiste d  e ach other  to r e lax by  layi ng

the ir  hand s on the par t of the bod y in focus at the  mome nt.  The mai n poi nt of the  e x er ci se 

see me d to be  to mak e  a f i rm connecti on fr om the sacrum to the  occipi tal bone.   One  of  the 

par tner s l ay  on the  fl oor  i n a semi- supine position w ith the ir  fe et fl at on the  fl oor and  thei r kne es

up.   The y we r e then encourage d to estab li sh a fl ow of  e ner gy  fr om thei r head to thei r  pel vi s

thr ough the spi ne .  Once  the fl ow was e stab l ishe d  the y starte d to move  ar ound  this ax is of uni ty 

w ith the  aid  of  cre ati ve  vi sual i sati on and the  constant contact of the  partne r. 

T ex t was add e d to move me nt to i nte gr ate  the i r voi ce  w or k  i nto the ir  b ody wor k.  T he  cl ass

the n conti nue d wi th the other  partne r  r epeating the  process.   E ve ntual ly  the par tner s e volve d a

sel f- taught ritual for m that containe d just enoug h ri sk  in the rang e  of movement that

conce ntr ation w as r e quir e d.  Whe n pre viously  le ar ned  tex t w as intr od uce d old  vocal patte rns

w er e br oke n by the uni que  phy si cal  r e lati onshi p broug ht ab out b y the  r epe ti ti on of  the form.   By 

the  e nd  of  the cl ass i t was a comple te inte g rati on of  the bod y,  the  voice , and the  actor that had 

                                                  
18 Nia mh  D owli ng , P erson al  i n te rvi ew, 17  Ma y 1 99 4.
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i ncor por ated  el ements of  me di tative bre athi ng,  the di sci pl ine  of Tai  Chi ,  and  A l ex and er 's

r ej ecti on of  ol d hab its. 

Much of  today 's actor tr aining nee ds to f ocus on this i nne r state  b e cause  b y the  time 

stude nts r each a conse rvatory  school  in the i r ear ly  twe nti es they  have  b e en cond itioned  b y

socie ty  to d i strust structure  and be l ie f sy ste ms.   Br ian D oub t,  f or mer  i nstructor at Canada's

N ational  T he atr e School and  cur r entl y  on the  f aculty of  Concord i a Uni ve rsity , put the  chal le nge 

f acing acting  teache rs this w ay : 

Students come to class 'in their heads', with a certain intellectual preoccupation.

So one of the challenges is to get them to make a connection between the mind,

the body and the emotions.  This intellectual preoccupation makes itself manifest

by students' behaviour:  cynical, not trusting, not comfortable, not aware of

physical idiosyncrasies, unsure of their emotional life and with a separate body

and mind.19

I t is this se parati on of  mi nd  and bod y that pe rhaps provid es the chi ef  r ati onal e  f or 

i ncor por ating  spi ri tual disci pl i ne  and me thods i nto actor tr aining.   T he  goal  i s to ground actor s i n

the ir  b odi es and to the ear th f or wi thout a strong se nse  of centr e we have no b ase  f r om w hi ch to

trave l.   Without a str ong  sense  of  se lf  the r e can b e no star ting poi nt f or tr ai ning because 

k nowl ed g e of  the fl ow of  ener gy  wi thi n our bod ie s i s essenti al in or de r to ex pand our  e moti onal

d epth or  the  rang e of our  moveme nt w i thout a cri ppl ing waste  of  e ff ort.

4. Sh ari ng  Ci rcles

Regardless of how much we focus on and nurture the individual artist in training,

Theatre is a collaborative art form.  I would argue and I think that the majority of persons

reading this paper would support my contention that a safe and familiar environment

contributes to better work.  We need only look at the work of the world's repertory companies

as well as those smaller companies whose members study and work together for years to see

                                                  
19 Brain Doubt, Personal interview, 13 May 1994.
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the benefit of a group of artists maturing together.  Yet in our studios and rehearsal halls where

time is often as short as a few weeks how do we create that feeling of community?  For this I

will humbly offer my own solution.

My solution is to start classes and rehearsals each term with a Sharing Circle.  By

definition it is self-explanatory.  The class sits in a circle and on succeeding days begin to

introduce themselves to the group.   Turns are taken and "the floor" given by means of the

possession of a symbolic object.  The First Nations people of my home province would use a

'Healing Stick.'  While some teachers might use a crystal, I prefer to use a Nerf soccer ball.  I

start with simple non-threatening things, e.g. describe three things about yourselves. This

culminates on the third day with intimate family stories of an event that transformed your life.

By 'forcing them to both share by talking and share by listening, I am able to create a sense of

bonding that jump-starts their sense of both safety and imaginative freedom.  It is something

they do together that others have not.  They are closer and less inhibited around each other for

having done it.

I  use d thi s method without gi vi ng it a name  for years unti l one  of my stude nts starte d

r ef er ri ng to it as a Shar ing Ci r cl e.   A  pri me ex ample  of  w hat I  am tal ki ng ab out occurr ed  r e ce ntl y

at the start of  a special  summe r  cour se .  I t w as special  i n that tw o-thi r ds of the  cl ass we r e

A bori gi nal  stud ents and the  r emainde r  w er e H utte ri tes. (If  y ou ar e not f ami li ar  wi th this g r oup

the y ar e  communal  f armer s of Ge r man backg round : as an over si mpl if icati on,  thi nk  me chani se d

A mi sh.)   T he  work  w e  d id  in the  ci rcl e at the be g inni ng  of  the cour se al l ow ed  us all  to achi eve

common ground .  B oth communitie s have  sur pr i si ng  si mi lar itie s i n se nse  of  i solation,  larg er 

f amil ie s and  a strong fai th i n God  to name just a f ew .

Con cl usi on 

A ctor s nee d to have  avai l ab le  al l the  possi b il iti es of human char acter  star ti ng  wi th thei r

own.  We  trai n in or de r to make  ourse lves more  aw ar e actor s.  Si nce the  actor's instr ume nt i s

himse lf  we  must f ir st be come mor e aw are  human be i ng s.  We  d o not nee d  to teach actors that
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the ir  w ork  must have  the  control  of reason or rational thoug ht --  they  come  w ith that natur all y. 

T he y know that whate ve r the ir  i ntuiti on, the ir  w ork  must sub mit to the  f orm of the  r ole  the y  are 

pre pari ng.   How ever ,  i n training , whe re  no ope ni ng ni ght l ie s i n wai t,  they  nee d  hel p to ge t i n

touch w i th an i nner  li fe . 

T he re  ar e li mits to what can be  achi e ve d by  rati onal thoug ht.   "I n the  pr ocess of

approaching reali ty  we  i nevitab l y re ach a stag e whi ch i s b ey ond  thought,  wher e mer e i ntel le cti on

b ecomes he lpl ess and  w e can onl y  i ntuitivel y  e xpe ri ence  it." 20 Actors must have  f aith in thei r 

own i ntuition and  tale nt.   Wi thout i t the y wil l lack the  cour ag e to cr eate. 

                                                  
20 Chung-yuan 102.


