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DEDICATION

Wendy Gayle Brantley (1978-2006)

This book is dedicated to the memory of the most lucid body I have ever encountered, the intrepid Wendy. May she rest in the knowledge that her spirit enabled me to write this book.

Fearless in her fight against cancer, she used the lucid body process to cleanse her emotional system of her demons and thereby produced some of the most poignant, comical, and sympathetic characters imaginable on the stage. As an actress and a person, she inspired all those she met to strive to find their truest selves. She was an angel. Her journey and her support convinced me of the importance of this work.
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FOREWORD

On a lovely spring day in 1984, I called an ex-student and friend, Peter Lobdell, and asked him to suggest a body person, a masseuse, someone who understood the body-muscle and spine connections. I asked Peter because he himself was an excellent physical actor. “Only one,” he said. “Fay Simpson. And a wonderful dancer as well.” I called her of course, made an appointment, and asked, “Where?” “On my houseboat at the marina on 79th Street and the Hudson.” There must have been a pause. “You will like it. The movement of the water is relaxing,” she said. She was right. It was. And she was extraordinarily knowledgeable and helpful. My wife, Betty, and I went for months.

Soon after, I saw Fay dance in one of her own pieces. I was impressed. She was angry, self-confident, spiritual. And funny. Over the next few years I watched her work with dancers from her own company and I also asked her to work individually with actors from my professional classes. The work was always clear, specific, and connected to the play.

In 1985, I decided to enlarge the arena of my work. I invited other teachers to create workshops for my students. They were teachers of outstanding ability and background: Patsy Rodenburg for Shakespeare; Chuck Jones for voice; Gloria Maddox and Joan Evans for improvisation and character development and other very experienced teachers. For the all-important work of helping actors develop an enlarged physical vocabulary, I asked Fay Simpson.

It was a brilliant choice. It allowed Fay to build on ideas already established and look for new ways, new answers for old questions. With actors as a new kind of raw material, Fay began to mix ideas of ancient cultures with new psychological insights: a work that began to connect the internal to the external, the psychological to the spiritual, reality to the imagination, all in the service of unlocking previously blocked bodies. Actors, even very good actors, tend to live in the close confines of their own habitual physical realities. Fay’s work encourages, even demands that they find pleasure and excitement in using their bodies in more expressive and challenging ways—in service to the play.

Fay herself is ever changing … and still the same. She is fearless—a provocateur—and still funny. I look forward to many more provocations.

—Michael Howard

September 4, 2008





ABOUT THE SECOND EDITION

It has been twelve years since this book first landed on the shelves, and during that time, the work has been taken apart and examined in studios and conservatories around the world. I feel a bit like a baker whose bread dough has started to expand beyond my original intention, and that baker has to think fast about how to accommodate the expansion while still keeping the quality of bread as rich and savory as before. I have a concern that quantity means less quality, and like the game of “Telephone,” the message changes into something that does not even resemble the original message. So over the past twelve years, I have developed a program for prospective teachers, a rigorous two-year training that ensures my teachers know the heart and truth of the concepts inside their intuitive minds.

As the work expands, it is growing from the same soil. I will soon have fifteen Lucid Body teachers who teach this work around the world. Their experience has enriched the work and this new edition.

Another new development since the last book is our very own studio, Lucid Body House, on Lexington Avenue in Manhattan, which has given the work a home, a laboratory, a kitchen where the baking continues. It has been an artist’s dream. My company, Impact Theatre NYC, has been reactivated, with The Veteran’s Project, Io Marta, Speechless, and the monthly Performance Salon, to name just a few of the works stemming from the Lucid Body process—creations dedicated to shaking and waking community to stimulate growth and change.

We live in a different world from that of twelve years ago. #MeToo. Black Lives Matter. Sexual fluidity. School shootings. Neuroscience and somatic theory. This edition reflects changes in how my perspective has changed in reference to masculine and feminine, the need to set boundaries, and the need to ensure that consent, or non-consent, is worked out through fair collaboration in rehearsal by actors and directors.

One thing remains the same. The more I teach this work at home and abroad, the more I see that the process of somatic sensitivity is infinite. The more one has the ability to sense and reflect on the nuances of moment-to-moment experiences, the more emotional courage it takes to accept and express those complex senses. This work is not for the meek, but for those who do not believe that expression is restricted to a limited array of colors. It is meant for those whose curiosity about the human experience equals their need to express on the stage and screen what they have discovered. In this revised edition, the pronouns “he,” “she,” and “they” are used interchangeably to reflect the inclusion of all gender and sexual identities in the Lucid Body practice.

Finally, I would like to emphasize that this work cannot be taught by anyone but a certified teacher. During these past twelve years, horror stories have been shared of people taking a Lucid Body class and then innocently “offering” it to their cast or their acting class, resulting in chaos, violence, and confusion. Because the work delves into the psycho-physical body of the actor, it can easily trigger responses that an untrained teacher will not know how to handle. Please do not take this class from anyone but the teachers listed on the website.

Thank you and enjoy round two!
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PREFACE

The Lucid Body was born from the need to know myself. After years of enduring the technical and competitive demands of the dance world, I broke down. Dancing had been my heart for many satisfying years, but somewhere along the line I lost the beat. I left the dance world, got married, had a baby, and subsequently developed all sorts of physical problems, such as anemia, rashes, and pneumonia. I had a spiritual crisis, to which my body responded: Who am I, where am I going, and who cares anyway? Mothering was such a vital and fulfilling role to enjoy that when it was time to go back to work, I panicked. What to do, and how to do it while getting my physical body back to a healthy level? I was holding negativity in my body from the years of striving to be the best modern dancer in the world. But why? Why the best? So Mom could be proud? So I could be famous? What does that mean, and isn’t being happy the goal? I had been driven for many years but did not truly know where I was heading. I felt like I had wasted all the years of hard work because I couldn’t answer that question. The modern dance world, although exhilarating at first, had left me cold. The technical aspect was so hard, yet the message, any message, didn’t seem to carry. “The triple turn was great,” just didn’t do it for me. I wanted to affect people, so I started to study acting with the late Fred Kareman. He taught me how to listen and respond. He taught me about truth. He told me, “Don’t say anything if you can’t speak from yourself.”

Then I remembered how it all started, why I had danced in the first place. I was in high school and struggling through puberty. My household was complex, with a stepfather and his sons suddenly becoming part of the family. Because of my general anxiety, I had terrible stomach pains—colitis, I think it was later diagnosed. I was part of a modern dance club that had a concert coming up. I heard a song, “Tubular Bells,” which had an unexpected gong break into the melody, reminding me of my stomach cramps. I created a solo piece. I did not know how to create a dance of any sort, but I worked with the idea of these cramps interfering with my happiness. It was personal but abstract, thus hidden in a way. I could express my truth but still hide. During the performance, when the audience was witnessing my personal truth, I felt something—a circle of energy transference that made me ecstatic—and I guess that was when I became hooked. The audience understood what I was saying. My pain spoke to their pain. I changed. My pain lessened. I had a mission, and that was to recreate the world from my truth. I have been pursuing this method of self-healing ever since, as well as the experience of the circle. My truth is your truth.

The circle is what my teaching mentor, Michael Howard, always used to say in different words. “They need us,” he would say, gesticulating wildly while pointing out the window. They, all those other people who have not chosen the acting profession, need us to connect them with themselves. Now this was a mission to which I felt I could dedicate my life. Michael gave me his trust to start teaching. “Teach what you need to teach!” he said. And so The Lucid Body was born. I am in humble gratitude to him for allowing me to find a place in the world where I am needed, teaching actors to make the circle of communication happen.

The process of locating emotional need in the body and expressing it led me to the seven chakra energy centers. Work with Buddhism, yoga, the Lakota medicine Indians, and some Carl Jung thrown into the pot made me realize that the body is the mind. If the mind holds revenge or grief, the body stores it somewhere, and emotions don’t store well. They fester and wreak havoc with your organs. What emotions do well is express themselves.

This is not a “how-to-act” book. No one can tell you how to do that. Acting is a private mystery for each person. It may seem that in this book I am suggesting formulas for understanding the mysteries of life. However, I couldn’t possibly unlock the metaphysical truth behind the human psyche. What we can do, as actors, is to start with ourselves and look at patterns of personal energy flow and feeling to help us in our desire to embody other characters. We can never find a single answer to the mysteries of life, just answers that will resonate for a particular reading of a character in a particular vision of a play.

This book offers a way of thinking and a set of tools that can aid you on your journey. It will lead you through a process of self-examination that will help you release old physical and emotional habits in the hope of expanding your acting potential. Once you have thoroughly understood your own patterns of emotional flow, you can then begin to rearrange your energy centers to suit the given circumstances of a character. Please understand, however, that the following pages are only a beginning. Your journey can truly be realized only in a classroom with others. Like all languages, it cannot be practiced alone.

The Lucid Body process was a gift to me in my struggles to connect my body and my work to my heart. I now offer it to you.
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INTRODUCTION

The Lucid Body Defined

The Lucid Body is a body whose inner being is clear like a clean-running brook. It is a body whose messages are heard, whose impulses are activated, and whose vitality flows through every part of its complex structure. Physical vitality is about flow—blood flow, emotional flow, and thought flow. We recognize flow when we experience it and always want more; more vitality, more clarity, more passion.

The actor’s job is to portray the glory as well as the horror of life. The Lucid Body offers a process that will allow an actor to bend and morph into multifaceted characters that can handle the gravitas of Greek tragedies and unfettered silliness of Shakespearean comedies. This physical technique offers a path for the actor who wants to open his body to every human potential, not just to some. Based on the premise that each body holds the potential to experience every human condition, the Lucid Body trains not just the physical body but also the mental and emotional body.

This book guides the actor in analyzing the human condition, both personally and universally, through the exploration of the seven chakra centers, vortexes of energy located on the center-line of the body that stimulate the organs, neuro-chemical system, and consciousness. This book will help actors master a mindset that allows them to “hear” the inner body, discover the different parts of self in the chakras, and learn to harness the power of these centers to suit the given role of a stage character while forging a powerful connection to theatrical audiences.

One of the most important premises needed to start the process is the actor’s ability to turn the focus inward and learn to “listen” to the self without judgment. From this listening stems the recognition of all the unwanted voices that are usually pressed into silence by the domineering ego. These voices of complaint, sexuality, rage, fear, shame—the list is unending—are what create a stimulating actor brave enough to express the stuff of life. This is what the audience pays to see, smell, and hear; the sensuousness of life in its most extreme and most subtle forms.

The seven chakra centers are tools for this process of listening. This book provides an in-depth look at each center, followed by exercises to help the actor understand her own distinctive way of using these tools. The beginning of the process may seem simplistic, as it focuses on only one chakra and its characteristics. But learning the Lucid Body techniques will guide the actor in developing multifaceted and complex characters through a combination of chakras and other tools described below in detail.

We must first dissect ourselves in order to rebuild ourselves into complex creations for the stage. Without such self-dissection, every character you play will look and feel the same. Same body, same impulses, same reflexes. The Lucid Body will help you “diagnose” your energy, by helping you figure out your personality’s primary chakra, as well as your inferior, or least-used, chakra. Using the great psychologist Carl Jung’s term, the shadow, this inferior chakra hides in the depths of our being. The shadow is the part of us that accidentally spills the coffee on the report or breaks our mother’s vase. It is a counterpoint to our persona, the public self that is revealed to the outside world, and it lingers in our unconscious, toying with our attempts at being “good.” The conflict within ourselves, as if the devil were on one shoulder and an angel on the other, creates the tension that will bring our characters to life.

Another part of the self that can be extracted from the whole is the child within us. The needy child has a strong will whose desire can be detected somewhere within the adult. Maybe the child needs to be held, or left alone, or heard. But whatever it needs will resonate within the adult, showing up somewhere on the “mask,” the face that we put on for the world to see. The mask is not the real point of interest for the actor. The juice lies underneath the mask. These three layers of consciousness—persona, shadow, and child—are the raw materials from which the actor can build character. These layers create a complex character filled with contradictions.

The Lucid Body is a hands-on technique for the actor striving for authenticity. While this process is rewarding both for self-growth and for greater acting control, it is a challenging one. You may find yourself putting the book down several times, because it will force you to look at parts of self that you would rather avoid. Take your time, pick it up, put it down. Let your body decide when it is ready for the next step—by listening.

One of my Lucid Body teachers, Shayna Freedman, talks about how listening to your own body can inform the progress of your individual learning. “When we are in our panic zone or comfort zone, we resist change and are unable to progress; when we are in our stretch zone, learning happens, and we are open to taking risks. In the Lucid Body process, you learn how to identify these zones within yourself. We encourage you to explore and when it becomes too comfortable, go beyond and increase the boundaries of the stretch zone. You can actually self-regulate your own rate of growth while simultaneously expanding your range of playable behavior.”1

Giving time and attention to the exercises at the end of each chapter will help your physical understanding. I also strongly suggest keeping a journal as you work through the book. Write down your observations from the street, your dreams, and insights about your own behavior. My hope is that by stepping into the Lucid Body journey, you will understand that some of the parts of the self that feel most ugly, most forbidden and painful, are the parts of the self that need to act. They long for expression. You will also develop the most attractive and humane aspects of the self in a process that many actors have found both liberating and professionally useful.
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1 ThemPra Social Pedagogy, “The Learning Zone Model,” http://www.thempra.org.uk/social-pedagogy/key-concepts-in-social-pedagogy/the-learning-zone-model/.






SECTION I

Finding Center

This section talks about the mental and physical preparation needed to begin work both in the Lucid Body class, in rehearsal, or on the stage. Finding center is really a dance term, imperative for the dancer in order to stand on one leg. Without a center plumb line to the floor, the dancer would fall. The center gives the dancer the ability to throw her limbs every which way, because her core strength maintains a relationship to the floor. Picture a spinning top, and notice the center line is vertical to the floor no matter how slanted the top goes. With actors, the center line is important not just for increasing physical core strength but for maintaining emotional stamina. When an actor knows a calm and private center of self, he will be more able to throw himself into the extremes of human behavior, and come back intact. The center line is like the eye of a storm, turbulence free. The calmer and steadier the actor is on the inside, the longer she can endure the extremes of her characters. The next four chapters will help you find your center, with the help of breath, meditation, and the allusion to a physical warm-up that you will ultimately have to take in an actual class.
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CHAPTER ONE

Nonjudgmental Mind

We want to be perfect, but we just keep seeing our imperfections, and there is no room to get away from that, no exit, nowhere to run.

—Pema Chödrön

Acting is like falling in love. As we would drive miles, climb walls, or tear through any hindrance in the way of reaching our love, so it is with acting. We will do anything to have that opportunity to be on the boards. There is something about stepping outside of our own skin that makes us want to do it again and again. The truth is, we aren’t stepping out of anything. We are reaching deeper inside of ourselves and expressing parts of self that have been dormant. When these parts are expressed, in the name of acting, we feel expansion! That expansion makes us high, like making the winning shot in a basketball game, or beating our fear and jumping off a high rock into a lake.

Expansion of self is made possible with a nonjudgmental mind. We can’t explore the different aspects of self if we have judgment. Along with the feel-good aspect of acting is the effectiveness of acting. You are effective when you reach an audience and make its members feel or think differently about themselves and life. An effective actor must be able to portray characters from all walks of life. But how does a college girl play a prostitute or a bachelor play a husband and father? The art of acting has to do with the ability to transform oneself into another character that walks, thinks, and feels differently while still working from the self. But how does an acting student begin to approach moving away from habitual behavior? The first step is to develop a nonjudgmental mind toward others as well as toward yourself. Training the mind is the first step in the process of enabling yourself to change.

To engage a nonjudgmental mind, make the effort to stop comparing yourself with those around you, stop judging those around you, and stop criticizing or praising yourself. That may sound easy, but it is not. Comparing ourselves with others creates our self-identities. Moreover, our comparative nature is a survival instinct. We tend to make snap judgments about people, such as “way cool,” “thinks he’s so smart,” “definitely thinks I’m cute,” without intentionally doing so. This constant comparison is a habit for most of us. I remember a weekend workshop I taught at a university. My assistant was a talented, and as it happened, handsome actor about ten years older than the students. I was introducing the concept of nonjudgmental mind, and said, “Steer your mind away from hoping the assistant thinks you are cuter than the other girls,” and about half of them blushed, if not gasped, at being caught. You don’t have to be a rocket scientist to know what college students are thinking when they first meet a cute person. You do have to be an above-average college student to discipline yourself to turn your focus away from caring what others think about you in order to focus on yourself. We seek the approval of others instead of relying on our own approval. All of us, at any age, engage in this “who’s-on-top” mentality. It is part of our nature to try to get ahead, get the girl, the job, or just the first place in line.

We may be able to keep the judgment hidden behind well-constructed social demeanor, but we still judge. Like animals in the wild, we assess the situation. Who is the alpha in the room and who is a possible mate? Who do I need to get out of the way to get what I need? This may sound a bit harsh, but assessment is part of our instinctual nature. For the Lucid Body process to begin, try to look at yourself and other people without judgment and without intention, and notice how much more you can see about them. As actors, we must learn to observe without judging.


A story told to me clarifies how judgment may interfere with understanding the truth. A man, let’s call him Fred, was sitting on the subway after a long day at work, and a fellow got on his subway car with three unruly kids. The children were fairly young, between the ages of four and ten. They were screaming and spinning around the poles, being intolerably loud and obnoxious. Their father tried to control them, but his effort seemed half-hearted. Fred felt a strong contempt for the father and his inability to control his own children. After a long day at the office, Fred thought he didn’t deserve this. He looked at the man and spoke sharply to him: “Can you please get your children under control?” The father sighed and said, “Yes, I know, they are being impossible. But we just came from the hospital. Their mother has just passed away.” Needless to say, Fred felt ashamed. He had been judgmental without knowing the situation.

We all do such things every day. We look at behavior and make snap judgments without knowing the history of that behavior. Our judgments are a reflection of ourselves, our priorities, and how we think the world should be. Perhaps if Fred had looked at the scene with the eyes of an actor, observing behavior without judgment, he might have seen the grief in the father and gained emotional insight. Observation with compassion is part of the actor’s job. Observing yourself is a way to start.

When our focus is turned inward, our perceptions are used to notice the nuances of our own physical, mental, and emotional self. The feelings we have are many and varied. By concentrating inward, you can take note of each feeling in a way that is unrelated to the outside world. When you find anger, for example, instead of focusing on the person or event that made you angry, just focus on the anger itself. Detach it from anything else but what it is—lumpy, ugly anger. It’s yours! I ask students not to judge these emotions or to try to figure out why they are there, but to merely take note of them, like a scientist looking through a microscope.

Training the mind to focus inward is like turning the volume down outside, while turning the volume up inside. At first, it will feel selfish. It is unusually difficult to allow the time to listen to our own physical joys and complaints. I can always find a reason to spend the time on a project, or a book, or someone else’s needs other than my own. It has to do with our pace. But as actors, our job description should have instructions that start with, listen to yourself!

The Lucid Body class encourages this inward listening by starting with an hour warm-up on the floor. It is a series of exercises and stretches that warm up the physical body, the muscles, and joints but also the emotional body. This warm-up is considered private time for the actor. In order to create a private environment, there are a few rules in the Lucid Body class that help relax a habitual outer focus. The students are not to look at the door when someone invariably comes late. They are not allowed to look at the person who is receiving a note, not only to prevent the student being corrected from becoming self-conscious, but to retain their own concentration and not become engaged in someone else’s drama. The mind will always try to outsmart the body and convince it that someone else’s problems are of greater interest.

We all know that acting is about listening and reacting to others, but first, in the training process, I believe that you must learn to listen to yourself. We are all made of the same raw material, but differ in our response to the environment in which we find ourselves. We all feel grief, for example, but we express it differently according to our social customs. But it is still the same grief. The actor must learn to listen and get to know his own emotions, like listening to a new piece of music. We think we know ourselves, but until the self-judgment stops, our inner body will stay in hiding. When the focus is inward, there is no play between people. There is no “who’s-on-top” thinking. The ego has no one to spar with and can therefore relax and learn about itself.


 


EXERCISES

1. Choose a day to practice nonjudgmental mind. The challenge is to not judge anyone, including yourself, all day—at home, at work, or on the street. If this is too hard, do it for an hour, and then lengthen the time gradually. Take notes in your journal when you do become judgmental. This will be material for later work. Above all, do not judge yourself for judging. Just take a note and try again. After a period of successful non-judging, write down your new observations about people.

For example, I saw a woman on the street who was fiercely tugging on her child’s arm. The child was crying. My first reaction was anger, and I assumed she was being a mean mother. After trying not to judge but instead observe her, I realized that she was quite unwell, unsteady on her feet, and nervous. She was trying to keep her child from wandering off as she made her way precariously down the sidewalk, doing the best she could. The lens on my eyes had changed.

2. Observe yourself. Keep a notebook handy and throughout the day mark down your various reactions. Maybe you were lonely while taking the bus or giddy before meeting your friend. Get to know your own emotional flow.



That is when this sword turns into a flower. We stick with what we see, we feel what we feel, and from that we begin to connect with our own wisdom mind.

—Pema Chödrön
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CHAPTER TWO

The Audible Exhale

Breathing is meaning.

—Catherine Fitzmaurice

Once you stop judging yourself and turn your focus inside, the next step is listening to your breath, and allowing the inner body to express itself with what we call an audible exhale. The audible exhale is more than a noisy out-breath. This concept is the foundation of the Lucid Body technique, and while seemingly simple, is challenging because we are not used to expressing our physical reactions. Feelings are considered unacceptable in many environments, and thus hidden away in some corner of the body, like a squirrel hiding nuts. This socialization starts in the home, where children’s emotions become unacceptable: “Don’t cry! Don’t complain! Grin and bear it!”

Sometimes emotions are negated all together. “I feel like I want to curl up and die,” moans the miserable adolescent, who is suffering from painful feelings. “No, you don’t. Stop it. Get control of yourself. That is not what you feel,” says the worried mother who can’t deal with the strength of her child’s pain. Before we know it, we have no idea how we feel, as our editing process becomes exquisitely fine-tuned to suit our environment. We are so accustomed to not expressing the body’s visceral reactions audibly that the synapses from body to brain lapse into confused numbness. For example, I remember as a teenager feeling grossed out by some leering middle-aged men; they made my skin crawl. But as a socially well-trained adolescent, I would smile and be a delightful conversationalist. My training censored my body’s reactions. But somewhere in my body, that repulsion was stored.

When the body’s emotional responses are triggered by the environment—let’s say, for example, in the form of a nasty shove from some brutish lout on the subway—then the muscles contract in preparation to shove back. These reactions are rightly suppressed, because in New York City you would have a good chance of being thrown onto the tracks by this person. The suppression, however, denies the muscles the opportunity to release the contraction by completing the response. The desire to shove the shover back will be held in the body for the rest of the day, if not longer, unless a helpless scapegoat is found to receive the blow! When multiple suppressions such as this eventually become habit, the contracted muscles actually pull the bones out of alignment.

This misalignment then needs to be supported by more muscles, and suddenly we can’t move. Instead of yelling, the jaw clenches and sticks up in the air. Instead of hitting, the arm bends at the elbow and is held away from the body. Instead of kicking in self-defense, the pelvis gets pulled backward away from the earth. With a trained eye, you can look at the posture of a person and know exactly what feelings are being bottled up. The Lucid Body process works to gently lead the actor back into those unexpressed emotions, all of which come with a sound.

Therefore, throughout the entire Lucid Body warm-up, students are encouraged to exhale whatever they are experiencing, audibly. “When it hurts, don’t grimace and screw up the face, let out the sound of pain. When you don’t want to be in class and think the work is stupid, let out that sigh of impatience.” The more the outer sound resembles the inner feeling and thinking, the more the student starts to allow the body to express its emotional truth. When tight muscles are discovered in the yoga positions, the vocal release uncovers the memory stored in the muscle.

The audible exhale is a key to transforming your warm-up away from dance, or that deadly word, “exercise,” into an actor’s research of self. Not only is the habit of editing your feelings addressed, but new feelings are discovered. This organic exhale unearths subtle feelings that may cause laughter, tears, nausea, or anger. These reactions are encouraged in order to experience the emotions through the voice, which triggers the muscles to then release their hold on the physical structure of the students’ bodies. The “shove back” can be enjoyed in class with a grunt and a push against a wall. I say enjoyed, because getting something out, no matter how ugly, is satisfying. It feels better. Acting needs flow—blood flow, emotional flow, breath flow, and physical flow in order to recreate organic life on stage.

These ideas were discovered along the way as I worked with my own choreography and the need to express my demons. I found myself making sounds in order to uncover the true intention of each character I was creating. In doing so, I uncovered a part of myself that was buried. After my marriage broke up, I created a character study on stage of my ex-husband, and the sounds connected to my version of him helped me replace my anger with understanding and compassion for him: his cry, his shout, his restraint came out of my liver, my kidneys, my heart. My body needed to be free of an intoxicating wave of revenge that was making me sick. As stated earlier, emotions don’t store well. They fester. Exhaling allows for emotions to move out and away from our most precious possession, our body. It is the best medicine in the world!

The audible exhale takes us back to our pre-verbal origins, when our truth could be expressed only through primitive sounds. We had this kind of freedom as babies, before we learned to talk. Babies tell you exactly what they need by squealing in response to a wet diaper, howling from hunger, or gurgling ga-ga-goo to express contentment. The use of the audible exhale takes us back on the via negativa,1 as the great Polish director Jerzy Grotowski (1934–1999) so aptly coined it, the road backwards to the place of childhood, when we were free to express our inner reality to the outer world. One way back to that kind of freedom is to tap into the memories stored in the body, our personal memories.

So often, the actor drops into a general notion of human behavior instead of relying on her own palate of memories. As Grotowski said, “Certain clichés inevitably appear which are universal human banalities. Before any work begins, a human being would have to vomit out all these banalities.”2 Let’s just start by exhaling.

When I first ask students to release sound, I usually get a room full of made-up sounds that are created for my benefit. Students want to please the teacher, so they do as I say and make sounds that are definitely cliché and banal. But they are not private sounds, or even true. They come from a judgmental mind, which is trying to “be good.” Eventually, as they begin to understand the concept of working for and by themselves, the students start to exhale real sounds. These sounds are human, and when heard, immediately ignite pathos in others—the deep guttural sounds of desire and pain, the whine of need, the sigh of pleasure. “It is certain that for every feeling, every movement of the mind, every leap of human emotion, there is a breath that belongs to it.”3

I remember a beautiful young lady who was in my class, always nicely made up with matching workout clothing and tasteful make-up. She was smiling and polite. After working for a few weeks, I heard the strangest sound coming from her corner. She was crawling around on the floor in an animal exercise when a disturbing guttural moan, almost like a prolonged belch, emerged from her like a poltergeist. We were all shocked. The room stood still. She looked at me, as if caught, with a wild what-have-you-made-me-do look about her. She burst into tears and ran from the room. After recovering from the shame she experienced because of her outburst, she realized that she had just expressed an unspeakable feeling that was deep inside her, a real feeling. A feeling she needed to get out. Her work had now begun.

The audible exhale supports the notion of being private in public. This unnatural task has to begin in class as part of the training. The Lucid Body student is encouraged to pull in the reins of energy going out to all other people and problems, and focus only on what his body is feeling, smelling, resisting. The more the focus manages to go inward, the more subtle and complex are the sounds. Most emotions are layers of different feelings, like flavors in a soup, that can’t be verbally described. But our sound describes them perfectly. Learning to be alone in public, or public solitude as the great acting teacher, Sanford Meisner, called it, is a key component to truthful acting.4

The audible exhale is not a one-off moment of epiphany, like the infamous “primal scream” of Artaud, but a prolonged process of discovery. Your breath, so vital to your relationship to the environment, reunites your body’s organic reactions with the mind. With this connection, the passions of the belly can be revealed.

The greatest playwright of all time, William Shakespeare, used the poetic “O” in ways that allow a character to expel the audible exhale in the midst of mental agony, releasing the full emotional experience, as in this outraged lover’s complaint:

O! that infected moisture of his eye,

O! that false fire which in his cheek so glow’d,

O! that forced thunder from his heart did fly …5

A more contemporary example of a character’s use of audible exhale on film is in the Oscar-winning movie Little Miss Sunshine. When the son, Dwayne, finds out that he is color-blind and cannot fulfill his dream to fly planes, his sounds are heart wrenching and true, but not repeatable in print.


 


EXERCISES

1. At home alone, while doing a mundane task such as washing dishes or doing the bills, make a mental note to allow yourself audible exhale during these tasks. When a plate is hard to scrub, let out the effort from your mouth. When a bill is too high, let yourself respond vocally. Stay away from expletives, and work more toward sound without words. (This could be challenging with the bills.) Once you conquer this, try it with someone else in the room.

2. When practicing a monologue, make a point of exhaling audibly after every sentence, or even in the middle of the sentence. Be as noisy as possible. It will feel forced at first, but it will help open the channel to real reaction. After several run-throughs of this, then try the monologue without the prescribed exhales and see if the sound, or at least breath is flowing more naturally. Hopefully you will feel more visceral connection to the word. You will care more about what you are saying.



The hardest thing to attend to is that which is closest to ourselves, that which is constant and familiar. And this closest thing is precisely ourselves, our own habits and way of doing things.

—John Dewey
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CHAPTER THREE

Neutral Body

In order to sensitively receive communication, I need to keep myself in a state of lucid “neutrality”: mechanically balanced, emotionally calm, mentally open, and without any urgency to succeed.

—Irene Dowd

Let us now work toward finding our physical center. Imagine a raindrop falling and entering the center of your head, softly dropping through your neck, free-falling through your rib cage, traveling through your pelvis, and landing on the ground between your feet. That imaginary line is the center, where your core strength lies. Finding this center—your personal relationship between the earth and the sky—has to do with discovering your individuality without input from anyone else. Your center relies on no one and needs no one. It is yours. And it is neutral, for the moment, a peaceful respite between here and there.

Finding this neutral body is essential for the actor, who, after playing the most passionate extremes of human existence, can then walk off stage and back into the peacefulness of the center, an effortless posture. When you become acquainted with this neutral center, it will be your solace and enable you to go way out on an emotional limb. Like a child who fearlessly explores the woods knowing Mom will always be home when he returns, this center line will always be there for you if you trust it.
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The idea of a neutral body may at first seem unappealing and boring, noncommittal and dull. But the point is to neutralize the body’s physical and emotional personality in order to be fit to play anybody. It would behoove the actor to think like a dancer in some respects, at least in terms of the commitment to their body. Working out, having a good diet, and sleeping the necessary hours will obviously allow the body to perform at its best. But more importantly, spending time opening the body and stretching through muscular contractions will keep the energetic body pliable. This is the actor’s job.

When I tried to audition as an actor shortly after my dance career, people would throw me out: “You look like a dancer!” Unless you are auditioning for Burn This, you become extremely limited with such a pseudo-perfect stance. Sometimes, I have to remind my ex-dancer students to get off-center. Normally, people do not listen while standing in perfect neutral. It is not natural. So, no, you don’t want to look neutral. But you do want to have a body that is flexible and pliable enough to go anywhere. In order to play a hunchback, a dandy, or a murderer, you must be able to start from scratch. Finding a neutral stance, which means that your bones are lined up according to the gravity line, is a character waiting to happen. The gravity line is the shortest distance between two points. Drop a rock and watch its line of descent. So should the body’s weight descend to the ground.

The first hour of a Lucid Body class is devoted to an intense and rigorous warm-up whose primary focus is to release the constrictions of the physical body in order to find the potential body. It entails a set of exercises that is yoga based but also includes a compilation of work from my modern dance days, when my training also involved Feldenkrais, Pilates, Alexander technique, and ballet class. “Release technique” was the big catchword back then, incorporating a plethora of styles and trainings that blended the discipline of dance technique with somatic freedom.

I remember being an exuberant twenty-two-year-old running from the technically challenging Finis Jung ballet class to a “release workshop,” where I stood with my head in between my legs while a calm, breathtakingly handsome teacher wiggled my jawbone up and down, up and down, until I burst into tears. My jaw released for the first time in ten years. The sleek instructor walked away and mumbled, “Wow, that was easy.” I didn’t know how to take that, but I felt something between pride and shame. But what was I to do with those feelings? The dance world was very competitive, and vulnerability was a difficult place to be in the face of those steely-eyed, long-legged divas ready to boot me over with a flick of their perfectly pointed toe. I’m sure my jaw clenched right back up into its I’ll-show-you posture during my next rehearsal.

The Lucid Body warm-up provides the actor with a safe environment in order to capture those feelings that are released from the body to be used as acting material. If you find a tremendous amount of pain in between your shoulder blades during a yoga stretch, after audible exhale and breath, your mind may finally register this as something close to fear. Maybe fear of speaking out, or being wrong. This fear, which is true to you, can then be used on your feet when you start with the acting exercises. It is a relief to understand that disturbing emotions held in the exterior muscles such as this fear are like nuggets of gold. I guess I say relief because enduring the release of pain becomes easier knowing it will eventually increase your acting freedom. An actor must get used to the idea that his discomfort, joy, and deepest pain are what the audience pays money to see. If this is unacceptable, I’d turn back if I were you! Close the book, and run toward another career.

If you are on this path because you must be or you just don’t know what else to do, then let’s not fret about it and continue our search for neutral body. “It ain’t no sin to take off your skin and dance around in your bones.” Written and sung by my heartthrob Tom Waits, this sentence has stuck with me because of the incredible beauty and perfection of our bone structure. A good way to start finding your neutral stance is by examining a skeleton, whose natural alignment is perfect. Picture yourself as that skeleton with your bones hanging and your joints free. I have a skeleton, which I call Billy Bones, hanging in the studio at Lucid Body House. It serves as a constant reminder, of yes, impermanence, but more importantly, freedom. The freedom of our joints.

Let your muscles melt away, so that when you move, you move with the least amount of energy. The shoulder blades slide around on your rib cage in response to your arm movement. Your thighs embed easily into the warm crevice of the hip socket, not resisting, but welcoming the head of the thigh bone like the water welcomes a fish after its leap through the air. Ripple the spine like a wave, and experience the curves of the spine as if you were a snake, moving gracefully through the grass.

Except for a few antigravity muscles in the back of the neck and the calves, when standing in neutral the muscles should be at rest. Unless you are Buddha, you will probably have some sort of misalignment in response to your life. Our muscles are messengers from body to brain. They pull our bones off center, yelling, “notice me, notice me!”

I heard a story at the Swedish Institute of Massage about an old woman who used to walk through the village, her head parallel to the ground, she was so stooped over. “Her bones are curling up, poor thing,” the villagers would say. When she died, they ran over to her house. There she was, laid out on the bed, flat as a board. Her bones were fine. It was her fear of falling, and hence the message of alarm sent to her muscles, that contracted and pulled her head toward the ground!

Our fear of expression has a lot to do with our misalignments, starting with the constriction between the head and neck. The occipital joint is the connection of the skull with the first few vertebrae in the neck. The first vertebra is appropriately called the atlas, holding the skull on its shoulders, while the second is the axis, steadying this fabulous balancing act. In many of us, this joint is squished, jamming the entire spine downward. The importance of releasing this joint for proper functioning was first explored in the Alexander technique.

Frederick Matthias Alexander (1869–1955) realized that his bad postural habits were stronger than his will to change. He concluded he would have to re-pattern his mind in order to change these habits. “From this realization he came to formulate the idea of psychophysical unity, a truly revolutionary idea that became the cornerstone of his work.”1

Psychophysical unity is one of the keywords here. The body’s physical patterns are in direct correlation to emotional and mental patterns. In order to change the body’s habitual patterns, the mind needs to change. The payoff for the actor who commits to the challenging task of undoing bad habits is not only a more expressive acting vehicle, but the actual use of the emotions that have been released. Ah, the heartbreaking moments of truth and discovery in class I wish I could recapture for the stage! I had a student release the lower back muscles suddenly when she was rolling down her spine while lying on the floor. She let out a scream, then started crying, which soon became a laugh so hearty and addictive that we all joined in! The understanding that our bodies reflect and participate in the world’s body makes this warm-up a connection from the individual to the outside world. Her pain and her joy became ours in hearing her expression.

The goal of working the body as an actor is different from that of the average gym attendee. Bodies all pumped up from lifting weights may be fashionable. But for actors, pumping up is deadly. Not only does it inhibit flexibility, but think about the emotional repercussions! The pectorals, biceps, and triceps involve the heart area. What the pumped-up muscles are saying is, “I am invincible. You can’t hurt me now. I feel nothing.” Can you imagine an actor who feels nothing? What will affect the audience most is strength with vulnerability. Nothing can elicit pathos more than a strong person crying. But in order to open the heart, the musculature must be pliable, so the emotions can be equally pliable.

Our bodies are not machines and should not be treated as such. This was a problem I had in the dance world. I felt like a machine, disconnected from my humanity. Our bodies house a spirit full of poetry, imagination, and expressiveness. Every step we take can produce an impulse, a memory, a feeling of some sort that makes us know ourselves a little bit better. Knowing ourselves means knowing our potential and being that much more effective as an actor on the stage.

Another important element in the process of finding neutral is the imagination. Imagining the body’s perfect posture will produce physical change. My first experience with this phenomenon was in high school, when I was away from home at an intensive dance workshop. A young woman, Lilith, whose body was long, lean, and open, her face relaxed and content, responded to my complaint that my body was short and stocky, and that I would never be able to move with the same lightness as she. Lilith looked me in the eye and said, not with arrogance but as if she were passing me a gift, “If you would like to be long and lean, just picture yourself that way, and you will be.” I believed her. I’m not sure why. But I started picturing myself that way, and my body changed. I still have the same weight and height, but I feel different and therefore my movements changed to become those of a longer person. The understanding of the power of mental imagery, called ideokinesis, originally came from the brilliant work of Mabel Todd and Lulu Sweigaard.

Todd’s research was a psychophysical approach to retraining the body to correct poor physical habits. “Concentration upon a picture involving movement results in responses in the neuro-musculature.”2 We used this process all the time in the dance world. “Feel the water running down your spine,” or “Picture the tailbone as a heavy dinosaur tail.” Images were very much a part of dance training. Now, they can be used by the actor.

Picture yourself growing taller, like a rampant weed stretching toward the sun, and see how you feel at the end of this chapter. Actors can utilize these techniques not only to help make personal changes, but to enhance their study of human behavior. Once our own bodies are open and malleable, we can then place tension in the areas of the body that would be suitable for the character.

This is the beginning of understanding the energetics of acting. I actually think energetics is a made-up word. But its reference is clear—the flow of energy throughout the physical and emotional body that can be manipulated like water. We can freeze it, we can bottle it up until near explosion, we can drain it, or we can allow just a trickle. But we can adjust it. We can, like a magician, recreate ourselves again and again. How tall are you now?

 



EXERCISES

1. Find an image that you can carry around all day that will help your body move toward a neutral stance. Try and be honest about what change your body needs to make in order to be neutral. Does the rib cage need to come forward? Does the head need to come back? Stand in front of a mirror and make this decision. Then choose an image that will help straighten you out.

For example, picture a golden thread attached to your head at one end and a shining star in the sky at the other. The more pleasant the image, the easier it will be to imagine for long periods of time. See whether this image will make you feel taller. You should feel that the pull upward will free up your neck. Just make sure that the shoulder blades don’t go with it. You may want to use your image at a prescribed time, like when walking down the street, or when at home. Do it at a time when you are not involved in too many things. Eventually, it will start to happen by itself.

2. Turn on some happening music, and dance around in your bones. Act like your muscles are missing, and the bones of your arms are heavy and swaying. Only motivate movement from your pelvis. You will look like a nut, but you should start to feel more movement in the shoulders and hips. Make a weekly dance-off date with yourself. I advise being alone, to allow for utter freedom, chaos, and ridiculousness.



Failure to adopt a fully upright posture represents a failure to explore our potential to be fully human.

—Frederick M. Alexander
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CHAPTER FOUR

Meditation

A setting sun is beautiful because of everything it takes away from us.

—Antonin Artaud

Breath, stillness, and neutrality are all encapsulated in the practice of meditation. As acting is an art form, so is meditating. It takes daily practice and stamina, creativity and commitment of your entire being. I started meditating at an early age with something called “transcendental meditation.” I was about fifteen, and at the time I was plagued with insomnia and the angst of a perfectionist striving to get good grades, play sports, sing in the choir, dance, you name it. I had to do it and do it well. The simple discipline of meditating calmed me down to a point where sleep once again became easy, and while the striving continued, it stopped making me sick. After that, I was hooked.

Meditation involves dropping the ego and surrendering to the simplicity of being that links us all, no matter the differing semantics about the spirit spun by eclectic religions. Joseph Campbell says it perfectly when describing the search for unity in the face of duality: “That’s the nature of reality in our time; man-woman, life-death, good-evil, I and you, this and that, true and untrue, every one of them has its opposite. But mythology suggests that behind that duality there is a singularity over which this plays like a shadow game.”1


Later in the book, I will discuss in depth the role of duality, or conflict, so integral to the creation of “drama.” But now, what needs attention is this singularity to which Campbell refers when speaking about the role of myth in our lives. Singularity is what an actor calls the universal, a truth that we all share. Campbell finds it in myths or stories that have come down through history. We, the actors, are the storytellers of our time. So like the monks and nuns who dedicate themselves to the service of God, actors must dedicate themselves to the service of the universal. This is no easy task.

The gravity line which we have found in our neutral body is not only the physical line of energy from which the weight of the bones fall. It is also the central channel of electromagnetic energy, running up and down the spinal cord. Matter, energy, and consciousness all run along this column, perpetually interacting with one another.

Dropping the mind away from mental activity into an exploration of the nature of this primordial energy, while meditating, focuses the actor on the subtle vibrations of the body. It is an act of listening. Training the mind to listen inside is the first step in learning how to listen on stage.

To learn to meditate, start by concentrating on the path of your breath, so vital to the flow of energy; into the mouth, down through the lungs and belly, and out of the mouth. Feel it. This singular focus will train your mind inward, and the chaotic mental chatter will recede. When the audible exhale is included in your breath cycle, you can begin to express that which is not silent—those emotions that are rumbling up the energy center, like bats bursting from the mouth of a cave at dusk. Feelings that are on the surface, as well as deeper dwelling memories, start being released as the body is allowed to have voice. It is like taking the time to clean out your closets, which are packed with the last ten years of stuff. We spend so much of our time responding to outside stimuli and accumulating stuff that we don’t take time to deal with our inner emotional build-up. What about that phone call last week that was upsetting and came at the wrong time? What about that injury from your sister that was never fully dealt with because you were afraid of hurting her feelings? The list is unending and doesn’t really need words. What these memories need is recognition. So this meditation can get pretty loud!

There is a common phrase in acting, “Leave your baggage at the door.” But I say, bring it on! Bring that stuff in, releasing it, using it, and transforming it. What else do you have? Otherwise, the line between what is happening in your life and what is happening on stage becomes a brick wall instead of a porous net. I remember eyeing a student suspiciously one morning while she was engaged in the beginning meditation. She was breathing all right, but her audible exhale sounded choked. I came up and asked to put my hand on her sternum, gently. Her breathing changed into a swift series of short breaths followed by a surrender into a torrent of tears. Apparently, she had just heard that morning that her parents were getting a divorce. She didn’t want “her parents” to interrupt her work, but instead of being able to work, she was stifling herself. Your present life is all you have. Bring it in; detach from the who, what, and where; and transform the power of your emotional truth into your work.

How can meditation, this seemingly personal activity, help with acting these universal characters? The answer is simple. Sorrow is sorrow everywhere. Your sadness is your character’s sadness. Whether a woman’s son was killed in war or a favorite pet was run over by a car, the feeling is recognized by us all. The closer you can come to the truest and most vulnerable emotions in your own being, the more universal your expression. There has to be a kind of faith in this process. Somehow along the way, we are programmed to believe that our deepest feelings are shameful and a sign of weakness, and that other people do not share them. We hide these feelings in our dreams and in our closets. The actor must believe that his or her truth is your truth, my truth, and the character’s truth.

I remember when I first performed my autobiographical piece about being a victim and the mistakes I made in getting there. I did the piece because I had to figure out how to take control of my life. I wanted to stop the same patterns from happening over and over again. My health was poor, and I wanted to be free of the emotional causes, on a cellular level, that had led me to this weakened state. I was working with a wonderful director, Deborah Kampmeier, who gave me the courage to express my demons. She kept explaining that the more I revealed myself, the more the audience would be revealed. This was a hard concept to understand in the face of my exposure.

But when I saw the effect on others, I realized that the performance wasn’t really about me. Audience members were crying for themselves and for the self-discoveries they had made while watching the piece. I was just using myself to reach them. I believe that theatre is all autobiographical—writing, directing, acting. We are working from the only story we know, then jumping into our imagination to make us fly far beyond ourselves. Your path will lead others to their path. The more rigorous your path of self-discovery, the greater chance you will have to reach and therefore “purge” your audience. “Tragedy speaks essentially to the mind and the spirit, and its effect is like that which believers get from religious ceremonies intended to cleanse the spirit.”2

The actor’s job is a mighty one, seen from this perspective. To cleanse the audience, you must first be cleansed, and I don’t mean you have to give up sugar and wheat (though that would probably help). I mean there must be a process in which the consciousness of the actor is raised above that of the average person, like a teacher who must be ahead of her students on a particular subject.

This listening process inherent in meditation can allow you to drop away from your ego and feel no sense of grasping or wanting, just a state of being. This quieting of the mind creates an awareness of the body’s vastness as a form or vessel through which runs the life-force. One of the most inspiring theatre writers, plagued with mental illness his entire life, wrote about the actor and his or her relationship with the life-force.

Antonin Artaud (1896–1948), a French poet, essayist, playwright, actor, and director, saw theatre as a tool for healing himself and his society. He understood, as had Aristotle, the almost metaphysical process that the actor needed to undergo in order to transcend his body armor and connect to his audience. He wrote:


Belief in the fluid materiality of the soul is indispensable to the profession of the actor. To know that a passion is composed of matter, that it is subject to the plastic fluctuations of matter, gives us a dominion over the passions which extends our area of power. To reach the passions by means of their forces, instead of regarding them as pure abstraction, confers a mastery on the actor which makes him the equal of a true healer.3

In other words, conscious control over our emotions in the name of acting allows us the power to affect people and perhaps change them. It is a skill and a responsibility. It must be taken very seriously, as when a healer lays on hands with a pure intention.

Meditation has been my saving grace in times of need. Its practice quieted my mind and body during a traumatic period of being lost, for which I am ever grateful. I teach it to students to not only help their acting, but to give them a wonderful tool for life.

With daily practice, this simple meditation, outlined below, will start to quiet the mind chatter that we all know so well. Long term, it will help you focus on the task at hand and will help break the habit of holding your breath when you get anxious on stage.


 


EXERCISES

Daily Practice

1. Five minutes: Start with a body scan. Sit in a chair or on the floor with your back straight. Slowly concentrate on your breathing either through the nose or mouth. Scan your body from the toes to the crown of the head, and notice where you find tension. After the scan, focus on your breath. Inhale and exhale, then count “one.” After another inhale and exhale, count “two.” Repeat this up to ten, and start again. The goal is to empty the mind of thoughts and focus only on the intricacies of your breath. When thoughts come in, don’t chastise yourself. Gently lead your mind back to the breath, and start the count over again.

2. Five minutes: Stop counting, but exhale audibly each time and see what emerges after this long period of quiet focus. Allow your sighs, moans, laughs, or cries to have freedom, changing rhythm when you see fit. Maybe it will become singing or chanting. Just make sure the sound is connected to the breath. Go back to silence before ending the meditation.



I confess I do not believe in time … And the highest enjoyment of timelessness … is like a momentary vacuum into which rushes all that I love. A sense of oneness with sun and stone. A thrill of gratitude to whom it may concern—to the contrapuntal genius of human fate or to tender ghosts humoring a lucky mortal.

—Vladimir Nabokov4
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SECTION II

Chakra Energy Centers

This section will introduce you to each chakra center in detail and help you to understand what they are not only on an intellectual level but also on a physical and metaphysical level as well. Chakra is a slightly unfortunate word, because it a word associated with New Age thinking along with crystals, tarot cards, and circles of naked women dancing on the night of a new moon. Though you will probably find me in one of those circles grasping a spirit stone, you can rest assured that you do not have to attend in order to understand how to use these very practical tools for character development. Like our limbs and our endocrine glands, chakras are part of us; no hocus pocus about them. They are part of every being, but they demand a fine-tuned sensory awareness to be able to decipher one from another. We pull the blocks apart for examination and rebuild a new human, with different impulses, different breathing patterns and intentions. In this section, you will be taken step by step into a process that is usable at every level of performance; training, pre-rehearsal, rehearsal, and on the stage. You can use these chakras as tools to help give your physical body discipline and direction. If chakras are new to you, try to refrain from judgment and read on. I suggest that you focus on one chakra at a time, for a day, or maybe a week to allow time for mental and physical understanding.
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CHAPTER FIVE

What Is a Chakra?

To know in advance the points of the body that must be touched is to throw the spectator into magical trances.

—Antonin Artaud

I was introduced to the chakras when I took a workshop in the early eighties from the healer Nancy Rosanoff. My girlfriends and I were young warriors looking for personal peace and power at a time in our lives when our pasts were biting us in the back. We were trying the dangerous things kids always try, and life was getting hard to manage. Instead of going to therapy, we went to Nancy. I remember when she led us into the heart chakra for the first time. I felt like I had stepped into a home, my home, that I had never known was there. Feelings, memories, and images came fluttering into my consciousness like old friends. I felt lucid. By delving into those subtle energy centers, I began a deep exploration of self that continues today.

The term “chakra” appeared in the earliest writings of the Aryan culture in the second century BC and is translated as wheel or disk in Sanskrit. There is a discrepancy between the original Eastern mystical concept of the energy centers and our more physical-based Western ideas about them.

Western thought believes these centers to be electrical or magnetic fields. “A chakra,” Robin Powell, PhD, of NYU says, “is a spinning sphere of bio-energy emanating from the major nerve ganglia branching from the spinal column.”1 These centers are roughly positioned in correspondence with the glands in the endocrine system. The hormones secreted by these glands affect psychological balance and also help in regulating the autonomic nervous system that controls basic body functions such as breathing, wakefulness, and appetite.

The traditional Hindu understanding of these centers was quite different. “The idea of chakras as understood in Eastern philosophy does not exist in Western medical science. In Eastern thought, the chakras are thought to be levels of consciousness and states of the soul, and ‘proving’ the existence of chakras is akin to ‘proving’ the existence of a soul.”2 The body and spirit were considered separate entities. The chakras were steps on the spirit’s path to free itself from its earthbound encasement, the body.

These energy vortexes swirling round like the stars in a Van Gogh painting finally became linked with the body in the science and practice of yoga in India in the sixth and seventh centuries AD. “It was in the nondual Tantric tradition that the chakras and Kundalini came to be an integral part of yoga philosophy.”3 Tantra Yoga was a practice that was metaphorically meant to “yoke” the body to its divine consciousness, not free it.

There are many factors that have led to awareness of the chakras in the Western world. One of the most important was the tragic expulsion of the Dalai Lama from Tibet in 1959 by the Chinese. As he has circulated throughout the West, giving talks and writing books, his variety of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy has become more visible and accessible, thus increasing Western interest in spiritual development. As Eastern yoga and meditation practices attracted our consumer-based Western societies, the awareness of chakras has also grown. It has become clear that obtaining money and comfort “things” does not ensure happiness. Many of us desire peace of mind as well. Anodea Judith is one of the leading Western theorists in chakra consciousness as it pertains to physical and mental stability. The title of one of her books, Eastern Body, Western Mind, refers to merging the spiritual abundance of the East with the material abundance of the West in order to take into account the environmental and cultural needs of the whole world. Change starts with your singular being, as the microcosm of your body represents the macrocosm of the earth. This is true especially when your body, the actor’s body, will be expressing humans throughout time—past, present, and future.

These elusive centers are organized according to the evolution of the maturation process, from naked instinct to wisdom. The three lower centers, closest to the ground, constitute the survival energies inherent in our animal instincts, while the three higher centers relate to the more intuitive, mental, and abstract energies. The middle chakra, the heart, is the center of individuality and unconditional love, the fulcrum between the higher and lower chakras. These centers offer another way for the actor to pinpoint human intention.

Each chakra has a specific role in human behavior and is therefore useful to an actor in their research of character. From the ground to the crown respectively, these roles play out in actions. That’s a familiar word for the actor. The role of the first, or root, chakra is to survive in the physical world (eat, sleep, procreate), and the role of the second, sacral chakra is to feel deep, intimate feelings for others. The role of the third, solar plexus chakra contains the ego’s need to produce and control, while the fourth, heart chakra contains the part of us that loves like a child or a saint, unconditionally and forever. The fifth, throat chakra holds the part of us that needs to communicate our thoughts and feelings, while the sixth, brow chakra thinks and expresses our intuitive and intellectual capacities. The top, or crown, chakra is connected to our knowledge of the universe outside of ourselves, allowing us to mentally expand beyond our own experience.

The chakra centers are our conduits to the outside world, like smartphones are to many of us in the twenty-first century. These centers receive information from the outside world, assimilate that information, and express a response. Receive, assimilate, express. Sounds like acting. Viewing these disks as open channels for the flow of our vital energy into and out of our environment, like veins and arteries are for our blood flow into and out of the heart organ, they can, and frequently do, become blocked, distorting their abilities to receive or express information. Most chakra blocks are caused by “trauma, limited belief systems, restrictive or exhausting habits, physical or emotional injuries, and even just lack of attention.”4 The coping strategies that the body constructs to deal with a block can persist and become a chronic pattern or defense structure. This defense structure is built on two coping mechanisms.

Either a person will increase his energy and attention to fight the problem or withdraw his energy and attention from the problem. The first strategy creates a symptom of excess in a chakra that we call an exploded chakra in the Lucid Body work, while the latter creates a deficient, or imploded chakra. The exploded term is used as if a pipe has exploded, spilling out and taking the energy away from other areas, which will then be imploded or lack energy. With this work, the actor can learn to regulate and control this inward or outward flow of energy with specificity, like you would direct your breath, either holding it, expelling it, or taking small gulps.

Your personality, or social mask, can also be called your survival body. The body that you have in this moment is the result of chakra excesses and deficiencies created by the need to survive in the environment in which you were raised and in which you now live. I don’t mean to imply that all our upbringings were in a war zone, but I would like to suggest that all environments have particular rules and challenges to which a young being will respond. Maybe there were rough older siblings or a parent who was not emotionally available. Whatever the circumstances, the child will develop physical responses to the situation in order to survive with the most love and least harm. These responses can become imbalances which will then show up on the musculature and nervous system of the body, either with enervated muscle weakness or innervated muscle-bound tension. As Marcia Lesser, a SEP (somatic experiencing practitioner) says in connection to the nervous system:

Our body/mind is constantly reacting to our experience of being emotionally safe or unsafe; this is most often out of our conscious awareness. The Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) which picks up internal, unconscious signals as well as the external stimuli, has two branches; the sympathetic branch functions as the gas pedal, preparing us for emotional and physical activity. When necessary, it mobilizes us for threat responses that include fight or flight. Then there is the parasympathetic branch, which is the brake, helping us to feel settled. If necessary, it takes us to shutdown, immobilization, or freeze. In a regulated or balanced ANS, there is a flow between the two branches: not too excited (sympathetic) and not too dampened (parasympathetic).5

The Lucid Body strives to help the actor achieve a toned musculature and regulated nervous system before moving into character development.

The Taoist terms Yin/Yang will be used in the upcoming chapters as another way to describe the introverted/extroverted (or exploded/imploded) qualities in each respective center. Yang energy projects out into the universe, while Yin draws energy inward. These two forces are the opposing yet complementary elements that create the concept of duality in Chinese philosophy.6 The Yang centers hold the more expressive and assertive parts of self, while the Yin chakras pertain to the more nurturing and receptive parts of self. Each of us has both aspects of Yin and Yang, traditionally stated as feminine and masculine aspects of self. Now in our expanded understanding of gender, those terms seem less applicable and more limiting. So let’s just say the opposites that swirl after each other to create a whole are a song and its silence, dancing around and around, seeking but never achieving balance. Because once complete balance is achieved, the movement would stop, as would life, I imagine. I will never know; I just keep dancing the dance.

Also, in the upcoming chapters, the elements that are associated with each center (earth, water, fire, air, sound, light, and thought) are in parentheses next to each chakra and represent the universal principles of nature. “Meditating on the elements gives us a profound sense of the distinct flavor of each chakra”7 and gives the actor a physical sensation and quality of movement that is instinctual to life.

The in-depth look at each chakra center in the upcoming chapters should be a guide to help you learn the tools needed for this Lucid Body process. A balanced chakra, where the exploded and imploded energies oscillate naturally back and forth, though personally the most desirable, is spoken of the least often. For the purpose of developing as an actor, you will be encouraged to find the most extreme parts of self in the name of developing your potential. As you will be guided through the tunnels and crevices of the most seedy and unconscionable parts of yourself, just know that personal equanimity will, thankfully, be waiting on the other side. Use the information to get to know yourself and find ways to uncover those parts of self that are in hiding.

The information in these next chapters is combined and modified from Anodea Judith’s books Eastern Body, Western Mind and Wheels of Life, Christine Page’s Frontiers of Health, Caroline Myss’s Sacred Contracts, Alice Bailey’s Esoteric Healing, and my own theories based upon years of exploration and teaching. Although I gratefully acknowledge these writers, my perspective has been uniquely formed as it applies to acting.

Take nothing with you. Your journey will not end until the cloud stops and the star stops.

—Sotuknang, Hopi spirit guide
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CHAPTER SIX

The Root

In twenty-five years you won’t be around, thank God. I give you a couple of years more; then you either die of a stroke, angel, or I shoot your head off.

—Anton Chekhov, Three Sisters

Let’s start from the bottom. The roots of the tree burrow deep into the earth, allowing the trunk to hold fast during a storm. The first, or root chakra (earth) is located at the floor of the pelvis, facing the earth. Its exact location is the perineum, or the tain’t. Tain’t your genitals and tain’t your anus, but it sits right in between the two areas, a vortex of energy traveling to the ground with the force and shape of a tornado. This chakra energizes everything in the lower pelvis: the adrenal glands, the urinary system, the prostate, and the lower lumbar vertebrae. The reason you hear the question, “Are you grounded?” so much in acting class and in life is that with our grounding in the first chakra comes our physical health and our connection to nature and the rhythms of the seasons. Our organic, animal instincts radiate from here, and the best way to get out of the head as an actor is to connect to the ground and feel it. Listen to it with the soles of your feet.

As far as types go, when we speak of earthy people, usually they are sturdy and grounded, with weight on their bones. They live in their bodies with a healthy appetite, good sleep, and a proclivity toward exercise. In contrast, someone who is lacking in energy in this chakra tends to be weaker, thinner, and more fragile in health, someone who may be considered wan.

As roots steady a tree, so the root chakra steadies a child with family rituals and traditions. The first chakra holds the belief systems and powerful connections to others that took root in childhood.1 Those group affiliations offer us a place to call home and confirm our right to be in a particular family, community, and nation. Someone raised outside of the clan, orphaned or abandoned, may experience a sense of unsteadiness on their feet, a rootlessness. An extreme example is the millions of displaced immigrants in our world today, uprooted and looking for some plot of earth where they are welcomed and encouraged to put down roots in a new community. But even for those lucky enough to have known little displacement, some degree of separation from their roots is commonplace. For new roots to take hold and thrive, the soil must be friendly.

The energy of the base chakra spirals downward to the earth at the slowest speed of all the centers, radiating the color red, like the earth. As a rainbow manifests color because of the union of water and sunlight, so each chakra radiates a color resulting from the speed at which the vortex connects with light. If you practice looking at the subtle energy fields emanating from the skin of a person about ten feet away, you can begin to see the hues humming off a body.

This red-hued root center holds our most primitive qualities. It represents our animal instinct to stay alive—eat, drink, keep a roof over our heads, and procreate. It is yang in nature, as it governs the aspect of self which expresses our physical needs in the world. Remember that yang is assertive, yin is receptive. The first chakra is an activated anchor that plunges down to the earth, giving us the strength to resist being pushed off our spot. It is very stubborn. Those who are overactive, or exploded, in the first chakra tend to be tough, inflexible, and dominant. They are rooted to tradition, or they start their own tradition and will not be moved from their opinions.


People dealing with life-and-death situations, such as soldiers out in the field of combat, emergency medical care workers, fire fighters, and paratroopers, are all examples of people working with survival energy, forced to be strong and reliable. In that mode, we are courageous, and we stand up to confrontation. Many of our “heroes” are first-chakra types: nothing scares them, they are unafraid to die; they are therefore unafraid to kill in order to protect their clan. They are usually the leader of the clan. John Wayne is one of the more obvious but classic cases of first-chakra behavior. Or how about Marvel character M’Baku? Fierce and unstoppable! I once saw a guy on the subway blocking the door as a slew of people were trying to get in. He just wouldn’t move for anyone. And he was playing his boom box so loud, we all had to listen to his music. “This is my space, and I do what I want,” he was saying with body language. We were all scared of him and just stared at our feet hoping our stop would come quick.

Those who are weak, or imploded, in this area have a hard time caring for their own needs and are basically “pushovers.” If you think about some of our classic clowns, like Charlie Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Harpo Marx, and Stan Laurel (of Laurel and Hardy), they are all pushovers who cannot take care of themselves. They are always being taken advantage of and bullied by their “caretakers.” Part of their humor is that they keep trying to stand up for themselves against all odds, and they have a tireless dedication to those who bully them. We love them, because we know that part of ourselves.

The first chakra has always been a hard one for me. It stems perhaps from being the youngest in a large family, where I took advantage of the “baby” status and let siblings take care of me. The repercussion, of course, was a poorly developed sense of self-protection. My tendency has been to latch on to someone who could “take care of me” while I did my artist thing. My lesson in life has been that no one can, nor should, take care of me the way I need to take care of myself. Everyone has an agenda about what they think you should be doing, an opinion that may be based on their own needs and weaknesses. Balancing my first-chakra deficiency has been one of the priorities in my own Lucid Body work.


When I see young people come into the class with the pelvis flipped back and an overly ingratiating attitude, I try to lead them toward their root. Stand your ground. You won’t be less attractive or appealing just because you can’t be pushed around. Some partners would rather have a push-around type, but those are not the partners you want.

It is very hard for the world not to take advantage of someone who is without roots. Children, who have not developed roots yet, are easy targets for abusive parents and teachers to shove around. On the other hand, children, and I mean from age five to twenty-five, can treat their parents like dirt if the parents are not grounded. The point is that grounding is essential for all of us, especially the actor, who not only must play characters who are mighty, but who also must stand up to directors, producers, and casting directors. You cannot be a pushover in this business and survive.

EXPLODED

When I think of my own first chakra exploding down, the memories almost seem like animated cartoons in which some force rumbled down through my being like a gnarly root, smashing through the earth and activating a rage and strength that belied my small frame. If I had been balanced in this area, these animated episodes need not have occurred, as I could have calmly stood my ground. But as that was not the case, I was a victim of the rumbling god of anger, Kali herself.

The first time that happened, I was a modern dancer struggling with difficult technical choreography that felt above my capability. A young choreographer was pushing me and deriding me to the breaking point. Suddenly, I just yelled at him, “Is this what you want?” I started to dance with a fury that I had never felt. I kicked out, lashed through the turns perfectly, flew through the precarious lifts, and landed on balance with a sneer.
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“Now, that is called dancing,” the choreographer said while leaning leisurely back against the wall, arms nicely folded. I rushed from the studio, knowing that he was right. I finally was grounded and dancing. But at what price? I felt absolutely murderous and was never the same in that company again. I ended up leaving the company at a bad time, which I now regret. But rage has no forethought, or thought at all. It is a survival instinct, and it makes us act in ways that are not thought out, making for rash actions that may be destructive to ourselves or others.

Another example of my first chakra exploding was when my company, Impact Theatre, was being produced by a fairly well-known theatre. We were creating a physical theatre piece with a large cast, and I was co-directing with one of the producers. Things were not going well. We were at a production meeting, and I was being insulted, my actors were being insulted, and the breaking point hit when he insulted the extraordinary jazz pianist and composer for the piece, Myra Melford, who happened to be one of my best friends. That extraterrestrial bolt came down through the clouds once again through my body and made me kick my chair out from under me, grab this guy around the collar, and throw him up against the wall, growling and snapping. It was uncanny in that there was no thought involved. No decision. Just one violent action! While we finished the production to critical acclaim, I never worked there again. That kind of violence was not a good thing, but sometimes you have to stand your ground and push back. So, I guess I have to say that episode was worth it. However, if I had been more connected to my first chakra from the beginning, I would have handled each problem as it came up, instead of suppressing my anger, then blowing my top and losing a really good job.

I could go on and on with various embarrassing episodes of throwing plates and tackling men thrice my size, but let’s move away from me and look at some familiar characters experiencing the killer instinct.


 

Martin McDonagh, The Lieutenant of Inishmore

Padraic rages against the two people he thinks are responsible for the killing of his best friend, Wee Thomas the cat. He ties them up and points guns at their heads.

Padraic

Me whole world’s gone, and he’ll never be coming back to me. (Pause.)

What I want ye to remember, as the bullets come out

through yere foreheads, is that this is all a fella can be

expecting for being so bad to an innocent Irish cat.

Goodbye to ye, now.

Charles Mee, Big Love

Based on The Suppliant Women by Aeschylus, this play is about fifty sisters fleeing arranged marriages to their fifty cousins. Thyona, the leader of the pack, ignites their anger by suggesting that murder is their only choice.

Thyona

We have no country.

We have become our own country now

where we make the laws ourselves.

And when these men take us to bed

on our wedding night

these men who left us no alternative

these men who force themselves on us,

we will meet force with force

and we will kill them

one by one.2
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IMPLODED

When we cannot stand and fight, the other choice is to run—the flight-or-fight response. When the roots recede up into the belly, adrenaline turns on, and the panic of losing the fight, your life, or your home takes over. The blood recedes into the organs, and you literally get pale and nervous. If you have ever been truly lost, you will remember this feeling of being unrooted. It is as if you are floating and hoping to latch on to the nearest steady point. Feeling wholly lost or frightened to death causes us to remember such moments as if they were bubbles of light, crystal clear, no matter how many years ago such a moment occurred.

I remember vividly being four years old and lost in our summer community by the beach. I must have wandered far away from our house, because when I was found by an adult friend of the family, I was at the other end of the community. The clarity of that hour, or maybe just twenty minutes, is as sharp as a shrill cry. It sits in my memory like a crystal that can never be smudged or scarred. An imploded first chakra is as powerful an instinct as an exploded first. Sometimes it takes getting lost to shock the brain out of its lethargy.

A more challenging experience occurred when a doctor called to tell me the results of some tests that had been done. He told me on that fine, crisp autumn day that I had cancerous cells and an autoimmune disease that could prove fatal. My eyes widened to the size of my face. I felt strangely airborne as if my feet were not touching the ground. I had a young child, and I remember picking her up, and going for a walk in the park. It was like I was high on some psychedelic drug. Every color, every noise, every texture of every surface that touched my skin was achingly poignant, beautiful, and painful at the same time. I wasn’t sad, just detached in a way. Instead of my petty complaints and concerns, I felt strangely content. My child was perfect. I was her mother. Everything seemed clear and simple. The chaos was gone. Twenty years later, when the threat of illness is long over, I can look back and surmise that I was disconnecting from life, somehow, enjoying its preciousness without possessiveness. Fear of death, or awareness of death, is a good formula for life, offering a wisdom that I feel blessed to have experienced.


There is an obvious relationship between an imploded first chakra and the fear of death. The desire to save your life by running, instead of standing your ground and getting killed, is a survival instinct. Move out of the way before the truck hits you. On the other hand, to leave the earth by choosing death because of crushing depression and confusion would also be the product of an imploded first chakra. The darkness must somehow overpower the survival instinct. The roots to the earth wither, and the only direction to go is up. While I was lucky enough to regain my roots and start to complain and howl once again about life’s injustices, here are some characters that chose differently.

Shakespeare, Hamlet

Ophelia’s grief over her father’s death and Hamlet’s rejection has led her into a pain-killing madness. She has lost her connection to the earth, and walking into the water, she sings ballads of mourning as she is pulled down to her death.

Ophelia

And will he not come again?

And will he not come again?

No, no, he is dead:

Go to thy death-bed:

He never will come again.

His beard was as white as snow,

All flaxen was his poll:

He is gone, he is gone,

And we cast away moan:

God ha’ mercy on his soul.

(Act IV, scene v, lines 189–198)


Anton Chekhov, The Seagull

Konstantin, the aspiring writer, begs the love of his life, Nina, to stay with him. He sees her as his last hope. When she leaves, he kills himself.

Konstantin

I’m all alone, no one loves me, I’m cold as an empty cave, and everything I write is dead. Stay with me here, Nina, please! Or let me come with you! …

You’ve found your way of life. You know where you are heading. But I just go on drifting through a chaos of images and dreams. I don’t know what my work is good for, or who needs it.

(Act IV)


EXERCISES

1. Notice your anger throughout the day. Do you hide it, let it out verbally or physically, or avoid it all together? Discover whether you have an exploded, imploded, or balanced first chakra.

2. When riding in a moving vehicle, a train, subway, boat, or airplane, try to stand still without holding on. Your first chakra will have to ground you. In New York, we call this subway surfing.

3. Pick up a chair and hold it over your head while you rehearse some lines. You will feel grounded, the weight of the chair and your effort forcing a physical exertion similar to “standing your ground.” Now try it without the chair and see whether you can hold on to that inner strength without it.


4. Write down ALL your memories of being lost or scared to death. Try to recreate that feeling physically by moving about your room without direction. Notice the position of the pelvis as you re-experience being lost. Is your pelvis pushed back? Your breath short and choppy? What about your eyesight? Are you seeing with clarity and more detail?



One Sun

One Life

One Family

And when one light goes out

Another shall arise.

—Brian Waldbillig
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Sacral

Erotic creativity is the making of a world; jealousy is the preservation of the hearth and the interior.

—Thomas Moore

When the solid earth is watered, it moistens, loosens, and allows for the growth of new life. The second, or sacral, chakra (water) is two inches below the belly button and governs the reproductive organs, upper lumbar vertebrae and hips, legs, and feet. Graceful movement, emotional intelligence, and the ability to change are the benefits of this pelvic center. By virtue of giving us the energy to reproduce life, it is the sacred center, holding the most mysterious of all human capabilities. When I saw my daughter being born from my body, Zap! In one instant, I started to live in a new universe, one that included the magic of creation. This center is also about survival, the protection of that creation. While the first chakra stands ready to fight, the second is the scout, feeling and intuiting danger, sending flight-or-fight messages down to the army.

Sexuality and maternal/paternal instincts are linked in this area. I like to think of it as the Dionysian center, where we can give and receive pleasure with openness, whether intimate attentiveness to our sexual partners or the nurturing we give our children and friends. This chakra has to do with the emotion of wanting and the desire for true intimacy. The connection between parenting and sensuality may seem to sit at opposite ends of the spectrum. But consider the umbilical cord and its position in the tantalizing pelvis. Think about Hamlet’s vaguely sensuous relationship with his mother, Gertrude. Attracting a mate by really seeing them and their needs emanates from the same source through which a mother and father look with tiger-like love at their children to see what they need and what they are feeling. The impulse to merge and the impulse to empathize, though different actions, are nevertheless connected. For the most part, setting boundaries is instinctual, but unfortunately the danger of incest has been present throughout human history as well.

Pleasure and shame circle each other in the yin/yang cycle, balancing each other so that we don’t lose control. This center is mostly considered yin, as it governs the aspect of receiving. It is one’s sexuality on a more sensual level than the more aggressive need to procreate in the first center. This center radiates at a slightly faster rate than the first, so it emanates the color orange.

Being yin in nature, this vortex has the ability to take in the emotions of others, perceiving them to the point of feeling them. Anodea Judith calls this ability clairsentience. “Clairsentience is the psychic sense of the second chakra, the first stirrings of higher consciousness and the development of greater sensitivity towards others.”1 This trait is an innate ability to know what people need without them having to ask. Mothers and fathers are the prime candidates for developing this ability. For example, a friend of mine woke up with a start, feeling anxious. He knew it was not due to a dream—a physical sensation told him something was wrong. He felt nauseated and worried, like he had lost something. After a series of calls, he found out that his daughter was missing at school. His love, empathy, and protective shield around her sent him messages of danger. This is clairsentience, the animal instinct that bonds us to those we love on a physical level. We feel them, especially when they are in danger.

Second-chakra abundance is important for the stage and screen. A sexy actor is a working actor. When the second chakra is turned on, not only does that sexy actor make the audience blush (I feel naked when he looks at me), but he also evokes chemistry with his partner. I know that some acting partners have chemistry naturally, but I believe that you can create chemistry even with a person who is most unappealing to you. To do that requires technique, and it comes from the pelvic vortex.

I had a student whose pelvis was like a belly dancer’s. She threw the center around when she walked, stuck it forward in a standing pose, and couldn’t quite find her center balance because her hips always thrust out to one side or the other. She was great fun, pleased everyone both visually and emotionally, and changed from one mood to another like a wave on the ocean. As the Lucid Body process is geared toward increasing your range, she eventually learned how to control the way she swayed and actually stand her ground in the first chakra. When she finally stood up for herself, reigning in that smoldering sexuality, she was a perfect Lady Macbeth. Sexy-Scary!

As discussed earlier, the other version of extreme sacral energy is the Nurturer (as opposed to the Seducer), a personality who is always available for everyone else’s needs. This condition, not that it is a disease, but this tendency I should say, I have coined bleeding second. People who have it know what everyone needs without being asked, but they are metaphorically bleeding to death, as their life force drains into everyone else’s lives except their own.

They have the Kleenex and the Tylenol and the food when you need it. They help you with your household but then forget about their own. We love these people, and we usually take advantage of them, as they seem so invested in helping us. However, they easily get drained and then physically sick from giving beyond their ability. It is as if a tree sent its energy out to the blossoms on the branches but forgot about its roots.

As an actor, this tendency will kill you, whether rehearsing on stage or on a movie set. You must take care of your own needs first, so you can get the job done properly. Turn the second chakra on when the camera is rolling. Then turn it back off and make yourself a cup of tea.
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EXPLODED

I suspect that somewhere in my upbringing, taking care of myself was considered selfish. To be a “good” person, you had to go with the flow, blow with the wind, do as the Romans do. But in that flexibility, you lose your grounding. I was close to that student described earlier, just with less hip action. Being everything to everyone is a way to survive, the opposite method from that of a parasite. Instead of taking from the host, you are giving, and in that giving you find a home. People need you. But when the host fails, so do you. More importantly, when the host is not there, you wither. Worse, when the host has decided to hurt you, you are vulnerable to attack, as you have no first chakra to protect you.

I was in my twenties, a modern dancer, and living on a houseboat at the 79th Street Boat Basin in Manhattan. Life was great. I had my first job in a dance company called RUSH DANCE and was living in an exciting community. The boat swayed, tossing and turning with the tides and weather, which was pretty much how I lived life. We would have parties on the decks at night, yell across the docks to each other to come over for a glass of wine, hear the fights and the lovemaking from next door. It was Bohemian, and I loved it. I was very exploded in the second chakra. Flirtatious and confident, I knew I had the power of attraction. This was not particular to me. Most young women and men at that age are magnets, pulling eyes out of their sockets wherever they go. They may not know how to focus or maintain the energy, but they are lovely and everyone wants them.

I was swinging in all my second-chakra glory on the footpath that runs along the mighty Hudson River on a beautiful spring day. The cherry blossoms were out and blowing around like soft snow, and I was wearing some bizarre, one-piece pink outfit that, well, let’s just say I would not be caught dead in it today. A man was walking along strolling a baby, probably in his late thirties, a jazz musician. He strikes up a conversation. He has a baby, so I feel relaxed. My antennae are not on alert. He is a musician and his wife is a dancer, like me. We had a lot in common. I carelessly point out what boat I live in and how wonderful the community is. We laugh. My body is relaxed. We say goodbye, and I assume I will never see him again.

The next day, I hear an unexpected knock on my boat door in the early afternoon. It was a Sunday, and I had probably smoked a joint. We had an open-door policy at the Basin, as there was a gate and a gatekeeper. Strangers were usually not allowed in, so I was never worried about opening my door. I swung it open. There was the man from the day before, with a whiskey flask straight out of the movies, looking quite different. First of all, no baby! Second of all, his face had a look of determination on it, not the ease from the day before. Determined and hungry, he was like an animal, looking to pounce on fresh meat. He stepped in before my surprise turned to action, and shut the door with a slurry grin. I was terrified. The next hour he pursued me around the boat, talking dirty, ready to “pleasure” me. “You know you want it. You asked for it …” I locked myself in the bathroom (which was as big as a broom closet), but he still would not leave. My heart was racing. I knew if I made the wrong move, I would be thrown down and molested. I finally changed the tone of my voice. I relaxed a little (acting!) and said I was coming out and perhaps we could sit up on the deck together. I opened the door, and in the midst of his disgusting sneer, I bolted. I ran down the dock, into a friend’s boat, and disappeared. He was gone when we went back an hour later.

This incident was a tough lesson on boundaries. I felt a huge amount of shame for somehow “leading him on.” I dressed more like a tomboy after that, and never again thought men with babies were instantly safe. I was on the alert. Here are a few exploding second-chakra types to watch out for.


 

Lord Byron, Don Juan, Third Canto

Don Juan soils another virgin along his hedonist path of sexual conquest.

We left Juan sleeping,

Pillow’d upon a fair and happy breast,

And watch’d by eyes that never yet knew weeping,

And loved by a young heart, too deeply blest

To feel the poison through her spirit creeping,

Or know who rested there, a foe to rest,

Had soil’d the current of her sinless years,

And turn’d her pure heart’s purest blood to tears!

(Act I, scene vii, lines 34–45)

Shakespeare, Macbeth

Lady Macbeth uses her sexual persuasiveness to goad Macbeth into murdering the king. She compares the act of murder with the act of love, viciously alluding to his fear as if it signaled impotence.

Lady Macbeth

Was the hope drunk wherein you dressed yourself?

Hath it slept since?

And wakes it now to look so green and pale

At what it did so freely? From this time

Such I account thy love. Art thou afeard

To be the same in thine own act and valour

As thou art in desire? Would’st thou have that

Which thou esteem’st the ornament of life,

And live a coward in thine own esteem

Letting ‘I dare not’ wait upon ‘I would,’

Like the poor cat i’ the adage?

(Act I, scene vii, lines 39–49)
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IMPLODED

Because of the second chakra’s instinctual attraction to intimacy, our social and religious structures tend to place a STOP sign on this area, leading to overly controlled and repressed behavior. It starts in the home, at school, or at work. Don’t touch, look, flirt, or make anyone uncomfortable. A deficient, or imploded second chakra makes for a sexually inhibited person who is full of shame—shame for her body, shame for her sexual thoughts, shame for being attractive to others.

While this shame in a balanced chakra anchors the wild Dionysian side with a sense of modesty, it can also become extreme to the point of isolation. This protective mechanism can cut off the instinctual emotional antennae of the second chakra, making for a type of selfish and stern isolation. An imploded second chakra might identify itself in a person who is very disciplined and controlled, with no appetite for pleasure or the good things in life.

We have all worked with actors with an imploded second chakra. It feels like we are working with a wall. They are extremely disciplined, always on time, and know their lines. But you could have a big gash across your face and they would not notice. They would look at you the same way every time. They are not really looking at you or feeling you. Their second-chakra antennae are turned off or turned inward.

As an exploded second chakra can lead to unadulterated sexual activity, an imploded second chakra holds the jealousy that keeps this unquenchable lust in check. In Greek mythology, Zeus is the king of the world, but also a major “hound,” so Hera, his wife, is known for her fits of jealousy and rage. “Hera’s rage is as much the color of her jealousy as lust is the tone of Zeus’s world governance. It is as though jealousy were as important to the maintenance of life and culture as Zeus’s council and political power.”2

I seem to attract the jealous type. I complain and yell and throw tantrums about it, but the reality is, when faced with a jealous man, I don’t have to face my own jealousy. Jealousy from our mate is a kind of comfort, like a line thrown out to a person drowning in a sea of opportunity. Jealousy from within ourselves also gives us a signal that there is a reason to be watchful. We are very intuitive in the second chakra, and when we sense a predator who is interested in our mate, we are usually right. There is, however, the tendency for the overly sexual person to project his shame and jealousy onto his mate. The greater his lust, the greater his jealousy. In a way it is the Hera inside of him, trying to keep his own Zeus at bay.

Jealousy and shame are helpful tools lurking under the second chakra. They are the reins on the wild horse inside of us. Yet if the reins are too short, the horse loses its spirit and becomes docile and lazy. Here are a few characters exhibiting imploded second-chakra characteristics.

August Wilson, Fences

Rose reacts to her husband, Troy, after he tells her that he is “going to be somebody’s Daddy,” and “we can get a handle on this.”

Rose

All of a sudden it’s “we.” Where was “we” at when you was down there rolling around with some godforsaken woman? “We” should have come to an understanding before you started making a damn fool of yourself. You’re a day late and a dollar short when it comes to an understanding with me.


Euripides, Medea3

Medea, overwhelmed by jealousy and shame, addresses her husband about his impending marriage to a young woman.

Medea

Thou hast cast me over, taking to thyself another wife, though children have been born to us. Had’st thou been childless still, I could have pardoned thy desire for this new union. Gone is now the trust I put in oaths. I cannot even understand whether thou thinkest that the gods of old no longer rule, or that fresh decrees are now in vogue amongst mankind, for thy conscience must tell thee thou hast not kept faith with me. Ah! poor right hand, which thou didst often grasp. These knees thou didst embrace! All in vain, I suffered a traitor to touch me! How short of my hopes I am fallen.


EXERCISES

1. Rotate your hips around and around, loosening your lower back and hip sockets. Keeping a loose walk, move around as if thinking from your pelvis. Picture your pelvis open and moving like an ocean. Listen to music or perhaps belt out a song while experiencing pleasure and sensuality of your body movements. If you feel self-conscious, don’t judge yourself. Just try again tomorrow, until you experience yourself as a sensual wild being, whose desire is as natural as the tides moving in and out with the moon.


2. Write a monologue in an unadulterated and lusty voice to someone you dream about—maybe a movie star, a character in a book, or a long-lost love. It should be someone not in your life, so you are free to make it lusciously sexy. Speak it out loud, whisper it into your pillow, enjoy the words in your mouth. Tear it up after, so your sensuality can be freely expressed privately and without fear of someone else reading it. If it starts unlocking the second chakra, write another one the next day, and the next, and the next. Repeat as often as needed.

3. Start to notice when you feel jealous of someone’s accomplishments. Instead of feeling bad about yourself because they are somehow “better,” recognize the feeling as a message from your wise body showing you what you want, how you want to change, or what direction to take your work. Jealousy, if you notice it, can then become a positive messenger.

4. Lie down on your back with your knees bent and put your hands over your belly, below the belly button. Imagine the weight of the hands dropping down to the back of the pelvis and picture an arid landscape. The water has dried up, and there you lie, parched in a place of shame. Allow images or memories to rise and be experienced. When you finish, stand up and put your hands on the wall to re-ground. Once you have recovered, write down the memories and images. Exploring this area can be very painful, so take your time. Take your time. You are the one in control of your own exploration.



Life is the rose’s hope while yet unblown.

—John Keats
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1 Judith, Wheels of Life, 133

2 Moore, Care of the Soul, 106.

3 E. P. Coleridge translation.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Solar Plexus

… it has been said that studying ourselves provides all the books we need.

—Pema Chödrön

Now we move from the solidity of earth energy found in chakra one, through the soothing nature of water found in chakra two, into the crackling fire of chakra three. The third chakra (fire) is located in the solar (celiac) plexus below the sternum in the soft area below the ribs. If you stick your finger into this area, your diaphragm, which is a strong muscular sheath separating the thorax and abdomen, you can eject it with a quick exhale. Plexus means a network of nerves. Like the sun, this center of nerves and breath is about combustion, transforming matter into energy. It governs the organs and glands connected with our metabolism: the pancreas, liver, gallbladder, spleen and digestive system. When this center malfunctions, with either excess or deficient energy, illnesses such as diabetes, ulcers, hypoglycemia, or digestive problems can occur.1

An essential part of our personality is related to this chakra—our self-respect. “This is the center of your power, self-esteem, personality, and ego.”2 Here we strive to learn responsibility and develop confidence. Attaining balance in this area is hard in our ego-driven society. Equanimity requires the confidence that enables you to get the job done and the humility to see it in perspective: “I did a good job with the role, but I realize someone else might do it as well, or perhaps even better.” I always know an actor is confident when she can be happy for someone else’s success, instead of chewing on sour grapes. My Buddhist friend and teacher, Vajramati, says this ability to experience sympathetic joy, the ability to feel happy when someone else has found happiness, is called mudita in Buddhism. To feel mudita requires maturity and the ability to wrestle the snarly ego to the ground with fierce talons of determination. I wrestle with the snarl all the time. When I manage to pin it to the ground—ahh, such a better way to live.

The confidence that comes from a healthy third chakra allows you to be productive and self-assured, committing yourself to people and projects with a fire that makes things happen. Third-chakra people are thus leaders and innovators who take charge of their surroundings. The exploded version of this chakra can include extreme arrogance and condescension—stomping on whoever is in your way to complete your projects and get ahead. The imploded version can involve inferiority, guilt, and self-defeat, pulling you away from commitment due to fear of failure.

In the yin/yang cycle, these two circle each other like a dog chasing its tail. When the ego feels weak and inferior to others, it puffs up and strikes out in order to hide the weakness. When a student comes up abruptly with the stinging remark, “I see no point to this work,” many times it is followed a few days later with, “I just don’t feel I get it like everyone else does.” The ego defends itself when it feels weak. Have compassion when you experience someone with an over-the-top aggressive ego. Know that their insecurity must be great to cause such imbalance.

We have grown up with sayings that reinforce the instinct to get ahead and win: dog-eat-dog; survival of the fittest, the early bird gets the worm. As its element suggests, the third chakra has a fiery yang quality that has the potential for biting judgment. Judging yourself and others is a natural instinct, and corresponds to the Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget’s (1896–1980) theory of child development. He believed that at about age seven children develop self-consciousness by way of comparison with others.3 Someone’s hair is longer, someone’s voice is louder, and worse, someone has brighter and bigger toys! I remember the day my daughter looked around and started to formulate her self-worth by comparing herself with others. It was a sad day. Previous to that, she was the world, and in her mind, she was perfect. But the pecking order always prevails to cut us down to size. But how small must we go?

This question is determined, for the most part, during your childhood at home, with the formation of your identity based on parental care and the school environment. Either you emerge into adulthood with self-confidence that leads to productive behavior or with a sense of inferiority that leads to an inability to achieve. The color associated with the third chakra is yellow. Someone lacking courage is called “yellow,” and people suffering from liver malfunctions, like jaundice, turn yellow. But yellow is also the color of the bright sun shining out of the solar plexus.

Yoshi Oida has a phrase for the phenomenon that occurs when actors in the West are ego driven, not play driven. He calls it “a sickness of the spirit.”4 This sickness, or bloated third chakra, creates an actor who believes the play is all about her, and not about moments between the actors. I see the phenomenon as an actor walking around in a bubble all by himself—bubble acting. As Oida says in his second book, there are two kinds of actors: the one who shows himself intently and passionately pointing at the moon, and the other who just shows you the moon. He remarks, “The audience must not have the slightest awareness of what the actor is doing. They must be able to forget the actor. The actor must disappear.”5
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Some of this discussion may seem contradictory. How does an actor get rid of ego but at the same time have enough ego to get up on the stage? The challenge, however, is not to get rid of the ego, but to first recognize the extremes of the ego, that both exist within you. You feel you are the best, and the worst. A success and a failure. When you admit to both of those inner voices and know that either potential is possible, then you can relax them and pursue the balanced ego (with a regulated nervous system) as the self, arriving at rehearsal activated and engaged to meet the challenge with a strong humility.

This balance can also be difficult to maintain when the rehearsal room is full of exploded third chakras and directors who pit the actors against each other.

EXPLODED

Back in my modern dance days, I had a brilliant choreographer who used to ignite the competition between his dancers. I would work like an animal to try and get that leap, turn, and lift perfectly, just to show the others that I was good, if not better than they. I would put on my dance clothes like armor every morning to shield myself from the cuts and criticisms of the others. I was new in the company, so it was an uphill battle. The choreographer got what he was after. We were a group of tough, technical dancers working at peak potential, and I have to admit, as a warrior, it was thrilling to succeed in this army, winning and losing battles. Sometimes we were each other’s enemy, and sometimes, when the performance came magically together, we became one unit, one team, and we loved each other like ourselves. I look at my diary during those days, and both my joy and anguish spilled out like blood from the pages. It was a glorious battle, which, by its very nature, ended badly.

Half the company died of AIDS in the late 1980s. Demian Acquavella, my dance partner and beloved friend, went out like a flame doused with a bucket of cold water. Here today, gone today. Bill T. Jones did his famous D-Man in the Waters about Demian’s fight with AIDS. Dancers, actors, artists—people in every walk of life—were dropping like flies all around our feet. Tragedy always sobers the ego. What were we fighting about, and was it important anyway? Everything has vanished now except the fact that my colleagues are gone. I wish I could go back and be a little nicer and a little less driven. I wish I had known about lucid neutrality and spent more time learning from my colleagues instead of competing with them. I regret that we were not always on the same team.

Now that death and dislocation has dispersed that company, I realized what a family they were to me. Those people live, still, very close to my heart. I wish I had told them that then, when I was all afire, dancing next to them with passion and vigor. But the ego, like the root, is a tough force to control. Fire spreads from one person to the next, until everyone’s got “the sickness.” Forgive me my youth, oh ye dancers in the grave, and let’s look at some theatrical characters who are ambitiously unstoppable.

Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

Cassius compares Caesar’s ego to the massive statue at Rhodes, one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world.

Cassius

Why man, he doth bestride the narrow world

Like a Colossus, and we petty men

Walk under his huge legs and peep about

To find ourselves dishonorable graves.

(Act I, scene ii; lines 135–138)


Sam Shepard, True West

With a comic undertone, Austin puffs himself up as a daring master thief, baiting his brother to make a bet.

Austin

You really don’t think I could steal a crumby toaster? How much you wanna bet I can’t steal a toaster? How much? Go ahead! You’re a gambler, aren’t you? Tell me how much yer willing to put on the line?

(Act II, scene vii)

Shakespeare, King Lear

After Lear surrenders his lands, Lear’s daughter, Goneril, rebukes Lear and his knights. Lear, whose pride is insulted, flares up and demands the recognition that he deserves.

Lear

Does any here know me? Why, this is not Lear?

Does Lear walk thus, speak thus? Where are his eyes?

Either his notion weakens, or his discernings

Are lethargied …

Who is it that can tell me who I am?

(Act I, scene iv, lines 216–220)
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IMPLODED

My sense of inferiority was developed at an early age. I had an older sister who was always two or three steps ahead. I felt and therefore was inferior for years, and had to work hard to move away from this enervating feeling. I’m sure that my obsessive ambition in the dance world resulted from this implosion. The feeling still retains a hold on me in odd ways. Sometimes after a performance or even a class, no matter how much praise I receive, I go home and obsess about what was not good. I was not good enough. I will never be good enough. An imploded third chakra can be a very powerful disease, blinding us to our own power and preventing us from seeing the results of our good work. Reflecting on your actions is good. Obsessing about your failures can be numbing.

As actors, an imploded third chakra is a good character tool but is deadly in the class or rehearsal room. Feeling less-than comes from a comparative mind, which will shut down your creativity and make you vulnerable to attack. I suggest you keep the embers glowing and trust that your body is fully equipped to listen and respond. Explore your shame in characters such as these, then take off the suit and go home.

Shakespeare, Hamlet

Hamlet, to his shame, contrasts his own lethargy, despite powerful incentives, to the willingness of Fortinbras’s soldiers who fight merely for their honor.

Hamlet

How stand I then,

That have a father killed, a mother stained,

Excitements of my reason and my blood

And let all sleep, and while to my shame I see,

The imminent death of twenty thousand men …

(Act IV, scene iv, lines 56–60)


Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman

Willy equates his self-worth with career success, and he fears he has been a failure.

Willy

A man can’t go out the same way he came in, Ben. A man has got to add up to something …

(Act II)

Manuel Puig, Kiss of the Spider Woman

One character can help reduce the shame of another through compassion. Here Valentín speaks to his cellmate, Molina, about not feeling ashamed of feeling like a woman.

Valentín

Well, if you like being a woman … you shouldn’t feel diminished because of that. I mean you shouldn’t feel you owe anyone, or feel obliged to them because that’s what you happen to feel like … you shouldn’t yield …


EXERCISES

1. Think of something at which you are great (could be flipping pancakes) but you know you do it well and hope that everyone is watching. Imagine doing this activity, even move through the gestures of the activity itself. Become aware of your breathing, as it settles, and the gracefulness of your body as it moves with confidence. Notice how relaxed your brain becomes. Now push the rib cage forward and walk around, feeling your confidence turning into a nasty judgmental arrogance. Read a monologue out loud in the voice and presence of this bloated self. Watch that your switch from confidence to arrogance doesn’t lose you to a caricature indicating arrogance. Stay connected.

2. Think of something at which you are lousy. You stink at it and you hope that no one ever sees you doing it. (In my case, it would be trying to work the remote control on the TV.) Go through the motions of this activity. Let the rib cage sink back, and try to walk around feeling a sense of worthlessness. Read a monologue out loud in the voice and presence of the humiliated self. Again, do not lose the true feeling of shame when you start to work with words. This is the pitfall of body to words. I feel it, I start talking, but then I stop feeling it. If the feeling stops, start again.

3. Write a monologue in your journal in the voice of your exploded third chakra. On a different day, write a monologue from your imploded third. Don’t try to be an artful writer. Just give an unadulterated voice to those parts of yourself, as if they were characters within you. Read them the next day and see whether you can be fully embodied.



Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, which each one of us within our hearts knows “that is not me.” In America, this norm is defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, Christian, and financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this society.

—Audre Lorde
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1 Judith, Wheels of Life, 150.

2 Myss, Sacred Contracts, 183.

3 Piaget, The Child’s Construction of Reality.

4 Oida, An Actor Adrift, 23.

5 Oida, The Invisible Actor, “Introduction,” xvii.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Heart

But I want to stay with you, I want to know you, I do know you, I want to please you—oh my dear, just let me love you.

—Iris Murdoch, Jackson’s Dilemma

The fire of the third chakra spits and snarls with the demands of the ego, sending sparks and smoke up into the air, where it is soothed by the fourth chakra, the center of our acceptance. The fourth, or heart chakra (air), is the fulcrum between instinct and consciousness. This center is all about unadulterated love—love of self, love of life, love of others. Physically, it governs the heart, of course, but also the thymus gland sitting under the sternum, our blood circulation, and, with the help of the lungs and breath, our oxygen circulation. Its element—air—gives it an expansive quality aptly associated with breath. When you don’t want to feel the heart, it is simple. Just hold your breath and suffocate the feelings. If you want to hear what the heart has to say, expand the lungs and breathe.

This chakra is the keeper of your joys—the kind of ice cream you like, the colors that attract you, your favorite time of day, the tone of voice you find soothing. These personal preferences make you different from anyone else, and you hope that the people who love you are sensitive to these details about you. The heart is where your inner child lives, with open arms, hugging as many people as possible. The need to love and be loved is untainted in the child, who has the capacity to develop into an adult with unconditional compassion, or meta, as the Buddhists call it, compassion for all living beings.


Loss and betrayal, however, cause such excruciating pain that it is tempting to block the heart to prevent them from happening again. No love, no pain. Why keep the heart open? Sometimes it feels safer to just close the window and get on with life.

It is both bad news and good news that actors don’t have that choice. The actor must cleanse the heart of scar tissue in order to work openly with the expectations of a child. You must fall in love again and again, every night with a lover on stage, with the evening, or with the color of a brick wall when the sun is setting. This is your job. When you open your eyes to wonder, you open your audience’s eyes, as well. The vulnerability of an actor’s heart makes their performance risky and true, not merely indicated. An actor who “indicates” is showing the feeling in a general way, not experiencing the feeling. Such an actor is adding to the banality of the world, not subtracting from it. A generous actor, and one that is well trained to come in and out of character, expresses from the depths of their own humanity.

When two actors are in a scene or an improvisation, and they are both banging away at each other with their anger and self-righteousness, I freeze the scene and instruct them to go into heart-talk. Heart-talk means that even though the character may not openly say this, the actor speaks the inner truth of the character, starting with “I,” as if they were speaking the subtext. “I am afraid of losing you,” “I can never forgive you,” or “I just want to apologize.” When both parties stop exercising the ego for a minute and just speak their truth, the stakes become higher, and the acting becomes warmer and richer. Every character has a heart. But first you must have a direct line to your own.

To start on the road of heart cleansing, acknowledge your disappointments and give them expression. Take time with your grief, past and present. As you meditate on the heart chakra, old images and feelings will come up. Live through them again. Fall apart. Your body will tell you when you are ready to be open again. That’s the odd thing about theatre. It is again—do it again, rehearse it again, perform it again, cry again, laugh again. If you think about what we are called upon to do, it is not natural. We exercise our hearts like our muscles and then we step away. We go back to the center, our reliable vertical line with the ground at our feet and the sky above.

There is nothing worse than an actor making generic “happy” gestures or crying generic “sad” tears. It probably doesn’t feel fulfilling for an actor, either. I don’t believe that you can live life with a closed heart and then come into the theatre and magically open it. Training is the time to do the healing work, so when you really start acting, you are safely assured that these deep emotions in the darkest of places will not take you over the deep end. You come back to the center, leave the theatre, and go home to your family and friends. What is paramount to a healthy actor is finding out what is playable and what is not. The goal is to have the whole spectrum of your emotions safely playable on stage or screen. But this takes time. If you have had a heart wound early on in life and going into grief takes you into a depression for three days, then heart is not, as yet, playable. Having patience with yourself and your training is vital in order to build the stamina of a healthy actor.

This center is associated with the color green. If you find yourself attracted to green, whether in artwork, clothing, or paint on the wall, you might be feeding the heart; green grass, green trees, green eyes, green spring, green grapes, green frogs. If they are calling out to you, climb them, wear them, eat them, or stare at them. Just do the green thing and see whether your heart starts humming.

I have been doing my own heart training for a long time. Yet I am amazed how old wounds are still being unearthed. I feel like an archaeologist digging through the earth, and finding another bone, another shard of pottery. Oh jeez, here’s another scar. My friend hurt my feelings five years ago, and because I didn’t acknowledge the hurt then I feel it now like an old festered splinter scarred over. These shards become jewels for an actor.

The Lucid Body work will dig up old pain connected with memories. Pain may come out in an improvisation, or in a movement sequence when the music hits a certain chord and the heart bursts open. The heart does not forget. It is the child of the body, and children seem to never forget. Adults do. Find the child, and the memory will return.


We were doing a heart improvisation one day, and a student, we will call her Sybil, was not feeling it. She was pretending to be open, but she wasn’t reacting to the other actors from a truthful place. She wasn’t really listening from her body but instead was wrapped up in trying to “act” the heart. One of the other players, while in character, finally started yelling at her, telling her she was insensitive and clueless. Something in her heart memory woke up. Her face flushed, her voice became grounded as she spoke her truth. “I know you think that, but I love you anyway,” she said. It took the actor by surprise, as well as the rest of us watching. It felt like we had just witnessed the essence of heart energy flow out of her into the other actor like a warm wind.

The heart is lonely. If it weren’t, we wouldn’t constantly seek to fill it with love. At the bottom of it all is a deep existential loneliness that belies any love. Carson McCullers said it perfectly in the title of her novel, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, which speaks to the everlasting search for fulfillment. This hunger creates the motivation to reach out and find someone to love, an essential element of the human condition. I feel lonely, I attract my mate, I have a family. I feel lonely and want to be nice to those people so they will be my friends. The heart creates community.

In years of teaching and analyzing the state of my students’ hearts, I have seen many variations. There is the open heart (exploded), where the inner child is released and free, joyous and happy, mostly, but not only, when involved in a falling-in-love state of being. The exploded heart is excessive and so open as to be completely unprotected. There is the devastated heart (imploded) where the repercussions of an open heart take a terrible dive with the loss of the loved one. Death, betrayal, mutual break-up—it doesn’t matter. Loss is loss. Then there is a phenomenon I call the one-way heart. The person is quite compassionate and loving toward others in the community, but her grief, truth, and even joy, are deeply hidden, so she is not available to receive love and compassion from herself or others. Everyone needs to be replenished. Learning to receive love, energy, and attention is of utmost importance to the actor on stage.


Finally, I think there is the blocked heart, which is the outcome of one too many cycles of joy and pain. I open up and love you. You hurt me and leave. Repeat. I close forever, so I will never again feel this pain. The blocked heart is insidious, because it happens without conscious thought. It is a natural painkiller. Many of my students, functioning, friendly, and smart people, are devastated when they realize that they can’t find their truth. They have lost the pulse of their own heart. They don’t know what makes them happy. They can’t cry and are skeptical about joy. This recognition, though painful, is the first step toward thawing a blocked heart.

EXPLODED

The blindness of the exploded heart is truly experienced when we fall in love. It is magical and undisputable. It just is. Love stimulates a flooding of the chemicals dopamine and norepinephrine into the body, followed by endorphins,1 creating an opiated metaphysical quality. I have experienced it as a lightness of being. I have never questioned it, but accepted it like a gift.

Falling in love has not necessarily led me to long-lasting relationships. Why should it? All other senses are deadened in the face of it. I can’t hear what you say, even though it goes against my principles, because your tone of voice is soothing. I can’t see your behavior that clearly doesn’t suit my lifestyle, because I love just watching you walk. Your weaknesses are lovable idiosyncrasies that I am sure I can “fix.” We have all been there. But who would give it up? I always assumed the universe was telling me to wake up! Grab this! Learn from this person. It is a wonderful thing! If the relationship did not last, I can guess that the wicked ego, not the heart, was probably to blame. Or maybe that person was just an incompatible choice, once the high of the endorphins faded.
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A few years back, I fell in love so hard I didn’t recognize the world, which twinkled and glowed with a Van Gogh-like effervescence. We met through a friend, and after our first kiss, we knew we had found our life partner. This was a physical knowledge, not a mental knowledge. We barely knew each other. In this ecstatic state, I experienced an overflowing love for the entire world because of my overflowing love for one person. It’s funny that it works that way. The heart, being loved, can love tirelessly.

The psychologist Robert A. Johnson describes this ecstatic experience: “When you look into a loved one’s eyes and feel for a moment, love, that is beyond time and space; when you spontaneously shout for joy, and feel the positive, invigorating energy charging every cell of your body.”2 Johnson speaks about love not only as a feeling but as a scientific reality that has a metaphorical counterpart in quantum physics and its “ceaseless flow of energy.” An irrational letting go of control and surrendering embodies the Dionysian sense of ecstasy, or “ex-stasis; to stand outside of oneself.”3

How could an actor possibly re-create this magical surrendering of the heart? As sacred as falling in love is to your life, the path of the actor on his journey to controlling the passions of life is also sacred. The artistry of acting is “to know the secret of the rhythm of the passions, of that kind of musical tempo that governs their harmonic pulsation.”4 You must learn how to fall in love on stage, then come back to the center and give your heart to your mate. Not easy, but essential to the craft.

If you have a room full of tuning forks, and you hit one of them to make it ring, the forks will start to sound off with the same frequency, all on their own. If an actor hits a truthful heartstring in herself, it will pluck the strings of her audience. Her heart, my heart, our heart. One heart.

Let us look to some classic and contemporary characters who embody the spirit of the open heart.


Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

Romeo asks the friar to marry him to Juliet.

Romeo

Amen, Amen! But come what sorrow can,

It cannot countervail the exchange of joy

That one short minute gives me in her sight:

Do thou but close our hands in holy words,

Then love-devouring death do what he dare;

It is enough I may but call her mine.

(Act II, scene iv, lines 31–37)

Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale

Prince Florizel, disguised as a local shepherd, woos Perdita, the lost daughter of King Leontes.

Florizel

What you do still betters what is done.

When you speak sweet

I’ll have you do it ever: when you sing

I’d have you buy and sell so; so give alms;

Pray so; and for the ordering your affairs

To sing them too: when you do dance, I wish you

A wave o’ the sea, that you might ever do,

Nothing but that; move still, still so,

And own no other function.

(Act IV, scene iii, lines 134–142)


IMPLODED

Imploded heart behavior, on the other hand, is when the heart is revealed in its loneliness and is not reaching out. It is receding. To go back to my own in-love ecstasy, the crash came when the honeymoon was over, and the addiction to the ecstasy overrode the task of getting to know each other. When the spiritual high is gone, the test of companionship arrives. My “life partner” was jealous and possessive. I was independent and scattered, unused to being a couple. The more he pulled, the more I pushed, and after many dramatic bouts of sparring, I won. I pushed him away, and suddenly the world turned gray.

An imploded heart came crashing in, and not for the first time. I looked like those Edvard Munch characters with circles around their sad eyes, staring out into vast nothingness. Like a wounded animal squirreling off to a private cave to lick his wounds, I, too, became a hermit, unable to answer the phone or see joy in people or life. I held on to anger as long as possible to protect myself from my grief, but after month four, that didn’t work. I missed him every moment. He was a shadow following me around, commenting to me about the coffee being just right, or the documentary movie that we must see. I felt like I was possessed. When friends encouraged me to go out with other guys, I felt like I was betraying him. I was not attracted to anyone. It was horrible. The flow of life was abetted because I felt empty.

While it is popular to quickly take some sort of mood-lifting drug to rid yourself of the pain of this chakra and avoid the feelings, I believe it is best to dive into it in order to resurface once again with a clean slate. Certainly, an actor’s job is to dive into the pit of despair, so he can express that for the audience and climb back out. That’s when the actor becomes our hero. If we are in the audience and we watch an actor climb out of a Nietzschean pit of despair, that means we can climb out as well. A crucial part of the actor’s job is to do what the audience members struggle to do for themselves.
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The heart reveals your spirit. The closer to the bone, the more universal. Acting is not about putting on a mask. “There is something more important,” says Peter Brook, “which is what I call transparent acting—a skill that is looking towards transparency rather than disguise.”5 Here are a few characters whose imploding hearts are on their sleeves.

August Wilson, Fences

After experiencing the loss of a loved one, Troy rails against death.

Troy

Alright … Mr. Death. See now … I’m gonna tell you what I’m gonna do. I’m going to take and build me a fence around this yard. See? I’m gonna build me a fence around what belongs to me. And then I want you to stay on the other side. See? You stay over there until you’re ready for me.

Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra

A moment after Antony’s death.

Cleopatra

Noblest of men, woo’t die?

Hast thou no care for me? Shall I abide

In this dull world, which in thy absence is

No better than a sty? O! See my women

The crown of the earth doth melt.

(Act IV, scene xiii, line 60)


Lynn Nottage, Ruined

An example of blocked heart. Mama Nadi protects herself from feeling love for another, by speaking these words to the travelling salesman, Christian, who has taken a shine to her.

Mama

Love. What’s the point in all this shit? Love is too fragile a sentiment for out here. Think about what happens to the things we “love.” It isn’t worth it. “Love.” It is a poisonous word. It will change us. It will cost us more than it returns. Don’t you think? It’ll be an unnecessary burden for people like us. And it’ll eventually strangle us.

(Act II, Scene 7)


EXERCISES

1. Lie on the floor on your back and put a pillow or yoga block under your rib cage. Keep the top of your head and pelvis on the ground (fish pose in yoga). Now picture your heart area as a sun exploding out of an open window and let the sun radiate outward all the way to the ceiling. Massage under your collarbones. Breathe deeply. Feel the warmth, and allow the laughter and love to be ignited. If nothing happens, try again tomorrow after you finish the other exercises below. You may need to empty the heart of tears first, so there is space for the sun.

2. Now take the pillow and put it over your heart, like a shield, and cover your eyes with a soft cloth. For the weight on your heart, you may even want to use something more substantial like a nice heavy stone so you feel the sense of the heart imploding into a cave. Look inside that cave, feel inside that cave, and breathe. Do you experience loneliness, hurt, fear? Let yourself express your grief for as long as it lasts. If nothing happens, try again tomorrow. The blocked heart can take a while. Do not be impatient with yourself. Write down your experiences after you resurface.

3. Decide that every day for a week you will open the window of your heart and speak your truth to someone. It could be a simple, “I appreciate your work here” to a colleague, or “I am sorry for what I said yesterday.” Write down your feelings of vulnerability while attempting these confessions of the heart. If you do not manage to reveal, make a note and try again with someone safer.

4. Practice silly time once a week, where your body is wiggling around, falling, flying, giggling, and dancing in order to reconnect with the silly child in the heart! (Watch a three-year-old playing outside in the sun for inspiration.)



“Yes,” said Winnie-the-Pooh.

“I see now,” said Winnie-the-Pooh.

“I have been Foolish and Deluded,” said he,
 “and I am a Bear of No Brain at All.”

“You’re the Best Bear in All the World,”
 said Christopher Robin soothingly.

“Am I?” said Pooh hopefully.
 And then he brightened up suddenly.

“Anyhow,” he said, “it is nearly Luncheon Time.”

So he went home for it.

—A. A. Milne
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1 Anne Marie Helmenstine, “Chemicals That Make You Feel Love,” ThoughtCo., updated July 28, 2019, https://www.thoughtco.com/the-chemistry-of-love-609354.

2 Johnson, Ecstasy, 12.

3 Ibid.

4 Artaud, Selected Writings, 262.

5 Kustow, Peter Brook, 88.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Throat

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on.

—John Keats

Lulled to sleep by the balance of the heart, we wake up with the need to share our dreams. We start to move away from the needs of the physical body into the realm of thoughts, symbols, and language. The fifth, or throat, chakra (sound) governs our voice and the art of communication. I say art, because learning how to articulate clearly takes maturity and practice. How much or how little should we say? This chakra is located at the base of the throat, surrounding the thyroid and parathyroid, and moves the vibrations of the lower body into sound. The thyroid gland releases hormones that regulate the body’s temperature, metabolism, and heart rate. This chakra also regulates how much of ourselves we choose to reveal to others.

Positioned between the heart and the mind, the throat chakra transforms our feelings and ideas into speech. So as not to behave like raving lunatics, our will becomes involved here as a way to set boundaries on the carelessness of our passions, diluting them into something acceptable to the civilized world. We could recklessly reach over and take food from our friend’s plate, or we could ask nicely if we could have a bite of his food. This is a simple example, but you get the gist. Our desire wants, but our will enables us to contain ourselves.


The fifth chakra stimulates our will to set boundaries and make changes. “When you make a commitment, you agree to use the power of your will to hold within you a part of another person’s spirit, to be psychologically supportive. Fifth-chakra vows are promises of the body, mind, heart and spirit merged into one.”1 The willpower needed to keep our word activates the more evolved, less instinctive parts of self and starts us on a path of conscious development. Here, we decide to be trustworthy or not.

As our consciousness molds creative thought patterns, some of this energy is transmitted through the air. Anodea Judith goes so far as to say that our thoughts, our dreams, our fantasies are not our own: “Each step upward decreases boundaries and separation.”2 She is referring to the evolution of our chakra energy. The lower centers are more ego based—me, my, and mine. But as we go higher, there is an evaporation of individuality and a more generous sharing of thoughts and language. Our ideas are shared in the pool of thought waves transmitted back and forth between all of us, like those clouds of words hanging over the characters’ heads in cartoons.

We all know that with modern technology, the body is less and less needed to communicate. We email, phone, text, and send pictures and emojis. We romance online, break up online, and chat online. It is all quite scary. If you have experienced a fight online, you know that it often needlessly reaches a catastrophic level! We cannot hear the tone of voice or see the gestures. We don’t have the opportunity to start laughing and break the escalation by seeing that funny expression around the mouth that we love so much. The angry words get interpreted without the rest of the physical message.

I remember when a guy broke up with me on the phone, and I just couldn’t get it. I couldn’t wrap my head around it, because the last time I was physically with him, we were together. My body had to make the break by itself. We, as a society, communicate for the most part on the mental plane. Personally, I don’t like it, because the body has a truth that the mind cannot glean on its own. Theatre leads us back to the body. Actors can’t email their scene partner. They actually have to face them and deal.

The fifth chakra is the spokesperson of our physical systems with the ability to communicate our deepest truth. Revealing yourself honestly through the voice is not easy and takes years of training. Most of us hide behind made-up voices, devised to give a specific impression, like an outfit. When the naked truth does emerge, however, it rings out like a bell. You can recognize it in the tone, or timber, of the voice.

An actor who speaks his deepest emotional truth is a generous actor. He is exposing a part of himself that is most precious, and has the confidence and generosity of spirit to share that secret self with us. This is acting. Revealing, not hiding. I spend hours in the studio teaching in order to see and hear that one moment when the actor puts it all together, and his or her voice travels into our souls. Creating that safe space for actors of all colors and creeds is a priority. Today the critical awareness of various elements of white privilege founds a whole field of scholarship and activism. It is long past the time for the theatre to take off the white lens, step off the white cushion, and listen with fresh ears as each actor unfolds their particular histories from their bodies.

I had a shy older woman (meaning not in her twenties) who took the conservatory program. She was new to acting and felt awkward about all this crazy emotional behavior. She was in a scene with a young woman, and it was developing into a mother-daughter relationship. The daughter said something that pushed this woman’s buttons, and she turned on like a whirring blender. Her voice dropped an octave, and she told that girl a thing or two with tears in her eyes and a voice filled with a determination that we knew was her truth. Her voice dropped in, and with it, her courage. It was breathtaking. Connection had been made, and her acting training truly began. Once an actor expresses her truth, it is harder to hide again. Truth starts to feel better than disguise.

Jerzy Grotowski agreed with me, or I guess I should say that I agree with the Master of Polish Theatre: “The important thing is to use the role as a trampoline, an instrument from which to study what is hidden behind our everyday mask—the innermost core of our personality, in order to sacrifice it, expose it.”3 The audience is not interested in the masks of the characters you play. It is interested in what is underneath. The voice and breath are the keys to this underworld, which is why, in life, we hold them in check, fearing that our real selves will be discovered.

Our throats clam up because we might be wrong and therefore judged, laughed at, appear stupid, hurt the one we are talking to, or lose love because of what we say. Our voices get smaller, and weaker, and less true. “When you are born, you have a very strong voice. Babies can cry extremely loud all night long, without damaging their tiny throats. But as we grow up, we accumulate a lot of dust, in our minds and in our bodies.”4 Many times, what comes out of our mouths is what we think the person in front of us wants to hear, not what we really feel. Our voices are dampened by our fear of being rejected.

If, however, the throat integrates and resonates with the vibrations of the physical body, without fear, then the quality and tone of voice will reveal your true inner self. This vocal resonance is the gateway to a character’s psyche. I remember working with a student on the physicality of an archetype, the miser. His body language was great—twisted and greedy. His eyes gleamed with the need to have. Yet when he opened his voice, a warm, friendly Leave It to Beaver–kind of voice emerged and broke the spell. If the voice is not connected to the intention and energetic makeup of that character, then a full-bodied person is not represented. There is merely an indication of character, a caricature. I asked him whether there was something in the world that he secretly coveted. Did he have a want for something that he would never actually reveal because it was too greedy, a want that he could feel in his second chakra? He thought for a moment, looked off in the distance, and slowly smiled a sickly smile of hunger. “Yes, I do,” he said in a different voice, the voice of the miser.


A fifth-chakra character talks a lot, sings a lot, is generous with their thoughts, and as my mother would say, “can talk the birds out of the trees.” Polonius is a bore, but we love him. He is generous. Blue, like the bluest of skies, is the associated color.

EXPLODED

The best way to describe the effect of an exploded fifth-chakra person is TMI, too much information. An exploded fifth person has no editing process. The mouth is open and spilling out feelings, thoughts, dreams, and fears. As this center is connected with our creativity, it can express a plethora of wonderful ideas. But in an exploded center, there is no screening process for the listener, nor a sense that what is being said has been personalized for the listener. It could be said to anyone. It is basically an unfiltered stream of consciousness. I believe this happens when the person doing the exploding is avoiding listening to their inner body, which is probably saying something they don’t want to hear. The chatter is thrown out to the world like a flock of birds looking for a soft place to land. This kind of disclosure puts one at risk. Revealing personal information makes you vulnerable, and I am not just talking about your address.

I had a friend whose husband died early on in their marriage. She was a poet and a warm, spiritually aware person, but she never remarried. Maybe the grief she experienced all those years had melted the screen that filtered her thoughts. She spoke as if her unconscious were speaking. She could talk about the telephone bill, the colors in the dissipating clouds, and the haunting shadows in her dreams ten years ago, all in one sentence. And she never tired. It was quite amazing to watch and hear the words tumble out with minor filaments of connection leading into the next subject. I always felt a bit like an audio voyeur, hearing more than I was supposed to. She felt so exposed, I worried about her because I could identify.
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I used to have an exploded fifth-chakra problem myself. I would tell everybody everything. Somehow I thought that was the right thing to do, but I now know it was my need to be accepted by anyone and everyone, because I had not accepted myself. As a performer, this ability to reveal was a positive thing, but as a person, I was too direct with the truth, hurting people unnecessarily and becoming too exposed to people who would later turn around and hurt me with the information I had so willingly given them.

I am smarter and quieter now. It took me a while (about forty years) to understand that I can actually choose whether to share my truth. Here are a few characters who also can’t keep it to themselves.

Shakespeare, Hamlet

Polonius, Lord Chamberlain of Denmark, approaches the Queen with new information about her son Hamlet’s strange behavior. He waxes poetic before getting to the crux of the matter.

Polonius

This business is well ended.—

My liege, and madam,—to expostulate

What majesty should be, what duty is,

Why day is day, night night, and time is time,

Were nothing but to waste night, day, and time.

Therefore, since brevity is the soul of wit,

And tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes,

I will be brief:—your noble son is mad […]

Queen

More matter, with less art.

(Act II, scene ii, lines 85–96)


Franca Rame and Dario Fo, Coming Home

A woman explains to the audience in a verbal torrent how her life has been upended.

Woman

This is it—the exact spot—the exact precise moment when the balloon went up and my life went hurtling off the rails into total disaster. I was already a bit upset anyway … God, I don’t know whether I am coming or going … the entire day spent in bed with a man … yes, me! A married woman with two kids. In a hotel bedroom. And it’s not even as if I was that crazy about him … Well, he wasn’t even my lover or anything! Actually, I hardly even knew him … well I mean I did know him before … but I only got to know him properly today … a bit too properly if you ask me.

IMPLODED

The imploded fifth chakra involves the choice of not speaking, or “holding your tongue.” It can also involve bending the truth to suit your needs, or to say it bluntly, lying. As my grandmother once told me, a small lie said to save someone from pain is the only acceptable lie. But how small is small?

Silence balances the need to speak and gives us time to formulate our ideas. As the vortex spirals inward and closes off the passage to speech, silence can rest wonderfully easy like a calm lake. Remember that the movement of energy is circular, like a sideways tornado, so the actor can experience this by envisioning the funnel going into the body instead of away from it. But sometimes this inward pull can be choppy and tight, not restful at all, and keep you sitting on words that you dare not let out. As mentioned in chapter two with the audible exhale, holding expression in the throat dampens the individual spirit. It feels like a knot. And this knot bottles up the flow of energy, like a clogged pipe.
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Acting training involves rigorous voice and speech training to undo these habits of restriction so the oohs and ahhs can be free once again. The commitment to open the clog and make these fundamental changes is the actor’s biggest job. “Man’s supreme inheritance” is what Frederick M. Alexander called the ability to change.5

Another shadow resulting from the implosion is “an obsessive need to control relationships and events.”6 The self-control gained from developing our speech and will power can backfire into the need to control others. Speech is an easy tool to manipulate. Many times lying comes from the need to please someone, as opposed to an intent to hurt them. One type of pathological liar is someone who needlessly bends the facts all the time. She wants everyone to be OK, she wants to be liked, she wants everyone to laugh, and she doesn’t want to be in trouble, so she makes things up to serve these purposes. It is an amazing phenomenon. I don’t think such people intend malice, nor are they even necessarily aware of having bent the truth.

I heard the ex-husband of one of my good friends announce to a big group of us around a dinner table that “after I left my wife blah, blah, blah.” But it was common knowledge that she had walked out on him and left him flat! I don’t think he intended malice. I just think his memory of history had shifted to allow him to cope.

There are also, of course, other liars—the out-and-out evil-intentioned, snake-tongued charlatans who have been common throughout history. Most of us have been bitten a few times by this kind of accomplished liar. My company was working at a shelter for homeless women with a program director, who appeared to be an absolute saint, a charismatic and sweet guy devoted to a life of charity work. He broke into my apartment and stole the silver, stereo equipment, TV, and jewelry. I was floored. It turned out he had a drug problem. But what a fine liar he was. We didn’t have a clue.


So what about acting? Isn’t acting just about lying well? Yes and no. Yes, the actor is lying to suspend the disbelief of the audience; I am a king, not an actor from Brooklyn. But no, in that the actor must resonate with a truth that resonates to our truth. So the pretend-king expresses authority and power from the actor’s true sense of his own power. That actor must truly dominate the players in the scene, so they can feel his power. I once gave an actor the assignment to give everyone in the room a job, stacking chairs and what not. By the time he had everyone working, he had command of his voice in the third chakra. He was the king of the room.

Acting is lying is truth. The best lying I ever did, and I say this with pride, was when my then-fiancé and I were in Peru celebrating our recent commitment. We were in Lima, preparing to take a rafting trip. While we were swinging along the street after a few drinks, a couple came along and started to talk with us. As we chatted, the girl reached over and put something in my pocket, saying in a thick accent, “Here is a little gift for you and your man. Open it later.” I realized it was cocaine about thirty seconds too late. A car pulled up, and cops jumped out shouting and put guns to our heads. We had obviously been set up! As they led us into the station, I pictured my pretty life slowly disintegrating like skin under acid. No more dancing, no marriage, no babies. We will sit and rot in a cell in Peru. Here’s where the lying part comes in.

They pulled the coke from my pocket, sneering and waving accusing fingers. They separated me from my only comfort, my fiancé, who was a tall and fearless man, an Israeli veteran who always made me feel safe. They plied our arms apart and took me into a cell by myself, where the scuff marks on the wall alone were enough to terrify me. I was in an ice-cold panic and started to try to control my shallow breath. I suddenly ground my fear down into the earth with the impulse to survive and morphed into a princess in front of their eyes. I told them with no minced words that my father worked in the White House as an assistant to the President of the United States (then Ronald Reagan). He had a lot of money and power, and if they listened, they might even hear the helicopters looking for me now. They would regret it if a hair on my American head was damaged. Were they certain they wanted to proceed knowing this?

This lying was enough to get us off by paying a few bucks. OK, I’m lying again; we had to pay $1,000 (since we were connected to the president and all). But it got us out of there, even though we had no more money for our vacation. We were alive and free. I fell into a cold sweat and fever for a few days after that, succumbing to the fear I had suppressed in that jail cell. But I always remember how the high stakes of that situation made me the best liar I have ever been. I mean the lie itself was pretty lame, but the energy from which it was delivered was fully committed. And my soon-to-be-husband said he knew he was marrying the right girl!

Let’s look at two examples of imploded fifth chakra. The first is the choice to be silent, the second is the desperate need to lie.

Lucas Hnath, A Doll’s House, Part 2

Nora tells Torvald what she needed to do after she left him in order to stop the male voices in her head and eventually find her own voice.

Nora

And even though I was living by myself—

for everything I did—

every decision I made …

I could hear a voice in the back of my head

that either sounded like you or my father or the pastor …

And so, as long as that continued,

I’d decided that I’d live in silence,

not speaking and

avoiding the speaking of others …

until I no longer heard a voice in my head that wasn’t my voice …

That was almost two years,

two years of silence.

(Nora and Torvald, p. 126)


Stephen Adly Guirgis, The Motherfucker with the Hat

Veronica desperately tries to hide the truth from Jackie by suggesting a visit to the pie shop. She is lying fast and furiously to save this relationship.

Veronica

Cállate! Look, let’s just go there, to the pie place, and we’ll have, like, some pie, and we’ll just, like, talk, or not even talk, we’ll just eat pie first and be. And after that, we’ll talk. You have got this wrong, Jackie. You’re so far out of line you’re like in Zimbabwe or some shit, but I think maybe cooler heads could prevail on both our parts at the pie place, so let’s just go there. I’m willing to do that. I’m willing to put the ghetto on hold and eat some fuckin’ pie with you, if you’re willing to entertain the notion that you’re a fuckin’ retard ex-con who almost blew it ’cuz you got an imagination like—I dunno—Dr. fuckin’ Seuss an’ shit. Okay? […]

Look at me: I didn’t fuck nobody.

(Scene I)


 


EXERCISES

1. Take a day and try not to lie even once. No small lies, no avoiding the truth, and see how you feel. The exposure may be stimulating, but terrifying as well. Take note of when you can’t help but lie needlessly out of habit. Take note of when you remain silent instead of possibly hurting someone’s feelings.

2. Take a day or two and write down when you have exploded-throat moments (if at all), and when you clam up. Diagnose yourself. Are you exploded or imploded on a regular basis?

3. A balanced fifth chakra means that when you speak you are truthful and creative with your expression, yet you are also comfortable in silence. Where in your life do you experience this balance? What elements of that environment allow you to feel the freedom of voice and silence? Think carefully about such a place and circumstances, and see whether you can bring those qualities to the stage when needed.



If A is success in life, […] I should say the formula is A=X+Y+Z, X being work and Y being play. [… Z] is keeping your mouth shut.

—Albert Einstein7
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Brow

Reason, uncorrected by instinct, is as bad as instinct uncorrected by reason.

—Samuel Butler

When we finally stop speaking, we start observing. The sixth, or brow, chakra (light) is located between the eyebrows. Including both our physical ability to see as well as our inner vision, or insight, this center develops our imagination, taking what is and expanding into what could be. Some traditions believe this chakra has the potential to develop into the third eye, which sees beyond our physical reality. “The third eye witnesses the internal screen where memory and fantasy, images and archetypes, intuition and imagination intertwine on endless display.”1 The center is associated with the mesmerizing color of indigo.

The pineal gland, located in the middle of the head, behind the eyes, is the light meter of the brain. This gland secretes one hormone: the sleep-inducing melatonin (synthesized from serotonin), regulated according to the amount of light perceived. The darkness of night increases secretions to help calm the body and induce sleep, while the light of day turns the valve the other way, lessening the amount of melatonin in the system.2


The balancing act between waking and sleeping deserves an actor’s attention. The dream world where the unconscious lives, simmering with passions free from boundaries, is food for the imagination. Remember your dreams and bring that other life into the rehearsal room.

René Descartes (1596–1650), the French philosopher and physiologist, viewed the pineal gland as the seat of the soul, where our binary sensory perceptions (eyes, ears, nostrils) came together into the single lobed pineal gland with the soul to form our thoughts.3 Though this theory was later refuted, the term seat of the soul lingers in our vocabulary and, I think, describes the tone of the brow center as a whole. It is a confluence where memory meets sensation meets imagination.

The brow center assimilates information from the lower energy centers into cognitive reason. As we veer down into the realm of desire, the brain pulls us back on course by sending messages with instructions. “I know you are angry, but slow the car down,” or “Yes, he is sexy, but he is married. Walk away.” The sixth chakra is the designated driver of the chakra group in its service to our welfare as well as those around us. But the vortex goes beyond just making reasonable decisions. It sees the connection, or sameness, that we have with others, as if from a bird’s-eye view.

When we stand on the roof of an apartment building and look down, we see city life in patterns of lines and circles. The chaos of cars and pedestrians that we usually battle when we are on the street turns into a wondrous, interconnected web, and we realize that we are not isolated but members of a whole community, nation, world, and, depending on how wide we want to think, universe. This idea is related to what Carl Jung called the collective unconscious, “qualities that are not individually acquired, but are inherited, e.g. instincts as impulses to carry out actions from necessity, without conscious motivation.”4 If you see a flock of birds all turning together magically as if they had one brain, you get the picture. As we react instinctively, so do we also think instinctively. We inherit thoughts and share innovations.

I remember when my colleague, Liam Torres, and I had what we felt was a brilliant idea. We started to work on devising an original musical set in Harlem in 1927 with writer James Bosley and composer Earl Wentz. It is called The Marital Bliss of Francis and Maxine (1997), with the Argentine tango as its physical base. Liam and I immersed ourselves in tango lessons, while Earl created a series of original tangos to which we would choreograph. It was one of those magical creative processes where we were on fire. The material was pouring out of us faster than we could get it down. The project, we were sure, was blessed. However, by the time we were in performance, the Argentine tango had become a national obsession. Dance concerts, plays, movies, such as The Tango Lesson, Tango Magic, and Tango: The Obsession were all on the scene. The piece did do well at the box office and in the papers, but it was slightly smothered by the other tangos all around us. We thought we had been ripped off! But it was just the collective unconscious at work. It was in the air and our brains picked it up.

The awareness of our shared thought patterns as a species, though in the case of our tango project quite annoying, can for the most part make us actually enjoy feeling part of a whole. The lucidity that we feel when we find this plane of connection is the motivating force behind meditation, chanting, and prayer, which downplay ego and accentuate our commonality with humankind.

While the lower chakras are isolating in their priority to survive, even at the expense of others, the us-against-them mentality, the higher areas join us together in the need to survive as a species. Thus, people who lead from the sixth chakra tend to be leaders, philosophers, scientists, spiritualists, healers, and environmentalists, people who are concerned with the patterns of nature. These people see the behavior and mindset of each individual as a ripple affecting the greater community. Man is not an island but connected closely in an intricately woven design of ideas and possibilities that we cannot see, but that we can sense. The term “sixth sense” comes from the sixth chakra, where the ability to sense events that are about to happen, or thoughts that are about to be said, enter into our consciousness.

Picture your brow with antennae sticking out of the center, antennae picking up waves of thoughts and perceptions being transmitted through the air. These antennae are sensitive, like a cat’s whiskers, and can keep the actor connected to the entire dramatic experience: the audience, the other players, and the fluidity of events as they unfold. An actor connected in the sixth chakra will not be working in isolation in what I earlier referred to as bubble acting.

Taking into account that you, the actor, are always being told to “get out of your head,” you must wonder how you are supposed to be intuitively sensitive and get out of your head at the same time. However, I don’t think your acting teachers are really expecting you to stop thinking. I imagine they would like you to stop a certain type of thinking. It is the habitual, factual brain that we are trying to move off the stage, not the intuitive brain. Our left brain handles the more logical side of things, while the right brain picks up the messages from the unconscious and is therefore the intuitive part (unless you are left-handed and then it is switched). The actor needs to use that left brain to be able to see the bigger picture of the play, the writer’s intention, and the role that his or her character has in that bigger picture (archetype). The actor must also make character choices from the left brain based on the given circumstances of the play.

Once rehearsals begin, however, the left brain needs to be switched off, while the right brain is switched on. An easier way to think about this is to implode the sixth chakra when you are doing the table work, chewing on the new material inside your head while you get all the facts together. Then explode the sixth chakra when it is time to rehearse, so the antennae come out to sense what is going to happen next. In real life, people do not know what is going to happen next, and their intuitive brain is searching for signals as to the next move they should make. Actors need to be doing the same thing. Somehow we need to suspend our own disbelief, so that part of our brain does not know what is going to happen next. Allowing images to emerge from the unconscious and the imagination to inspire the actor as he works can lead to a refreshing path out of the known into the unknown.

Mark Rylance, the artistic director of The New Globe in London for many years, was an astonishing actor. I was an intern there, so I was able to experience his work methods first hand. When he was on the stage, all actors on the stage with him were on their toes in every rehearsal and every performance. He was a wild card, entirely dropped into the moment at hand. No one knew what he was going to do, so our senses had to stay tuned. He was one of the most exciting actors I have ever witnessed.

Being in a state of not knowing is a mantra in my class. If you are not sure what to do next, great! Who does know? I remember a particular improvised scene unfolding in class: no script, no story, just two people responding to each other and building conflict, what is called a no-content story. Their imaginations were creating a high-stakes situation without making any story decisions. A big guy was raging and a small female was cowering. Suddenly, in the name of tactical change, the woman started to ground herself and expand, as if something was crawling up her spine. Her eyes opened very large and looked like clear open lakes, pupils dilated. She looked as if she saw him and their situation from a higher place, a wiser place. She threw her head back and started to laugh, a hearty, full laugh.

The furious man was so taken off guard that he seemed to shrink in physical size. He had no idea of what to do or say and just stood there, baffled as she exited. This was the truest moment I had ever seen from this male student, standing there being stunned. And the woman! She experienced a true brow-chakra moment when her sight revealed the greater picture and the irony of the petty fighting.
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EXPLODED

When we feel an extraordinary amount of energy in the sixth chakra, we usually experience an intuitive ability that offers psychic images pertaining to others. When I teach, I try to focus myself up in the sixth chakra, so I am working from the wisest part of myself, stepping away from the ego.

I had an experience in class once that has taught me to tread a bit more carefully when images come. A student was working by himself in front of the class. He was trying to access the imploded heart chakra while he was doing a movement sequence. I was tossing out images as he worked to try to open up the possibilities of his given circumstances. At one point I said, “Your mother just died, and you are far away from her …” He stopped, frozen even in his breath. He looked at me and tears came to his eyes. He walked silently out of the room staring at his feet. That image I thought I had fabricated came right out of his reality. His mother had died in Korea while he was studying over here three months earlier. He knew I had meant no harm, but I was chagrined that I had caused so much pain. Many times the images we use as actors are our secrets and need not be known to the outside world. Such a tragic experience as his might not be accessible for a long time, until after he processes it for himself. Psychic images must be revealed with care, or not at all, as would have been the better choice in this case.

With an excessively open sixth chakra, a person is usually not grounded because she is bombarded by too much information coming in from other places. She may be telepathic, telling you what is on your mind before you speak, aware of past lives, and making predictions as to the probable future of the universe. She is not, however, manifesting any of these visions into action, because she has lost her root. Throughout history, psychic gifts have been treated reverently in shamans and wise women in certain cultures, but often those who have such abilities have been attacked—burned, tortured, or executed as witches and manifestations of the devil. Classic psychics, witches, and seers are portrayed in theatre and literature as people to be revered and feared because of the accuracy of their visions. It is as if they live with a knowledge that the rest of us are lacking.


I once had a student who was definitely a gifted psychic. She asked me how my dog was one day, although I had never told her I had one. I felt like she had just reached into my heart. I had recently made the difficult decision to put him down, as he could no longer walk. This woman’s gift was a distraction from her acting work. She had a very hard time staying connected to her body. What her body was saying and what her mouth was expressing were totally different. When she did connect to her body, she experienced devastating pain in her heart. She had to stop taking the class. She was overwhelmed. She confessed that she had read people’s minds, and seen visions and spirits from an early age. She was chastised for it, thought to be crazy, and told to keep quiet. She buttoned her lip and kept it to herself for many years, ending up emotionally imploding in a very unhealthy way. I referred her to a therapist that I trust and know she found more balance in her life.

There is, however, a way to use the gift of vision beneficially, especially now that we are no longer being burned at the stake for these abilities. That way has to do with grounding in the first chakra, which will keep you connected to your body’s needs. For those of you who are already developed, or interested in developing, this area, I have one question: Are you a good witch or a bad witch?

“Take every scrap of energy out of a particle, and there is still residual motion—that is, heat—that cannot be accounted for but keeps those particles in uncertain motion and position.”5 This is the Quantum Sea of energy that cannot be seen with our physical eyes or even with a microscope but is always there. The brow chakra is capable of sensing the unseen. In quantum physics, there are studies now revealing that the wild card, the Quantum Sea, is a pool of untapped energy waiting to go in an array of possible directions. “At its base lies an unseen foundation consisting of all possible versions of events, all possible forms of matter.”6


Through envisioning the direction of one’s life, there are groups of people, call them what you will—witches, seers, scientists, magicians, or spiritualists—who feel they can manipulate this reservoir of energy to change the course of their own lives. Energy follows thought. Vision changes thought, which changes speech, which changes action and therefore the outcome of events.

Create your own reality has been an irritating phrase tossed around for a while, but there is truth to it. Like the ideokinesis we spoke of earlier, in which a mental image of how your body works can help actually change your body’s function, so can a mental image change the course of your life. It is another form of prayer, which has been known to be a powerful tool to change the course of events. Prayer is a form of imaging in the hopes of setting the course of events in a particular direction.

If you picture yourself in character, walking through the play or movie in which you are about to perform, just the way you want it to be, you will help the flow of that production when it actually happens. Your mind sets the flow in the right direction. But beware of your mental powers. Don’t wish that the leading lady drops dead. If your visions are directed toward the betterment of yourself and others on the stage, you are a good witch. If you use your vision to do harm to others on the stage, you are a bad one. Here are a few examples of witches that lie somewhere in between.

Shakespeare, Julius Caesar

While walking in a grand procession through the streets of Rome, Julius Caesar is accosted by a seer who emerges from the crowd with a foreboding message in an attempt to save his life.

Soothsayer: Beware the Ides of March. […]

Caesar: What says’t thou to me now? Speak once again.

Soothsayer: Beware the Ides of March.

Caesar: He is a dreamer; let us leave him: pass.

(Act I, scene ii, lines 21, 26–28)


Shakespeare, Macbeth

Macbeth and Banquo happen on three witches in the forest who hint at Macbeth’s flourishing future. By laying out this vision of success and ambition, they stimulate Macbeth to start down his treacherous path.

First Witch: All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Glamis!

Second Witch: All hail, Macbeth! Hail to thee, Thane of Cawdor!

Third Witch: All hail, Macbeth! That shalt be king hereafter […]

Macbeth: Stay, you imperfect speakers, tell me more.

By Sinel’s death I know I am Thane of Glamis.

But how of Cawdor? The thane of Cawdor lives,

A prosperous gentleman, and to be king

Stands not within the prospect of belief.

No more than to be Cawdor …

Speak, I charge you.

(Witches vanish)

(Act I, scene iii, lines 49–51, 71–79)

Ovid, Heroides

Cursed by Zeus because she backed out of a promise to sleep with him, Cassandra is given the gift of prophecy but will never be believed. When Paris sailed to abduct Helen from Sparta, Cassandra tried in vain to warn him.

Cassandra

Where are you going? You will bring conflagration back with you. How great the flames are that you are seeking over these waters, you do not know.7


IMPLODED

The other side of the third eye is dim. The shadow of the sixth chakra is the part of the self that cannot see what clearly sits in front of us, like the wife who staunchly believes that her husband is faithful even in the face of lipstick marks on his collar. Sometimes we only see what we want to see. Until we are ready to deal with the repercussions of true sight, it’s best we stay in the dark. Blindness is a survival tactic.

Another part of the imploded sixth chakra is cynical and close-minded, my way or the highway. People who live in imploded brow tend to be left-brain “smart,” intellectual and book savvy, with a lot of facts at their fingertips. Their brains work overtime, churning, stewing, and working out problems. But they choose to wear blinders, so their strong opinions leave no room for argument or change. They know what they know and everyone else be damned!

I was interning with a commedia dell’arte company in London during my undergraduate junior year abroad. The director was a retired Royal Shakespeare Company member, Robin Barbary, who gathered our small group in a damp, cold basement with his pipe and “jumper” cascading around his neck like a mane, to drop words of wisdom on us all-too-eager youngsters. I have to say, the intensity of that little company taught me a lot about discipline the English way. Back then, there was no “uncovering” your true self. It was a wipe-the-slate-clean kind of mentality. Get rid of that horrible American accent, get rid of creative spontaneity and do what you are told, and do it this way. He was an extremely imploded sixth chakra for an actor. There seemed to be just one way to do every character.
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I was training to play the character of Flaminia, Scapino’s nagging wife. I got kicked around and humiliated by Barbary daily. I spent every evening sobbing in my little bed-sit, putting in coins to keep the heater going while the tube ran by every fifteen minutes, shaking me up even more. Horrible Barbary was probably one of the reasons the Lucid Body came into existence. He was brutal and opinionated. Of course, when I finally decided to say, “piss off” in his own language, I found the character perfectly. She was a bitch on wheels who did things her way and her way only (exploded third and fifth chakras and imploded sixth chakras). Soon thereafter, he was so thrilled with my work that his girlfriend became jealous. I was fired and shipped home the next day. My brain was addled after that experience, but it certainly toughened me up in preparation for the New York modern dance scene. Let’s take a look at imploded characters who are either blind or pig-headed.

Shakespeare, Twelfth Night

Duke Orsino, convinced of his love for Olivia in his head, is blind to the love of the woman in front of him. Though disguised as Olivia’s messenger boy, Viola’s love drips off her like rain. Yet, Orsino remains inside his delusion.

Viola: But if she cannot love you, sir?

Duke: I cannot be so answer’d.

Viola: Sooth but you must.

Say that some lady, as perhaps, there is,

Hath for your love as great a pang of heart

As you have for Olivia. […]

Duke: There is no woman’s sides

Can bide the beating of so strong a passion

As love doth give my heart. […]

Viola: Aye, but I know—

(Act II, scene iv, lines 89–105)

Henrik Ibsen, A Doll’s House

Torvald speaks to Nora, his wife, as if he loves her and understands her actions, but he does not see her. He is blind to her unhappiness and says all the wrong things. In fact, he is being outright patronizing, which will eventually lead to her exit.


Torvald: You have loved me as a wife ought to love her husband. Only you had not sufficient knowledge to judge of the means you used. But do you suppose you are any the less dear to me because you don’t understand how to act on your own responsibility? No, no; only lean on me; I will advise and direct you. I should not be a man if this womanly helplessness did not just give you a double attractiveness in my eyes.


EXERCISES

1. Spend a day in sixth chakra. Keep your energy focused on the brow and the sensitivity of your antennae. You will be in observation mode, so keep a journal handy to write down intuitions that occur. Notice that the thoughts of those you are closest to may pop into your brain before they speak.

2. Picture the antennae funneling back inside your head. Turn those receivers inward, and spend part of the day in a place of introspection. Sense the inner dialogue and opinions that circulate without outside stimuli. Write a monologue in your journal using this voice.

3. Picture a change that you would like to happen in your life—maybe a relationship, a particular job, or the resolution of a problem. Picture the world with this change exactly as you want it. Spend the next day, or week, living in the world as if this change has been made. See whether life starts to shift to accommodate your vision.



Naturally, only a numskull thinks of ghosts, but something like a primitive numskull seems to lurk beneath the surface of our reasonable daytime consciousness.

—Carl Jung
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CHAPTER TWELVE

The Crown

Integrated awareness is awareness of ourselves, while at the same time actually experiencing ourselves.

—Sangharakshita

The seventh, or crown, chakra (thought) is located at the top of the head, where energy—“prana, ch’i, or the life force of the universe—enters your physical energy pattern.”1 This chakra is the soft spot on babies before their skull bones fully connect and shut the gates from the nether world. Our belief systems about the metaphysical nature of life are formulated here. Not only a portal for incoming energy, this chakra is also a fountain from which we allow the steam to escape from the emotional turmoil broiling in the lower realms. The seventh chakra is our consciousness or awareness of the effects of our actions on others. The chakra’s associated color is lavender or white like new snow. Its vortex rotates at the highest frequency.

This energy center governs the pituitary gland that lies behind the bridge of the nose and listens to the body’s needs like a wise grandmother. Considered the “master gland,” the pituitary receives messages from the “master switchboard,” the hypothalamus, and gauges when to release various hormones that regulate activity in other glands, including the thyroid and adrenals.2 The adjustment of hormonal levels helps the body maintain an emotional and physical equilibrium amid the delightfully complex tasks of living every day.

Similarly, from an energy standpoint, this grandma vortex has the potential for wisdom, listening to the input from all the other chakras and assimilating the information received into patterns of thought. If you think about all the centers we just reviewed, it could get pretty complicated. Our root is confronting someone, our heart is falling in love, our mouth is saying too much, and our ideas, we think, are brilliant. Someone has to organize this crowd to figure out the next move. If the crown is given space and time to make these choices through a little meditation and down time, we can reflect and evaluate the incoming data and think clearly. Receive, assimilate, express.

As discussed in chapter four, meditation allows all outward activity to stop, giving time to listen to and contemplate the voices of the body. Similar to a mindful parent who stops everything in order to devote his or her attention to the needs of a child, the mind benefits when it takes “time out” from the outer world and listens to itself. If this time is not taken and the mind remains closed or chaotic, belief systems, which stem from habitual response, get hardened and moldy. “Listening” does not have to take the form of meditation. It could be a walk in the park; swimming laps; going to a church, temple, mosque or synagogue; or engaging in some other form of contemplation—as long as the mind is at rest.

A good image for the top chakra is a fountain of water releasing a huge spray out the top of the head, lessening the pressure from below. Depending on your beliefs, the seventh chakra is our connection to God, Goddesses, Devis, molecules, or transcendent thought. We send our problems up into Grandfather Sky and feel relief. I am making a point of being vague about religion because I think a spiritual awareness or conscience is the important thing, not the particular strands of beliefs. Faith has to do with yes. Yes, I can change, we can change, this situation can change. Having faith grounds us back into the first chakra, where we manifest these goals to change ourselves, our community, and our world. The top chakra completes the center line of energy.


This vertical line, our central channel, needs no one else. It has to do with your ground and your sky. It is reliable. When actors learn how to come back into their center, they have more courage to go out on an emotional limb, knowing where home is when they get back. An image of a double-hinged gate, flat on top of the head, can help you picture the opposition of currents like a two-lane highway. The gate can either swing down to invite universal thought to flow into our bodies, or can swing up to release our instinctual passions back into the world. Anodea Judith describes these currents respectively as “the manifesting current,” which grounds one’s thoughts into concrete actions, and the “liberating current, where one is freed from the restrictions of the material world.”3

I have been a notorious chattermind, with too many voices filling my to-do list until I would reach a point of being overwhelmed. Finding the center line of no distraction has been a key to my wellbeing. The Buddhist concept of the Eight Worldly Winds has been the most helpful for me in understanding exactly how to stop the ego chatter that persists in my brain in order to find the fullness of being present. These eight concerns distract the mind and tempt the ego to shrink, or swell, in order to combat the outside forces.


• Praise and Blame: They love my performance, I must be a good actor. They hate my performance so I must not have any talent.

• Gain and Loss: I just made a killing on my last film; I am going to be rich. I haven’t worked in three months; I have no future.

• Pleasure and Pain: I have fallen in love, and I am obsessed with keeping the endorphins peaking. I have lost someone I love, and I have lost all faith in life.

• Fame and Infamy: I hear good things about my last project, and therefore know it was good. I hear bad things about my project and decide it is no good after all.




As actors, we will feel all of the above, but if we view these states with curiosity as passing moments, then we will not become victims of them. We can go back to work and focus on which worldly wind our character is wrestling with.

In chapter four, we spoke of the Central Channel along which two currents run, sliding downward or releasing upward. Usually one of the currents is stronger than the other, unless you are perfectly balanced in a state of enlightenment, in which case you wouldn’t need to read this book. We are all veering off one way or another, too much of this and too little of that. The battle to adjust and continue to find balance is the heart of living, and what makes us keep striving. My friend to whom this book is dedicated, Wendy, was an ascending-channel girl. Her mind was filled with the imaginations of her next project, her next character, her next dream, and her intuitions about those of us around her. She almost floated over the ground when she walked. Being around someone whose frequency is as high as Wendy’s is a high in itself. She was the kind of person to whom we all gravitated. On the other hand, I have a good friend with a descending channel. He takes care of everything physically and technically, God bless him. He can fix cars, build walls, and tinker with computers. But he doesn’t stray too far from what is there in front of him. His consciousness is focused on manifesting, Wendy’s on liberating. A combination of both would be ideal, but in the meantime, assess yourself. Which one is more descriptive of you? What happens when you try the other channel on for size?

When the seventh chakra is open and ascending, we can detach. The wisdom that comes from understanding the impermanence of life allows us to detach from a mood, a job, a pet, a loved one, not without grief but with eventual acceptance. The attachment that comes from a closed seventh chakra could therefore lead to a grasping at that which is gone, denying the constant flux of life. I am not talking about the healthy attachments that we foster in life with our family and friends in order to realize our full potential for intimacy and compassion. I mean the attachment that comes from codependency, fixation, and obsession, which ultimately leads to unending grief. This kind of attachment is almost unlivable and drives people to seek spiritual guidance in order to free themselves from pain. They learn to open the top gate and send it to Grandfather Sky, while Mother Earth is relieved that the complaining has stopped. First and seventh chakras work as a team.

The actor’s possibilities for character expansion grow tremendously in this chakra. The window of the crown chakra opens not only to your present but also to your past heritage. Consciousness is stored and passed down in our genes through the history of humanity. Jung calls these genes “archaic remnants.” It’s a beautiful phrase and accounts for things like déjà vu, the fear of snakes, the need to believe in a higher power, and an innate understanding of why one should not spit on one’s neighbor. Bert Hellinger, a German psychotherapist who culminated his life’s work by developing a therapeutic method called Family Constellations, delves into the “systemic entanglements” that are rooted in the transgenerational impact of trauma. We have an exercise offered in class which was inspired by Hellinger’s work called the Ancestor Circle; it is a way to help students look at their own familial web and their connection or lack of connection to those that came before them. Raniah Al-sayed, one of my Lucid Body Institute teachers who lives in London, speaks of her own experience with the exercise: “My first experience of Ancestor Circle was as a student. It was a profoundly moving exercise—exposing to me both a fear of my ancestors and an immense pride in their strength. In harnessing their energy, I found a power in me that I did not know existed and tapped into intense feelings of cultural shame. But profoundly, I was left feeling like I had a right to be here, to carry forward the energy of whoever came before (known and unknown) and to trust that my body was born with a much greater depth of experience than the one I have lived in my few years in the world.” Even when one does not know where their ancestors lived, taking the time to acknowledge them and be with them in the space of the imagination can help steady the root. We all came from someone, who came from someone, who came …

When you experience an actor who embodies the raw truth of humanity, you know it. You feel it. This is one of the actor’s greatest challenges; burn away the chaff and get to the wheat. Following are a few moments of bliss I have experienced at the theatre.

Brian F. O’Byrne in John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt, calling his friend, another priest, in a small voice, saying he needed to be transferred; Cherry Jones, in the same play, with a last moment of doubt sitting on her shoulder like a crow; Mark Rylance as Cleopatra in the all-male version of Antony and Cleopatra at The Globe when he was holding the body of Antony and moaning; the translucent Joan MacIntosh in Ivan Van Howe’s version of O’Neill’s More Stately Mansions and the insolent Fiona Shaw in Medea; there was a moment that her husband, Jason, flirted with her on stage, and her hope flew up to her eyes like a swallow, coloring her cheeks and managing to carve through the layers of bitterness and anguish and reach us, sitting in awe in the audience. A glimmer of hope before a heinous murder. This is brilliance. Brandon J. Durden as Brutus in Julius Caesar at Theatre for a New Audience, directed by Shana Cooper. The emotional change snuck into his body like a leak filling up the basement, as Cassius talked about Caesar’s ambition and the crowd off-stage cheered. Here was a lucid body, allowing the circumstances to change his physical body, which then changed his mind. Laura Donnelly as Caitlin in The Ferryman, directed by Sam Mendes. Her layers of persona/shadow were roiling like a river in unrest, bursting and seething, calming and lulling. I felt like I was truly watching someone whose actions were not planned, but instead spontaneous reactions to the cacophony of events.

Look for actors that sing to you as if they hold the essence of being human like a fragile egg in the palm of their hands.

EXPLODED

My seventh chakra exploded when I was given a week of healing with the Lakota medicine man, Godfrey Chipps. Up to that point, I was an atheist in the vaguest sense of the word. Yet with my weak immune system, I was looking up to the sky for the first time. I traveled to Massachusetts to meet Chipps’s group on a farm.
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The sweat lodge was heating up beyond what was tolerable. I was told to look at the glowing coals in the center of the floor, but I could only feel panic and rage welling up beneath my skin. I couldn’t breathe, so I dropped to the dirt floor to try and suck air out from under the tent. How embarrassing and pathetic! The grandmother of the medicine family shook her head sadly. “Tsk-tsk,” she said with that soothing South Dakota accent that sounds like a purr. “You must let go of your ego. Let go of your will. Shed your arrogance. Relax, and the air will be there.” I burst into tears, which became sobs, which became humility, which became air.

That night, I knelt in the dark, surrounded by the Chipps and their followers. I was seeking spiritual guidance. They were drumming and chanting, calling in the spirits. I heard a thump, then a rattle. I felt the rattle vibrating and shaking on my sternum and head (thymus and pituitary glands). There was no one standing near me, and I was alarmed by the vehemence of the pounding on my body. It was inexplicable and frightening. I surrendered to what must be the presence of spirits, or to something not of this world. I felt as though in a trance, surrounded by angels dancing around me. My head exploded into a world greater than any I had ever fathomed.

After this experience, my attitude changed about how I perceived life. I see myself now as part of a greater plan. I have direction, a right to live (first chakra). I don’t feel alone. It’s not all about me anymore. It is about what I can do for others. This seventh-chakra explosion led me right down to the first chakra. After that episode, I started choreographing and teaching, and haven’t stopped. What a gift those Indians were to me. Was this metaphysics? Faith healing? The power of imagination? A hoax? I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.

All I know is that my mind, body, and spirit decided to get on the same page and work as a team. So even if that rattle was suspended by an unbelievably complex system of weights and pulleys, it doesn’t matter. After that night, my awareness became integrated.

Here are some characters who have also experienced the crown-chakra explosion.


Shakespeare, Hamlet

His father’s ghost, who reveals to him the horrors of his murder, visits Hamlet. At this moment, Hamlet’s life finds direction—to avenge his father’s death.

Hamlet

O all you host of heaven! O earth! What else?

And shall I couple hell? O fie! Hold, hold, my heart! […]

Yeah, from the table of my memory

I’ll wipe away all trivial, fond records,

All saws of books, all forms, all pressures past,

That youth and observation copied there;

And thy commandment all alone shall live

Within the book and volume of my brain,

Unmix’d with baser matter.

(Act I, scene v, lines 99–111)

Shakespeare, Measure for Measure

Isabella, a novice nun, innocently tries to convince the lascivious Angelo to free her brother from prison with promises of prayers that will redeem him. Angelo has other thoughts that are not heavenbound.

Isabella

Hark how I’ll bribe you. […]

Not with fond sicles of the tested gold,

Or stones whose rates are either rich or poor

As fancy values them, but with true prayers

That shall be up at heaven and enter there

Ere sunrise, prayers from preserved souls,

From fasting maids whose minds are dedicate

To nothing temporal.

(Act II, scene ii, lines 177–187)
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IMPLODED

Change is hard; our comfort comes from holding on to that which we know. Whether good or bad, at least it is ours. The shadow of the seventh chakra is the anchor to the vastness of the crown and thankfully keeps us attached to our lives and each other. Without it, we would detach right out of this world and float into the next orbit.

When this crown is in implosion, this descending channel is excessive, and the energy will be that of a cynic. He may have the intellectual prowess for facts and abstractions, but there is a heaviness to the mind that makes him appear almost a victim of his overly active brain. He is lacking faith, or the Yes-factor, and usually does not trust anything other than what can be seen. He is prone to attachment to the point of obsession. I had a student once who was a proclaimed atheist. She made no bones about the fact that she had no beliefs in anything metaphysical. She had a tough time even with the word “energy,” much less “chakra.” When it was time for her to play her shadow, or a character who is opposite to herself, she chose to play a person with faith in God. She became a nun. We all watched in awe while her facial features changed and softened, the tone of her voice had a different timbre and the lift of her head lengthened her posture. She was transformed. As far as she was concerned, she was just doing the exercise, no big deal. In the talk-back afterward, when the students discussed their reactions to the work, she was surprised to hear the praise from her fellow students, but she denied feeling anything at all. She felt silly and disconnected. I never saw her face quite return to its former place, however. That little dose of crown chakra eased into her pores regardless of her determined mind.

Sometimes when actors work with a new energy, they may feel confused because it is new. They do not know themselves this way, so they feel vague. But it is good to keep at it, until a certain comfort level is achieved, even with something abhorrent. The presence of evil in someone probably emerges from a consciousness that is in an imploded seventh chakra because it has no connection with the greater good, plummeting back down to the first chakra and its need for survival. Evil characters run rampant in the theatre and must be approachable for the actor. Alice Miller speaks about the origins of evil in a way that is helpful. “Human beings feel the urge to be destructive only if they are subjected to cruelty at the beginning of their own lives. A child who is loved and respected will have no motivation to wage war on others. Evil is not an inevitable or integral part of human nature.”4 In other words, if you are playing evil, look to the child’s history to find the source. Here are some classic evil characters.

Shakespeare, Richard III

With a sharp mind and a wicked ambition, Richard plots the demise of his family in order to get the crown.

Richard

I am determined to prove a villain,

And hate the idle pleasures of these days.

Plots have I laid, inductions dangerous,

By drunken prophesies, libels, and dreams

To set my brother Clarence and the king

In deadly hate the one against the other: […]

Dive, thoughts, down to my soul. Here Clarence comes.

(Act I, scene i, lines 30–41)


Shakespeare, Othello

Iago, an embittered subordinate to the noble Moor of Venice, Othello, plots his horrible revenge with delight.

Iago

I hate the Moor, […]

He holds me well.

The better shall my purpose work on him. […]

The Moor is of a free and open nature

That thinks men honest that but seem to be so,

And will as tenderly be led by th’ nose

As asses are.

I have ’t. It is engendered. Hell and night

Must bring this monstrous birth to the world’s light.

(Act I, scene iii, lines 429–447)


EXERCISES

1. Put your hand on top of your head and find the hot spot. Then lift your hand a fraction of an inch, while still feeling the heat. Continue lifting until you can actually feel the heat a foot over your head. Put your hand down, close your eyes, and visualize that column of heat rising to the ceiling. Keep that focus for five or ten minutes, aware of the images and thoughts that brush past your mind. Note down your thoughts in your journal.


2. Put your hand back on top of your head, but this time sense the heat’s journey downward. Put a cap on, or keep your hand there, whatever gives the sense of sealing the energy from releasing upward. Now spend five to ten minutes breathing with this physical focus, and see what thoughts and images emerge. Write them down, comparing them with the open-chakra images.

3. Try to find and observe both exploded and imploded crown chakra people in your life and on the street.

4. Spend a day imagining the release valve at full force. Picture a full stream of water cascading out the top of your head, which should be buzzing with the activity of your focus. Try to keep that “buzz” all day. Write down your findings.



The door at the crown of the head then opens, and he merges into the wholeness of all Creation, whence he sprang. It is a Road of Life he has traveled by his own free will, exhausting every capacity for good or evil, that he may know himself at last as a finite part of infinity.

—Frank Waters, Hopi creation myth
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1 Myss, Sacred Contracts, 175.

2 Flaherty, Mind and Brain, 15.

3 Flaherty, Mind and Brain, 15.

4 Miller, The Truth Will Set You Free, 58.






SECTION III

Energy Self-Analysis—Three Layers

Understanding the complexity of self is the first step toward understanding the complexity of character. Though we like to think of ourselves as people who speak our minds and live our convictions, if we look deeper, we realize that many times we are speaking and living lives that protect our more salient sides. Our outer image is actually being expressed as a result of, or in league with, our inner voices. These voices are like a chorus with different layers of sound that keep shifting in exposure; sometimes the alto pushes to the top and dominates, and sometimes it is time for the soprano to tiptoe her way through the mire to take the reins. In this section, we will use our chakra knowledge to locate three layers of consciousness—persona, shadow, and child—that can be shifted and manipulated to build the chorus behind a character.







[image: images]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Taking Off the Armor

When not preoccupied with ourselves, we actually have the chance to expand the concept of who we are.

—Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Let’s return to take another look at our survival body, the one we have walked around with our whole lives that holds our memories. The body records every year, like a tree trunk revealing its age in rings. Memory surfaces when a smell induces a few tears to leak down the face, fingers twitch on a particular street in autumn, a startled look breaks out when a face reminds you of someone you used to know, or goose bumps rise when hearing an old tune. Memory slips out like a scent sneaking from beneath the bark. Now is the time to move your attention to the crown chakra for a minute and look down on yourself to really see yourself, bedecked by your layered history, before we start peeling away the rings. This survival body must be honored for getting you as far as you have come today. The blocks, repressions, and explosions found in your energy makeup are there for reasons. They must be viewed with compassion before being gently coaxed to a transformative state. You still want to be able to represent your primary type when that is called for, since it could very well be your bread and butter.

I have a good friend, Joseph Siravo, a big Italian guy who works all the time. In movies, TV, and on stage, he has played stereotypical Italian-American characters such as the mob boss or the hot-tempered, jealous lover. But his heart is truly fed when he is rewarded with real roles, straying from this typecasting, and written by great writers such as J. T. Rogers, Caryl Churchill, or Shakespeare. In non-generic roles, he can feel appreciated for being an actor, as opposed to a cultural cliché. He needs both abilities to survive.

Be your type, but be your type with the potential for change. You can choose not to be bound by your armored body, so you can be anybody. In Joseph’s words, “How do I manage the delicate balance between today’s self-branding, type-casting, and the artistic freedom of ‘playing anything’? Today’s actor is presented with two stark choices in this situation: join the party or forge your own path. Accept the way the system is or produce your own work. In my own case, I’ve chosen to accept the reality of the business and work for change from within. If you are fortunate enough to get into the masked ball, put on your high-heel sneakers and once you’ve gotten in the door, then fight like hell to break out of the costume that got you invited to the party in the first place.” Joseph is my theatre hero and one of my closest friends.

The awareness of the ability to undo unwanted physical habits began in the field of psychiatry. Wilhelm Reich, an Austrian neuro-psychiatrist (1897–1957), broke with traditional psychoanalysis and made the body his primary focus. He showed how the connection between neurosis (psychological rigidity) and muscular tension (physical rigidity) built up layers of holding patterns known as character armor.1 These terms also work for acting. What armor is your character lugging around? But first, what armor are you carrying around?

Reich’s theory was that the organism protects itself from the libido, or its primal urges, with physical “armor” used as a defense mechanism to control uncivilized tendencies. He stressed that the character analysis in the psychoanalytical process should be based not on what is being said but how it is said. Actors know this, as we have been trained to not “play” the words, but get involved in intention, the need of the character.

In Tennessee Williams’s The Glass Menagerie, when Laura’s mother, Amanda, says in scene two, “Why, you’re not crippled. You just have a little defect—hardly noticeable, even,” she is hiding her shame about her daughter’s condition, using the words as a shield against that feeling. How the actress says those lines will reveal her inner struggle. Reich saw that the how was created by tension that blocked the flow of energy through the body. In this case, our actress playing Amanda would intentionally implode and then block her second chakra, where her maternal feelings of empathy would reveal her shame, in order to focus on her third chakra, which demands that her daughter’s self-image improve. The strength of her third-chakra power would be fed by the energy repressed in her second. It is as if you turn the sink faucet off in the kitchen in order to strengthen the flow of the faucet in the bath. Her pride would become sharper in the effort to hide the shame.

But let’s say our actress playing Amanda is unaware of her own shame. She doesn’t experience shame in her life. She has blocked the second chakra for whatever personal reasons. That actress must take off her survival body to reveal and thus access the body in hiding underneath. She must unblock the tension and let the energy flow once again. An actor must unblock tension personally before being able to block tension as the character. Vital energy can flow freely only after the release of body armor. Step out of the metal, and dare to feel the soft body underneath.

I remember as a young dancer in Cynthia Babbett’s ballet class, lying on the floor with my legs over my head and unrolling my spine as slowly as possible. I released my sacrum, heavy with a thump, onto a wooden dance floor. When my pelvis dropped for the first time, it released an exorbitant amount of fear from my first chakra. It was a dreadful moment, but the first step out of the armor. I burst into tears that wouldn’t stop for what seemed like decades; decades filled with the fear of my fear, the fear of my fear being detected, and the fear that my fear would paralyze me. The jaw, as described earlier, came next. Unthawing the body is a painful procedure but ultimately worthwhile. The emotions that are released become your raw acting material.

When I saw Ian McKellan’s King Lear at The Brooklyn Academy of Music, his surrender to madness made me weep, perhaps for an awareness of my own madness and how closely it sits under the surface waiting for that one misstep. McKellan had to step out of a huge suit of armor to allow the withered, scared old man to come through. We all have a withered old person sitting within us. A lot of our energy is spent running away from time and its unrelenting march toward death. The theatre, and especially King Lear, throws it in our face. Few of us like to remember that we are going to get old, and possibly become mad, before we will, without fail, die.

One student—let’s call her Sally—stepped out of her suit of how-can-I-help-you (exploded second chakra) during an exercise I call The Confession Circle, which is a ritual of sorts. Lucid Body teacher Prather Rehm values this exercise to help her students step out of the comfort zone and reveal what lies bubbling underneath. She says, “The Confession Circle is a metaphor for the theatre itself: the student is asked to contact and confess something personally delicate and unprotected, that the whole group will then mirror. Their expression is experienced by the entire circle and ultimately impacts and transforms each individual in that group.” What emerged from Sally in the circle was an unsympathetic tyrant, just for a few minutes but long enough for her to feel her vital energy surge through those dusty, unused vortexes and let the universe know that she was not to be mistreated anymore and she would destroy anyone who tried. The power of the circle, like a chorus of harpies, raged along in support of her. She walked out of class that day feeling shaky, like she had been visited by something evil. It scared her. But pent-up energy can feel like a monster is being released from a cage. If you think it is scary on the outside, just think what it is doing to you on the inside. I assured her that it would benefit her in the long run, and it did. She was much more grounded after that experience. I think there is a monster in all of us, as well. But we will get to the shadow later. For now, take a chance and lay the old stuff down, and see what happens.



EXERCISES

1. Lie on a bed or in meditation pose with a pillow under your seat, a straight spine, and your knees touching the floor. Picture yourself going back home to where you were raised with your survival body intact. Imagine how you interact with those of your clan. Notice the similarities in behavior, both physically and socially, with them. Notice what you don’t say and do. Notice the sense of habitual responding without thinking.

2. In your mind, take off your suit of armor, the outer layer of mannerisms and social etiquette. Feel yourself standing among the clan without the usual protection, in your soft body. It will feel like you are naked. Picture how you would respond now, without your usual bag of tricks. Write down a dialogue with your mother or sister from this soft body, unprotected and truthful. It may take a few tries to actually express your truth without protection.

3. Read a monologue from a character on which you are working. Then make a point of taking off your actor’s suit, and reading it from the soft body, just you, exposed and responding. Feel the characters’ words connecting to your core.



There was a woman whose face collided with mine in the mirror. I know she wants to speak to me, but when she bends forward to whisper, she has no mouth.

—Jeanette Winterson
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1 Knaster, Discovering the Body’s Wisdom, 113–117.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Finding Your Persona

We have in us the human elements of all human characteristics, good and bad … in this way the soul of the person he portrays will be a combination of the living elements of his own being.

—Constantin Stanislavski

In the last chapter, we discussed the survival body that results from our history. The expression of the survival, or armored body is our persona, the self that we show to the world. The word derives from the Latin for “mask” or “character.” Carl Jung (1875–1961) was the psychologist who did the most to popularize this phrase in the modern Western world.

Jung, a student of Sigmund Freud, separated from Freud and developed a school of analysis that introduced the concepts of persona, archetypes, collective unconscious, and shadow, all of which are relevant to the work of the actor. Understanding the complex relationship between the conscious and unconscious parts of self is to an actor what understanding anatomy is to a doctor.

Jung defined persona as the conscious part of self, “a complicated system of relations between individual consciousness and society, designed on the one hand to make a definite impression on others, and on the other, to conceal the true nature of the individual.”1 Society expects every individual to play the part she has chosen for herself—that is, poet, bricklayer, mother, or lawyer. Someone who does more than one thing may be seen as unreliable or a dilettante. If a therapist makes up business cards and decides to include Painter, Landscaper, Mother, and Tango Dancer along with Therapist, her card is likely to be tossed. In order to succeed, you must do one job, and one job well. The creation of a persona, or an artificial personality, becomes unavoidable. It is what makes us marketable. When the ego identifies with the persona, however, and forgets his or her true nature, the price will be bad temper, irritability, and abuse of the ones closest at hand. That therapist, for example, may decide to put only one thing on her card, but she better have time in her life to paint some pictures, plant some trees, go out tango dancing with her husband once a month, and spend time with her kids. Otherwise she’s going to be one pent-up therapist ready to blow her top. “A man cannot get rid of himself in favor of an artificial persona, without punishment.”2

Another example of this would be the CEO of a major corporation who is always in charge, efficient, punctual, and disciplined. This man could become a tyrant if there were not parts of his life at home or with friends when he is not in control. He needs to be able to be lazy, sensual, and without responsibility. He cannot keep his persona up 24/7 without becoming unhealthy in some way to himself or to others. He would feel like a caged tiger, because the tiger in our bellies at times needs to run free.

The same could be said of an actor who has access only to his or her persona. In order to open the door to the unlimited array of characters inside of yourself, you must be willing to first recognize your own persona. How do we do this? Let’s start with the energy centers.

What chakra do you lead from (primary), and what chakra is deficient (shadow)? We will focus on the primary chakra now and hold off on the shadow until the next chapter. The best way to figure out your primary chakra is to try to view yourself from the outside. See yourself walking into a room of strangers. What do these people see upon first glance? Of course, you want to protest and say, yes, but with friends I am this way and with my lover, I am another way. Forget all that, and visualize what the first impression of a stranger would be. Who do you appear to be at work, where, as Jung said, one must succeed at the task at hand? Let’s make a list of the possibilities, as simplified as they may seem to be, in order for you to pick one of them. Listed below are the extremes. You may also find you lead from a balanced chakra, which is a harmonious blend of exploded and imploded.

CHAKRA SHORTS

First Chakra

Exploded: Don’t mess with me. I will confront you if you cross me. I know who I am and what I want, and I don’t need you. I am a family man or woman and very traditional.

Imploded: I feel a bit lost because I am pulled in too many directions. I am anxious. I change my focus often and my opinions vary, according to whom I speak. I am looking for stability. My appetite is sporadic, so I tend to be on the thin side and my movements are awkward.

Second Chakra

Exploded: I am extremely seductive and flirtatious. Everyone wants me or wants to be me. My identity has to do with my seduction capabilities. I have problems with boundaries. I want to enjoy myself. I believe in giving and receiving pleasure. On the other hand, I may be a nurturer and will be sensitive to your every need. If I am a mother or a father, I am particularly hooked into the needs of my children.

Imploded: I am shy, modest, and uncomfortable with flirtatious people. I am a loner. I do not believe in over-gratification and am probably on a strict regime of some sort. I have very strong boundaries, and I like to stick to a schedule.


Third Chakra

Exploded: I am the life of the party. I wear bright colors and have a lot of friends. I am very productive and tend to be an initiator and a leader. I am the one in charge. I do not like working for other people. I am extremely competitive and know the “dirt” on everyone.

Imploded: I would rather be unnoticed at a party, so I can observe and not be observed. I hate having to stand up and talk in front of a crowd. I have trouble completing projects. I am attracted to but secretly hate exploded third chakra people. I am an under-achiever.

Heart Chakra

Exploded: I love people and have great compassion for all types. Everyone is my friend. My emotions are on my sleeve. I cry a lot, laugh a lot, and cannot hide my true feelings. I love to play and be silly.

Imploded: I feel lonely and betrayed. I cannot trust others anymore. I am in a state of grief and loss, crying a lot, and hiding from those who try to help. I feel like my heart has been stolen and until I find it, I will be unavailable to anyone.

Throat Chakra

Exploded: I talk a lot, especially when I am nervous. I tend to be very direct and sometimes I say too much about myself or others. I need to be heard. I have a strong desire to communicate my feelings and ideas to others, and I like to sing.

Imploded: I am very quiet. It is hard for me to express my true feelings to people. Actually, I don’t want to. I am a very private person. Sometimes, it is easier to just tell people what they want to hear and not my truth. I can lie easily to avoid self-exposure.

Brow Chakra

Exploded: I am very intuitive. I can picture things before they happen. I am intellectual and interested in understanding patterns of human behavior. I may be a physicist, professor of history, or a psychic. I am not very emotional. It is hard to know what I am feeling. I would prefer to share my ideas, not my feelings.


Imploded: I am very intellectual. I know and remember a multitude of facts. I would be a good candidate for Jeopardy. My friends rely on me for information. I do not believe in psychic ability, and I see things as black or white. There is very little gray in my world. I am cynical about life and people, with a strong belief that people in general are not to be trusted.

Crown Chakra

Exploded: I am religious or at least on a very strong spiritual path. I have faith in humanity’s overall goodness and thus in my own. I am able to move through emotions knowing that life keeps changing. I am very independent and do not necessarily have to be in a relationship.

Imploded: I do not believe in a greater power or in an afterlife. I am very moody and can stay in a depression for weeks. I do not let go of people or things without great suffering. I need to be needed and therefore am always in a relationship.
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Once you have chosen a primary chakra by choosing (without judgment) the one that closest resembles your social behavior, reread the chapter on that chakra. Look at yourself as the “type” a casting director might see when you walk into the room. Now let’s simplify your persona type even more by finding the archetype that best defines you. Let’s look at the as-yet unmentioned eighth chakra.

The eighth chakra is the part of self that hovers above the body and witnesses its own behavior. An important tool for the actor, this out-of-body view allows the actor to see and guide his instincts while his body is in the throes of acting. Personally, I imagine myself unfettered by body or passion, sitting up there on a cushy cloud in order to witness my behavior on stage and steer me away from the edges—the edges of the stage, the edges of passion, the edges of fiction versus nonfiction.


This cloud technique was developed out of need. I had a frightening experience as a modern dancer by being passionately involved and engaged in my role. I was supposed to leap across the stage, climb a tower of bodies in full throttle, make a dramatic reach into the air, and stop at the pinnacle. Nice idea. So lost in passion was I, however, that I flew across the stage, climbed the bodies—and kept right on going, unable to stop, on the way to falling over the top.

One of the big guys in the company was alert enough to catch me before I went flying into the pit. I was so “in” my body that I was unable to technically control myself. An actor must learn how to hover slightly in order to keep hold of the reins on the wild horse. The perspective is similar to the image of standing on top of the building to look at the city, but this time you are looking at yourself.

Caroline Myss speaks of the eighth chakra as the home of our archetypal energies. “Archetypes are the architects of our lives. They are the energy companions through whom we can learn to understand ourselves.”3 A derivative of the Greek word “archetypos,” meaning “first of its kind,” an archetype is the original model with which others are compared. The simplicity of each archetype’s intention is a helpful tool for actors to find their own personas and eventually those of their characters.

Just as an actor knows that his or her character is a mask that is shed at the end of a performance, so the eighth chakra is conscious of the masks we play in life. I had a delightful student who had a very childlike and naïve persona, with an open heart as vast as an ocean. She played a prostitute in a scene with a surprisingly get-down and be-dirty visceral truth. When it came time to receive her notes, she popped back into persona and detached so quickly that she was genuinely shocked when I commended her on her dark sexuality. She was embarrassed and confused, almost as if she didn’t remember what had just occurred. I would say that her eighth chakra was not as yet connected to the crown, which would have made her conscious of herself, and allowed her to witness her own persona mask as it dropped off to become the prostitute. With the eighth chakra in place, she could repeat her performance. Otherwise, it might be a crapshoot.

Similar to the task of choosing one isolated chakra to represent our type, choosing an archetype for ourselves is equally distressing. We are much more complex than one chakra and one archetype. But just keep going. By taking apart the pieces of yourself, you will be able to rearrange the parts to suit the given circumstances of a different character. Here is a classic instance. How does “Kenny Connecticut” play Stanley Kowalski? I would suggest he take that privileged and educated energy from chakras four, five, and six, and place it into the more survival, primal chakras one, two, and three. Then he finds an archetype for Stanley. Hedonist? Rebel? So his character would have the intention of, let’s say, the Rebel, whose impulses were motivated from his instinctual body. These two steps would give Kenny a few physical tools to help ground his energy. Like any technique, this way of working takes practice. I imagine it would take Kenny a few weeks to really feel the weight of Stanley’s survival instincts. Take a look at this list, which I have compiled from Carolyn Myss.4 I have chosen to include those whose patterns of intention are most common and distinct from each other. Choose the archetype that best describes you at this point in your life. Use your imagination to understand the metaphor of each archetype. You don’t need a crown to be a Queen, if you get my drift. The Hero doesn’t have to wear medals on his sleeve and a Prostitute does not have to be selling her body. An archetype is a resonance and an intention.


• Addict

• Advocate

• Artist

• Athlete

• Beggar

• Bully

• Child

• Clown

• Damsel in Distress

• Destroyer

• Don Juan

• Engineer

• Father

• Femme Fatale

• Gambler

• Gossip

• Healer

• Hedonist

• Hero/Heroine

• Judge

• King

• Lover

• Martyr

• Miser

• Monk/Nun

• Mother

• Mystic

• Pioneer

• Prince

• Prostitute

• Queen

• Rebel

• Saboteur

• Servant

• Slave

• Teacher

• Thief

• Trickster

• Vampire

• Victim

Now let’s find our clown persona. Behind every mask, even our own, is a human truth. By looking at your clown persona, you learn to have compassion for your own mask. As the brilliant clown teacher Jane Nichols says, “Clown is the ultimate interface of the Self as Actor with the Self as Character. The Clown is YOU …”

Commedia dell’arte, the Italian improvised drama most prominent in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, founded its stories on the antics of archetypal clowns, characters that still resonate in our theatre today. In commedia, which is clearly satire, the tragic flaw of each character creates the comedy. “The stage masks of antiquity were of several kinds—namely, comic, tragic, and satiric—and they were called personae.”5

I took a comedy intensive workshop from Caryn West, an inspiring audition teacher based in Los Angeles. She spoke of the archetypes found in commedia dell’arte as the stock characters found in contemporary TV sitcoms: “They have identifiable flaws and hypocrisies. They do not change or transform from their essential nature. But they have a sustaining triumphant immutability.” If you were a commedia character, which character would you be? Clearly, our personal commedia character will change with age. But look at yourself now, with a sense of humor, and try to locate yourself at this period in your life. Where does this character (you) fit into the scheme of the play (your life)?

Before we take a look at the various roles, here are the larger categories to which each of them belongs. The term Zanni is identified with the astute servants and comic tricksters. The term Vecchi refers to the old men characters who are usually thwarting the efforts of the Zanni. Innamorati are the maskless lovers. The term Spavento is used for a military man.

Arlecchino/Harlequin: Zanni; a rascal servant, cunning and indolent, who gets duped in the end.

Brighella/Scapino: Zanni; friend of Harlequin, also a servant, who is a money-grabbing rascal, with lusty womanizing tendencies and the cunning to run when the going gets tough.

Flaminia: Scapino’s nagging wife, trying to get the rascal under control.

Pantalone: Il Vecchio; the greedy shopkeeper unashamed of his desire for pleasure. The miser who is unable to control his lusty daughter.

Isabella: L’Innamorata; the lusty daughter of Pantalone, headstrong, sensuous, and articulate. A tease who makes men weak in the knees.

Il Capitano: Spavento; the boasting, swashbuckling, fashionable military man with no actual courage at all.

Il Dottore/Balanzone: Il Vecchio; the old, pompous man with academic affiliation who is actually an absent-minded windbag.

L’Innamorata: The young female lover (no mask), frequently seen as a damsel in distress.

L’Innamorato: The young male lover (no mask), in love with love, usually the hero and savior of the damsel in distress.

Pierrot/Pedrolino: A silent clown with white face (no mask), sad, innocent victim who spends his time daydreaming.



REVIEW

To complete this chapter, let’s review the steps you have taken:

1. Choose your primary chakra.

2. Choose one archetype.

3. Choose a commedia character.

4. Write down a final description of your persona including all three. (For example, I lead from an exploded third chakra, and play the role of Teacher in the world. My clown is a female Il Dottore.)

5. Take an hour at home alone in front of a mirror and play yourself. Play each one separately at first, with perhaps a different piece of music to inspire each one. Exaggerate your physical posture and chakra energetics, and have fun with the clown. Then merge them and see what happens.

6. Find a willing acting partner, and play each other. That should be fun.



“We form ourselves through our doubles,” Agnes said, looking towards the stairs. “We make ghostly twins to carry the weight of our desires.”

—Ayşegül Savaş, “Canvas”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Finding Your Shadow

The stone the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.

—Psalm 118:22

While each chakra is anchored by a shadow, or imploding force, as previously discussed, each persona is anchored by a shadow, as well. “Everything in our art is built on the dynamic of the constant conflict between good and evil.”1 Thus, the actor must be able to create a character who is neither good nor evil but a person struggling with this balance. Finding the shadow in ourselves will allow access into the darker recesses of our personality and thus in those of our characters.

Jung’s ideas about shadow were stimulated by an Eastern philosophy called Taoism. “High rests on low,” says Lao-Tsu,2 a sixth century BC philosopher who is considered the father of Taoism. Taoist yin/yang philosophy describes the continuous cycle of change that occurs in every level of life. “Night follows day, fall and winter follow spring and summer.”3 In other words, one season contains the other seasons. There can be no spring without the winter. Thus, it follows that there can be no humility without arrogance, no hate without love. One defines the other. How do we know what beauty is, if we don’t have something with which to compare it?


Jung says, “By shadow, I mean the negative side of the personality, the sum of all those unpleasant qualities we like to hide, together with the insufficiently developed functions and the contents of the personal unconscious.”4 For an actor’s purposes, I don’t like to think of these qualities as negative, but just parts of being human. The word “negative” keeps an actor away from possibly the most marketable part of themselves—the bad boy or girl. James Dean, for example, is a classic bad boy. Marlene Dietrich is a classic naughty woman. They do what we imagine we would do if we had the courage.

The shadow is present whether we like it or not. Like a little devil on our unsuspecting shoulders, it steers us into making Freudian slips or “accidental” mistakes, like denting an ex-girlfriend’s car, for example. Oops, I’m sorry. My hand slipped. I don’t know what happened. It holds the primitive, awkward, and more devious parts of self that we are all desperate to hide. Were the shadow allowed voice, “it would revitalize and embellish human existence.”5 This revitalization is exactly the job of the theatre. We, the actors, are society’s shadow, embodied in the little dog, Toto, pulling the curtain away to reveal the little man pretending to be the Wizard of Oz. We reveal the truth, blood, guts, fear, and all of human nature.

“One reason a person steeped in a self-image of purity can easily become violent is precisely because he is so blind to that potential within himself.”6 Dark urges become obsessive when hidden. If the deviant is never caught, he can never be corrected. He just becomes more and more deviant. If the shadow is never realized, it has an even greater effect on your life. The shadow’s desire, whether we like it or not, pushes its way into our actions and wreaks havoc with our lives. I remember getting stoned once before an audition with a major dance company. I was so nervous, and I thought it would relax me. It seemed a good idea at the time. You can imagine how that audition went. I was cut immediately. The real reason was that my shadow (imploded third chakra, I am a loser) had its way with me.

In Jung’s analysis of the emotional nature of the shadow that becomes more and more obsessive without the light of day, he says, “emotion is not an activity, but something that happens.”7 We say the same thing in acting training. You don’t “do” emotion; it happens to you. Well, much of this emotion is happening to the shadow, so we, as actors, must get acquainted with these wild beings whose emotional nature is usually diametrically opposed to the outer mask. The harder the exterior is, the softer the interior. The holier the man, the more wicked he is. The use of this knowledge for the actor is tremendous. A deeply compassionate human being shadows Macbeth’s ambition. Richard III’s meanness is shadowed by an eviscerated ego. A fearful weakling shadows the virile man. A killer shadows the peaceful clerk.

When the conscious mind refuses to listen to the stirrings of the shadow, a projection of that shadow onto another person occurs. “Projections change the world into the replica of one’s unknown face.”8 A female friend of mine used to constantly ridicule older men who had young girlfriends. They were pigs with midlife crises kicking them in the ass. Those poor girls. What will their mothers think? Now she has a boyfriend half her age. Those we judge are projections of our own shadow. Obviously her shadow desired to be with a young guy, but her persona couldn’t admit it. Her shadow won. Shakespeare knew what he was talking about when he said, “Methinks the lady protests too much.”

Another common occurrence is the projection of the shadow onto a person with whom one becomes tragically involved. Jung refers to the projection of the shadow as the soul image, the soul referring to the inner unconscious part of self. “Wherever an impassioned, almost magical relationship exists between the sexes, it is invariably a projection of the soul-image.”9 This realization was heartbreaking for me. I married a wild, adventuresome man (remember my Israeli fiancé?), whose dark and rebellious nature was thrilling because it was opposite to my disciplined dancer persona. Later, after I realized that we were not compatible, I had to admit to my own rebellious spirit and give it voice, as opposed to trying to experience that wildness through someone else.

Because the shadow resides in our unconscious, uncovering it is a difficult task to find with our conscious minds. By looking at our dreams, and using our intuitive and observational mind found in the brow chakra, however, we can start to get images from our underbelly.

I suggest you start the shadow search by keeping a pad by the bed, and telling yourself to remember your dreams right before you drop off to sleep. Just this mental note will start the process. Write down your dreams as soon as you awaken. See whether there are any wild and uncontrolled players. Could be shadow visiting.

Next, look around the environment and recognize what type of person you judge the most. While you have been working on the nonjudgmental mind, I am sure you have discovered a no-tolerance zone. Some people just rub you the wrong way. These people will probably hold the same qualities as your shadow, because the qualities you hate in them are the qualities you hate, and thus hide, in yourself. You project that hidden part of self onto those around you, and then either judge them or fall in love with them. If we go back to my stoned-audition moment, we can see what was at play. Back then, I was very critical of “wimpy” people who had no courage to throw themselves into their dreams. I felt superior to these people. I judged them. But actually, I was just not acknowledging the part of myself that was scared. So I sabotaged my audition to prevent myself from possibly succeeding. My shadow won. If I had been aware of my shadow before this audition, I could have acknowledged the shadow voice sooner, without necessarily acting in accord with it. Maybe bringing some of that fear into the audition room would have led to a more exposed audition, more connected. Or maybe I would have accepted that I actually did not want a big company job. Maybe my shadow was trying to tell me my truth.


Use the Chakra Shorts list from the previous chapter to pinpoint your shadow into a chakra. Your shadow does not necessarily have only the imploded characteristics. A shy, timid person (imploded third chakra) may have the shadow of a very confident and productive person (exploded third chakra). I had a student like this, who on the outside was painfully unexpressive and antisocial, but was the one with all her lines learned, all the books read, all the theatres researched. She had a lot of auditions lined up, except her persona was too shy to actually go. Someone like this who shows up in class is a shadow ready to happen. How else did she land there, in a class with the goal to reveal? When she did manage to access this part of self in class, she was stunned by her own ferociousness. Class started to become a secret pleasure, she confessed, because though she did not approve of the unrestrained ego of her shadow, she enjoyed playing with the reckless feelings. The point is that for the use of our acting technique, the shadow does not have to be a negative quality. Once you have decided on a shadow based on what your persona is not, we can take a broader view from the eighth chakra into the archetypal sense of the word.

As stated earlier, an archetype is found in the collective unconscious. Distinct from the individual unconscious, Jung felt that “it is the inherited experience of the entire human race.”10 In the collective unconscious, the presence of evil holds the most destructive force in nature, opposing the forces of regeneration and new life. Some call this force the Devil. The Faust legend calls it Mephistopheles. Others call it cancer, or Hitler, or child molesters, or even death itself. In whatever form, it exists to shadow the creative, joyous aspects of the world. In the presence of evil, there is no heart.

I had a student work on a shadow character in an exercise we call the Shadow Projects. This student, let’s call her Lindsay, was an extremely compassionate and feminine person whose emotions were on her sleeve. Her persona had a primary chakra of exploding heart. So she chose her opposite and decided to portray a politician whose actions were inhumane. She became a male character with a huge exploding third-chakra persona who was giving a mighty speech to his audience in the form of gibberish. She transformed herself into a person twice her size, both physically and vocally.

Part of this project is to find the shadow that is lurking under the character; basically, the shadow of the shadow. In her scenario, the stage darkened, and he (the character) became the politician as a little boy, who was being beaten and chastised. In one terrorizing gesture, he dug into his chest and ripped out his heart so he wouldn’t have to feel the pain anymore. Then he buttoned up his shirt, and reverted back to the “heartless” politician continuing his rhetoric. It was chilling, and it shone a light into the nature of evil. “The less the shadow is embodied in the individual conscious life, the blacker and denser it is.”11 This project gave Lindsay a more compassionate view of seemingly heartless people and also gave her the courage to play a more vocally commanding part of herself that could inspire others to action.

Jung also speaks about the contrasexual archetypes, the anima and animus. The anima is the female soul hiding in the unconscious mind of the male, and the animus is the male soul hiding inside the female. Jung’s theory of diametric opposition means that the more virile the male, the more feminine his anima, and the more feminine the female, the more masculine her animus. These are then usually projected onto a mate. He was clearly ahead of his time in recognizing the complexities of the genders in each of us. Sexual fluidity has thankfully surfaced into broad daylight today, when gender can be a choice and pronouns can be chosen to represent the identities we choose.

This fluidity is golden for the theatre, where the actor’s body can have the versatility to hover in the fluid middle or veer out into the extremes of classic gender behavior if the play calls for it. If you are playing a glamorous woman, for example, you might want to find the equally extreme masculine pulse of the character’s inner life. While there is obviously no formula for each character, with this knowledge the actor has a wide palette from which to experiment. Look at the list of archetypes from the previous chapter, and choose one that best seems to fit your anima-animus archetype. Your contrasexual shadow can be found if you look at the partners you choose. Because our shadows tend to be the parts of us that are not in the open, in a similar way, our anima or animus shadows tend to be the sexual aspects that we do not allow ourselves to express. So we attract them. Mine is the rebel. I love people who don’t play by the rules.

One male student who had a cool, confident persona (exploded third chakra) created a shadow character for his project from his anima. He felt that he attracted needy women, while also judging them. He chose the imploded second chakra for his shadow chakra, and the Prostitute for his anima. He gave her the circumstances of being a crack addict, desperate for drugs. This was challenging, because this would mean she had imploded and exploded second chakra happening at the same time. Spastic Chakra, I call this. The student got scared. He wanted to change his project. He decided he couldn’t do it.

But he did do it. This prostitute’s longing for drugs (imploded second chakra) to fill her up, was satisfied by selling her body (exploded second chakra). She threw her body away to any taker who had what she wanted. While creating this character, he became aware of how lonely she was underneath her exterior, desperate not for drugs, but for connection (the shadow of the shadow). The second chakra holds our longing for sustenance and intimacy. Addiction comes, perhaps, from an unending desire to satisfy a longing that can never be fulfilled. This shadow exercise was bravely executed by the student, with sloppy seduction, messy tears, and crumpled-in-the-bathroom shame. The character was gruesomely painful to watch. Playing his shadow helped this brave student face the deeper recesses of himself. He will now be able to access his own longing and neediness when called for in his acting work.

If acting doesn’t hurt, just a bit, somewhere in its exposure of self, it is not as vital as it could be. When some place inside you scares you, that’s where you need to explore. As the motto of Peoples Improv Theater (PIT) says, “Follow the Fear.”

Let’s review the steps you have taken.



EXERCISES

1. Find your shadow. Start by making a list of three types of people you criticize. Choose one that seems the scariest for you and associate it with a primary chakra. Examples might be disorganized, frazzled types (imploded first chakra), or arrogant types (exploded third chakra).

2. Choose your anima or animus from the archetype list.

3. Put them together and create a character you can play. For example, I could choose imploded third chakra as primary, and the animus as a Rebel (exploded first). One of my shadows would then be a male troublemaker with low self-esteem.

4. Finally, write down your dreams and identify your shadow(s) within them. We have many, so do not limit yourself. Your shadow could be the molester in the dream and the victim.



There are more enigmas in the shadow of a man who walks in the sun than in all the religions of the past, present, and future.

—Giorgio de Chirico
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Finding the Child-Need

Nothing exerts a stronger psychic effect upon the human environment, and especially upon children, than the life which the parents have not lived.

—Carl Jung

If the persona is our outer mask, and the shadow is the dark core which is the antithesis of that mask, what hovers in between, shuddering like the wings of a hummingbird, is the child-need. Every child in every household wants or needs something, even if that something is less love or more privacy. As a parent, I know that while I made every effort to provide for my daughter’s every need, as my parents did for me, my efforts were based on not repeating the mistakes my parents made. In that effort, I’m sure I made others. It is an unending loop that I believe is just part of life. We could deny it, or we could just sigh and take a closer look.

Our formative years at home set us up with a need that informs our actions as adults. If the need is to be heard, perhaps we become a writer or singer. If the need is to be protected, perhaps we seek a spouse who can do this. But because the child has no logic, and the adult that child has become is seldom conscious of early frustrations, I believe the child-need to be a layer of intention that pulls our actions in a certain direction, like the full moon pulling on the water to create the tides. It is subtle but ever present.

As the youngest in a large, chaotic family, I sometimes got lost in the traffic of everyone’s busy schedule. I was desperate to be taken in, like a little bird looking to hide under a big bird’s wing. I felt unprotected and scared. I grew up and managed that fear by having a series of relationships where I would dive under the protective wing of a man for a while, only to realize I was being smothered. Those were men particularly drawn to the challenge of protecting someone in a weakened state. I would sometimes create a “weakened state” just to receive their love. But I would start to suffocate. I could not breathe and wanted to fly on my own. I realized I didn’t need a big ol’ wing and certainly didn’t want to be weak. I just needed a hand to hold with someone standing beside me. The need for the need is gone. Similar to recognizing your shadow, when understanding the power of the child’s need to get what she wants, you can begin to take care of that need yourself.

Realizing that we don’t have the need anymore is not an easy task, because it sits in our bodies on a cellular level. Our bodies have developed physical impulses around this need. Alice Miller, writing about corporal punishment and its tragic effect on adults, states, “The consensus is that early emotions leave indelible traces in the body and are encoded as information that will have a serious impact on the way we feel and think as adults, although those effects normally remain beyond the reach of the conscious mind and logical thought.”1 In other words, the effects of our childhood permeate our lives without us knowing.

An example of the power of the child-need was displayed in a student of mine, let’s call her Madeline, who discovered in therapy that she was not loved enough by her mother, who had been madly in love with her husband, Madeline’s father, to the detriment of her daughter’s upbringing. Madeline’s child-need was to be loved more than anyone else unconditionally, no matter how badly she acted out. The need for deep intimacy from the mother is the instinct and expectation of the second chakra. Being unfulfilled in this area, Madeline was left in a place of longing (imploded second chakra). All the men she connected with, no matter how much they loved her, could not satisfy that need. She left every one of them, or made them leave, because of her nagging discontent. The child-need makes us blind to what is in front of us. A friend of mine told me she was panicking while looking for her keys. She was going to be late for work. Right when she was about to have an all-out tantrum, she threw her hands in the air and froze. She was holding her keys. Child-need is the panic. What we seek are the keys. We usually have them already.

This information is vital for an actor looking for the heart of a character. The only way to understand the depth of this layer as a tool is to dive into your own heart and see what your child-need was before the age of seven. This is not a mental exercise, but a physical one, as the body holds the emotional memory without distorting it, which the brain tends to do. Your mind might say, “I don’t remember Mom and Dad fighting.” But your body will remember that fighting like a dark imprint on the clean white snow of your youth. As Monika Gossmann, a Lucid Body Institute teacher from Berlin, says, “By reliving the history of self as a child, the puzzles of memory suddenly click in and make sense and lead to compassion for self and others, especially your characters.”

Michael Chekhov’s “psychological gesture” is the framework for exploring the child-need. “A concentrated and repeatable movement or action, the psychological gesture awakens the actor’s inner life, and its kinesthetic image feeds him while he acts on stage.”2 The effectiveness of this gesture lies in the repetition. Grabbing at the air over and over again with increased desire to have something that you don’t have will instill a frustration that lives in all of us. The movement affects our organic body’s natural response. We don’t have to think about it. The doing of it will create a very specific resonance that the body can then remember, even when the action is stopped. If the character being played hides this underlying frustration with decoy behavior, say calm and sophisticated, a fire underneath this character will bring him to life and will at times spill over the edge. Think of Olga in The Three Sisters. She tries hard to stay calm and poised, but sometimes she can’t help but burst with frustration. “The least little vulgarity, an indelicate expression, and I get terribly upset …”3

The child-need can be found by exploring the psychological gesture of the heart chakra. After a series of exercises in the Lucid Body class, the students end on their feet, embodying the children they once were. With patient exploration, a physical need will emerge into a gesture. Going back to the pleasure/pain, loss-or-gain syndrome mentioned in the Worldly Winds segment, either the child is pulling something in, longing for more pleasure, or kicking and pushing, trying to be free of pain. Drawing in or pushing away. Losing or gaining.

When the actor has discovered the gesture closest to the truth of her child, she is then asked to hide it. The act of hiding, let’s say a need to be praised, may be done with a cool nonchalant demeanor: an I-don’t-care-what-you-think mask. But this is just a guess. The amazing thing about human beings is that there are no two alike. Even my identical twin nieces are different. You have to explore hiding the child need of your characters on your feet, and see what happens. Let the body do it out of a need. Children are survivors, and they can’t make it through adolescence with their need on their sleeve. So they hide it. We hide it. But it informs the directions in our lives.

The aforementioned Madeline found her child-need with a gesture of clinging, like a vine to a tree, wrapping herself tighter and tighter onto someone else. When she hid the gesture, her need transformed into the act of seduction. While her need was coming from the longing of an imploded second chakra, she hid the vulnerability of that feeling with an exploded second, reeling in the other actors with a slow and sexy flirtation. The child-need found an adult way to get what it wanted.

I was coaching an actor who was playing the part of Edmund, in King Lear. Edmund, the bastard, has the evil persona of lying and swindling his way into power, betraying all who love him (exploded first and third chakras). The actor discovered a desperate child-need for his character—to be held and adored like his brother in the play, Edgar, who was not born out of wedlock and so was accepted. When the actor worked openly with the feelings of unfairness, of wanting to be picked up and wanting to be the center of attention, his arms open trying to pull love into his heart, he found the part of himself that resonated with that need. He practiced the lines as if he were Edmund the child, and his surrender into weakness stirred my empathy, “Let me, if not by birth, have lands by wit.”4 He became human. Then when he hid that need—did not bury it, but hid it beneath the armor of ambition and bitterness—the same lines were spewed out with a wicked cunning, but the child was still simmering underneath. The character, if not sympathetic, at least, with the inclusion of the child’s voice, struck a chord in me. Find the heart, and the character will emerge. This layering technique is the key to the effectiveness of the Lucid Body process.


EXERCISES

1. Focus on the heart chakra, imagining the vortex is exploding out of the chest like the rays of the sun. Open the window of the heart and walk in. Picture a secret garden lying way in the back of the heart, lush and sacred.

2. Picture yourself as a child younger than the age of seven, sitting in that secret garden. What are you doing? What are you feeling? What does the child need most? A hug, some food, safety, privacy, a smile? Try not to edit, but let the image emerge from your compassion.

3. Get on your feet and find the gesture that best expresses the need of this child. Repeat it, faster, slower, slower, until the gesture is no more, but the need is still felt. Now hide it. See how you behave. It will feel like you are “acting” the character of yourself.


4. Now choose a character. Knowing the given circumstances of that character, choose a child-need, and repeat the above exercises, hiding the child gesture with the persona of that character. You may have to try several different ones before you land on the need that seems to suit the character. Trust your instincts when it comes to hiding. Your body knows how to hide feelings. You don’t have to think about it. We are all master hiders.



A child … is impractical, unrealistic, simpleminded, and terribly vulnerable to joy.

—Robert Fulghum
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SECTION IV

Physical Character Analysis

I had a dream where a guy walked up to me and said, “You have to be kidding. You are not actually going to write a book about acting and spirituality are you?” And I shouted in that over-the-top dreamlike way, “Yes, yes I am,” and I flew up to the sky with a mighty pair of wings.

Transforming oneself into the physicality of a character, to me, does involve spirituality, because it involves compassion, where the body’s ability to empathize allows for true understanding about other human beings. Feeling yourself react from a new set of rules, or said differently, a rearranged set of impulses will feel like magic. This section will describe in-class acting exercises that help put this new language to work. It is best to practice these concepts in a class with others, but these next chapters will give you an introduction to the concepts that you can begin to utilize in your private work.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Shape-Shifting:
 The Magic of Rearranging Energy

If during creation, we hide the things in our personal lives, you may be sure that our creativity will fall.

—Jerzy Grotowski

I use the word shape-shifting, not as in the way of folklore, where a frog actually turns into a prince, but metaphorically to connote the actor’s magical ability to appear to make physical changes and actually morph into another person who thinks and talks differently from himself. This is surely a type of magic! With the three layers of consciousness—persona, shadow, and child, and the seven-chakra centers—we have the raw materials from which the actor can energetically transform into another person. We can now rearrange our personal energy palette to suit the given circumstances of a character, like a chameleon changing color to better blend in with the environment. What is the primary chakra, and what is the shadow of your character? What is the child-need? Which chakras are blocked? Once you have made these decisions about a character, or even some of them, you can start rehearsing. All the work done up to this point has been to unearth all the different parts of self so they are available. So when you start to build a character, you are working from the entire spectrum of color, like a super pack of Crayola crayons.

The best way to experience yourself rearranged, or shifted into a new space, is with an exercise I call Diagnose and Switch. You diagnose your centers (which you have now done quite thoroughly) and then you switch them to create a new character. You have already chosen a primary chakra, based on your persona. Let’s say it was an exploded fourth chakra, heart. You have already chosen a shadow chakra; let’s say it is imploded sixth chakra, cynicism. Now switch them. In our example, this would mean the primary chakra of this new character is imploded sixth chakra with a shadow of exploded heart. How would this new person behave? What organic impulses would come from a person whose primary energy source is imploded sixth chakra? Maybe a person comes to mind that leads from the brow and can stimulate your imagination.

In this new arrangement, there would be an intellectual focus based on facts. There would be, perhaps, a tendency toward depression, due to a lack of outward insight to relieve the inner chatter. The shadow of exploded heart chakra would be resonating underneath. To fuel the shadow, find a repeatable gesture that would be the expression of the shadow and a phrase that would epitomize the voice of the shadow. Exploded heart chakra would probably do something like throwing the arms out wide with an “I love you all” phrase. Do it fully, and slowly decrease it and hide it with the persona. The desire to “love endlessly” is resonating in the inner body, while the outer body is damping it down with the imploded quality of “Don’t believe in love. It doesn’t work.” This inner struggle will change the rhythm of your speech and body, and hopefully keep you concentrated on your intention and away from self-consciousness.

When you experiment with words, improvise them from a place of no-content. What I mean by this is, let the words flow from a place that is not clever, not thinking—just a stream of consciousness. For example, you could be washing the dishes, and while experimenting in imploded sixth chakra, start talking with bitterness and judgment about a terrible war tragedy in the news. The inner heart shadow may burst into tears for a moment at the thought of the ruined lives before snapping back into the mental focus of the sixth chakra. The point is not to think about what you are going to say. Just speak from the body. Focus not on the words but on controlling the heart so it doesn’t burst. Allow the imploded sixth to manage the heart with some real sharp logic. Learning to use words without a script helps to integrate the body with the mind. I am a big believer in paraphrasing text until the body understands.

The final layer of this new character is your child-need. Find the heart, and your character will be there. You may choose your own or another, but make sure it is something with which you connect. “Find me.” “Smile at me.” “Listen to me like it matters.” “Stop hurting me.” “Recognize how smart I am.” The list is unending, but let’s choose, “Stop hurting me.”

This need may manifest in guardedness and self-preservation (first chakra). So your tools will now be imploded sixth chakra (don’t be foolish), exploded heart chakra (I want to be foolish), and first chakra (don’t mess with me unless you mean it). Find an activity to do at home or in the studio with your new persona, shadow, and child-need. Work each layer for a while separately. Then stop thinking and play the character with all the layers choosing to come out when they will. Remember, each layer probably has a different intention. In this instance, the persona wants to think about it, the shadow wants to throw caution to the wind, and the child-need just wants to be very careful. That is a lot of intention.

Humans, as I am sure you know because you live with yourself, possess such complexity of intention. As the great master teacher, Ron Van Lieu, says to his students, “Think like a person, not like an actor. Acting is not about the act of acting. It’s about life. Why should it be easier in acting than it is in life?” We have all had numerous times in our complex lives when our inner struggles with demons sabotage our intentions: a guy who is wooing a girl gets drunk and rude, and loses her. A writer has a meeting with a publisher, gets the day wrong, and misses the meeting. The student, feeling stress about exams, takes a couple of Valiums and sleeps through her alarm. We think we know what we want, but our fears of success or intimacy linger in our layers of consciousness, ready to jump out and derail our intentions. Ron Van Lieu uses the term divided self to explain this inner war:

There are obstacles both outside of a person and inside a person. Our interior obstacles arise because we are often divided within ourselves … we want both this and that … so that one side of us is at war with the other side…. The result is that we are often not only in conflict with forces outside of us, but we also are in conflict with the divided self who has two contradictory wants battling for supremacy.

These internal struggles with child-need and shadow are almost more poignant in the character-building phase than in the external struggles with a scene partner. If the internal struggles are active, the character’s reactions to the outer conflict will follow organically. Dorothy Parker humorously depicts the inner torture of one of her characters in The Waltz:

What can you say when a man asks you to dance with him? I most certainly will not dance with you. I’ll see you in hell first. Why, thank you, I’d like to awfully, but I’m having labor pains. Oh, yes, do, let’s dance together—it’s so nice to meet a man who isn’t a scaredy-cat about catching my beri-beri. No. There was nothing for me to do but say I’d adore to. Well, we might as well get it over with. All right, Cannonball, let’s run out on the field. You won the toss, you can lead.1

We do an exercise in class called Being Each Other. It is another way to engage the process of stepping out of your own skin into another’s. The students are paired off and try to learn how to do the movement combination like their partners do. They need to figure out what their partner’s primary chakra is and how he learns this movement phrase. Watching someone learn something can give you insight into their confidence level and groundedness. After working on the individual details, the students ultimately stop working technically and use their instincts (second chakra) to empathize to the point of becoming. Usually there is at least one student in every class that gets up and “is” that person. It is not just technical. It is mysterious and wonderfully magical when this shape-shifting occurs. A tall, thin person becomes short and muscular. A nervous person shifts into a shark. The metaphysical nature of acting is glorious, because it reminds us that we are not stuck in our particular body-mind.

I remember when a student who was a real street-wise, tough young man morphed into the gracefulness and vulnerability of a female dancer. We felt like we were watching wizardry as he dropped into becoming her to a point where he was no longer trying. He moved as if he had imbibed her spirit. He was a bit dazed after it was over, as were we.

This can only occur with true compassion for the other. When judgment is removed, we can actually morph into someone else. We do have the ability to step out of ourselves into new patterns of existence. Hence, the acting bug. We want to do it again, feel the magic again.

My first experience of this morphing phenomenon was when I was new to the occupation of massage therapy. I was massaging a woman who had a bad knee. After working on her during an hour of deep concentration, she got up and said the pain was gone. After she left, two things happened. One, I now had a bad knee, and two, I had the distinct feeling that I was her, just for a few minutes. She was a lanky and spacey woman, and I had this strange feeling of floating around the room with a bad pain in my knee! It shook me up, and I stopped massaging for a while until I spoke with a master masseur. He said that your empathy as a body worker can be so great that, like a mother with her children, you can actually take on the client’s pain. You must let it flow through the body and out as if you were a vessel, so that it doesn’t get stuck inside you. I since have learned that we actually have mirror neurons in the prefrontal cortex which give us “our capacity to instinctively and immediately understand what another is feeling or experiencing … sometimes referred to as our empathy or Ghandi neurons.”2


This is what actors do. They empathize. They may not have an actual person with whom they can meld, but many actors find a type of person similar to their character to follow for a while for this reason. We can understand another human so deeply as to briefly become him or her for a while. But like the massage therapist, actors need to be a vessel and let that character pass through them, for the two or so hours of a play, and then out. Training yourself to come back to a neutral gravity line is essential: feel your feet, put your hands on the wall, breathe, and let the character slip down through the floorboards. My Lucid Body Institute teacher, Katie Knipp Willis, has done in-depth research on creating a process of coming out of character. In her words:

No matter the role, the act of embodying a character has some level of impact on the actor. The actor must be intentional about the transition from character back to the self. The actor needs to release unwanted character traits, yes, but will also want to consider what they have learned from playing the character. Perhaps the actor actually wants to integrate a positive aspect of the character into their everyday life. This process not only supports an actor’s overall health, but improves the whole of the performance process. If the actor has an effective practice for “getting out,” then “getting in” becomes more effective as well. The actor can take bigger risks, dive deeper, because they know the way home.

In the black-and-white days of the Hollywood studio system, playing one type was common—think of W. C. Fields or Douglas Fairbanks, Betty Grable, Fred Astaire, and Ginger Rogers. They each played particular archetypes that people loved, and that’s what their audience wanted to see. But today, actors who gain recognition are those who have the ability to morph out of their own skin. I am thinking about Daniel Day-Lewis, Meryl Streep, Mahershala Ali, Cate Blanchett, Rami Malek, Olivia Colman, and Viola Davis to name just a few—actors who morph with every role. When the audience can no longer see their personas, then the artistry of revealing humanity is at play. It is a beautiful thing. Yoshi Oida said it in his book The Invisible Actor: “For me, acting is not about showing my presence, or displaying my technique. Rather it is about revealing, through acting, ‘something else,’ something that the audience doesn’t encounter in daily life.” The actor’s job is to reveal what the audience members cannot see about themselves—their shadow and their child.


EXERCISES

Diagnose and Switch (as described in this chapter):

1. First, locate your persona’s primary chakra. Refer back to chapter fifteen for the chakra shorts.

2. Locate your shadow chakra, working with a new one this time.

3. Switch them.

4. Live in a space with this new arrangement. Shadow is now your primary, while your primary is covered. Work around your house and enjoy letting your shadow articulate itself with new improvised words, gestures, and pacing.

5. Repeat steps 1–4, switching persona with child-need.

6. Now choose the shadow of a character with whom you are working. You may try several before finding the one that suits your character exactly. Practice your text as if said from shadow, and see what you discover about the inner life of that character.

7. Step out of character: Sit upright, or stand and put your hands on a wall. Feel your ground, feet planted. Breathe. Notice the effects the character had on you once you have recentered.




I grew my own body. Nobody else did it for me. So if I grew it, I must have known how to grow it. Unconsciously, at least … It would take quite a lot of meditation and emptying out to get the whole thing back—I mean the conscious knowledge—but you could do it if you wanted to. If you opened up wide enough.

—J. D. Salinger
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1 Parker, The Waltz, 112.

2 Australian Childhood Foundation, “Mirror Neurons & Bucket Filters,” July 30, 2015, https://professionals.childhood.org.au/prosody/2015/07/mirror-neurons/.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Stage Intimacy

Stage sex is nothing like real sex. It’s fake. It has to be taught, and it has to be choreographed separately and consensually.

—Tonia Sina, founder of Intimacy Directors International

I got an email from an actress who had been a student of mine and was now deep in the business. Based on her experiences of sexual misconduct on stage both in school and in theatres, she was asking for a group of women to help her create a guide for intimacy which would have the same rules and be treated with the same respect as fight choreography. Four of us got together for a few months and hammered out The Guide to Stage Intimacy.1 Though as a choreographer, I have been trained to be rigorous about setting the moves of intimacy and violence like tic-tac-toe, always the hand here and the leg there, I realized that in non-physical theatre, boundaries were absent. How are these scenes set? Where does improvisation fit in and how does one enable actors to ethically rehearse and express the creative fire of passion?

In 2017, the #MeToo Movement (coined by Tarana Burke in 2006) accelerated after multiple sexual abuse allegations against Harvey Weinstein. Suddenly the need for a protocol for intimacy was dire. The company leading this field is Intimacy Directors International (IDI). Founded in 2016 by Tonia Sina, Siobhan Richardson, and Alicia Rodis, and joined later by Claire Warden, these women are breaking down doors and demanding intimacy protocols on Broadway, on HBO and other streaming companies, on film sets, and on stages across the world. I am lucky enough to be an apprentice to their program.

Performers are loose, right? How many hands grabbed my butt when I was a young dancer moving from the stage to the dressing room? I have been told horror stories about acting classes, involving unwanted groping, nudity, public shaming, and silence—the loud silence of young people unable to know if they are just too tense and shouldn’t they go with the flow? The time is now to end the rampant sexual abuse that has formed the underbelly of the theatrical community in the guise of artistic creativity. We in this business have to look closely at unwinding our behavior that was founded on tainted building blocks. Those are the same unhealthy foundations that catered to drinking to loosen the passion of the actor or starving to correctly inhabit the given circumstances of a character. Mindful behavior around touch and intimacy starts in the classroom. How many students have I myself made uncomfortable by the assumption that a hug is wanted? Consent is now the name of the game. I am a very hands-on teacher, based on my massage therapy training. I like to get into the muscles as the students are working on the mat or when they are on their feet. So this is a real change for me. Now, I start every class with, “If you do not want my hands adjusting you today, please let me know.”

Following is, first, a simple protocol for physical improvisation, because in Lucid Body class, this is what we do. These steps have helped students feel safer and heightened the opportunity for students to learn how to listen to the truth of their own bodies, when to say “no,” when to stop and step out, when to speak up.

And second, is our Guide to Stage Intimacy, which can be found online at www.guidetostageintimacy.com.


PROTOCOL FOR IMPROVISATION

1. Palm to Palm, Eye to Eye. Two actors face each other and meet the outstretched palms of their partner, checking in before building an intimate scene, to know how to come back to this neutral place.

2. State boundaries before the improvisation starts. (Besides the obvious no-fly zone of the genitalia. For example: “Please don’t touch my neck,” or “I sprained my ankle and cannot twist,” or “I am not up for kissing yet.”)

3. Establish a STOP sign—such as hands crossed over body—which means you need to stop the action and step out and have a break. During the break, place your hands on the wall to help ground the energy that feels overwhelming.

4. Once the improv is over, choose the moves that are being kept and choreograph the moves with consent for each gesture. Once that choreography is set, this creates a boundary for intimacy that can then flourish.

5. Palm to Palm to complete the exercise. Verbally instruct your body and each other to neutralize the intimacy. (For example: “I was acting,” or “I am not actually chasing you.”)



THE GUIDE TO STAGE INTIMACY

by Carly Zien, Erica Fae, Jane Fujita, and Fay Simpson

Similar to stage combat, stage intimacy places actors in moments of intense human interaction, with the addition of a sexual element. The potential for injury in stage combat is often more literal, but injuries (of many kinds) may occur in stage intimacy as well. With this guide, we hope to support you in crafting these moments within your plays and films with less risk of harm to those involved. Stepping in and out of intimacy is a physical technique that needs an allotment of time, space, and awareness by the full cast to allow for the sacredness of touch to be honored.

OVERALL PRINCIPLES:

• Cast—Engage in open, supportive, nonjudgmental conversation with collaborators about how safely to stage intimacy, without losing the fire of creativity.

• Directors—May also experience discomfort or uneasiness as they approach physically intimate scenes, so be involved in as many steps of this process as are applicable.

• Stage Managers—Can provide private counseling or act as an intermediary should an actor or director need to speak in confidence about difficulties that may arise.

• Have an Intimacy Director as part of the production team, if requested by the actors.


REHEARSAL:

1. Verbally identify points of intimacy (or potential points of intimacy) in the script.

2. State any personal boundaries you may have regarding physical touch or action.

3. Rehearse the scene with boundaries in place. The goal is to take care of your fellow collaborators.

4. After rehearsal, check in with one another. Did anything arise that was uncomfortable? Were the set boundaries successful?

5. Give space for people to express any potential discomfort, as this is often much more challenging than everyone simply saying, “Sure, that was all fine.”

6. If guidelines aren’t being honored, speak to your director or stage manager.

7. Discuss and determine if incorporating an Intimacy Call alongside Fight Call before every show would be useful.

8. Suggest a wind-down after the play or rehearsal, to help release and neutralize the sexual energy that has arisen between cast members. Palm to palm for each couple is suggested.



When you are doing a fall, you ask for a mat. We don’t want to break the actor. Well, we don’t want to break the actor emotionally or psychologically either.

—Claire Warden
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1 www.guidetostageintimacy.com







[image: images]

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Active Space

The process of life is an alternation of contractions and de-contractions.

—Jerzy Grotowski

Drama is about conflict, otherwise who would care? If two people are in total harmony, the play is over. The conflict between two people is the center of interest. Active space is the space between two actors that is filled with their characters’ histories and the back-and-forth negotiations between them. In order to break conflict down to its simplest components, active space is filled by one yes and one no. One yes and one no would not go very far if the bond between the actors, or the need between them, was not compelling and important. When the stakes are high, deep intimacy is present as well.

If I want to borrow your car to get some milk for my coffee, I’m not going to fight too much about it. If I want to borrow your car to visit a friend who is dying, perhaps today, I will wrestle you to the ground to get those keys. Stakes are not high if the heart is not involved. In learning how to create active space, we assume intimacy is part of the journey of conflict. In chapter seventeen, we learned how to walk in one another’s shoes with the Being Each Other exercise. An exercise to build intimacy between two people is the Blend.

The Blend is probably the most important exercise in the Lucid Body process. In recognition of Grotowski’s theory that emotional freedom is found in structure, the main idea is that structure anchors and thus allows for flight, like a kite that flies in the wind when it has a taut enough base down on the ground. “This is the paradox of the acting craft … Only from the fight between these opposing forces can the balance of scenic life appear.”1

The Blend exercise has very precise rules that give the structure needed for the extreme exploration of emotions. Once the actors face each other, they stand palm to palm to feel the pulse and rhythm of the energy in their hands, a pulse different from their own. Their intention is to become one, so they merge with the energy they feel in their hands. With those mirror neurons in the limbic brain, we have an innate human ability for being what we see. Like a chameleon, we can shift to match the person opposite us. We are born imitators.

In the Blend, once the capsule has been sealed by their mutual attention, the actors’ hands come down, and a gesture begins. The gesture stems from the feeling that lies between the two characters and can be any gesture, such as rubbing the hands together nervously or a shoulder sigh. This becomes the starting point for a roller coaster of emotions. The gesture changes and grows with increasing speed and intensity. The goal is to exhaust the emotion to the point where it organically transforms into a new one. Examining the faces of their partners to see a flicker of the next emotion is the key to teaching actors to really see and listen. Judgment flies away as both actors’ entire beings are focused on mirroring not just the physical actions of the opposite actor, but also the emotions as well.

Ideally, the two students, actively blending, become one. This means there is no leader and no follower. They are simultaneously embodying the emotion of their partner with gesture and sound, increasing it to a point of climax, where it rolls over the top and changes into a new place. If a pair is expressing vicious rage with the thrust of a fist, they are experiencing the emotion of rage together, with no damaging repercussions. They are not reacting to rage or raging at each other. There is, therefore, no fear involved in expressing the emotion. They are merely following the rules. They become what they see, adding themselves to the mix, and increase the emotion being expressed. A certain emotional cleansing occurs.

I find this exercise breaks open the areas of shyness. The students are excited to find themselves intensely expressing emotions they have perhaps never dared to express before. Chakra energy is released from areas of resistance during this condensed pressure chamber and becomes accessible to the actor. The result is not only an increase in vitality, because the kinks in the energetic flow have been smoothed out, but a feeling of intimacy between the participants. They can now start their marriage scene, or sibling scene, or whatever scene involving people who have known each other for a long time. Their bodies have exchanged a lot of information in a short period of time. Actors who know this work say it is an excellent warm-up before going onto the stage. It blows out nervousness and connects you energetically to your scene partner.

Dialogue happens inside this capsule of energy, inside of which intimate communication occurs. In the Lucid Body class, we tiptoe toward language by first using gibberish. The flow of these nonsense scenes is inspired purely through reacting to tone of voice and physical language. Once the appropriate dynamic between two actors is in place, the gibberish can move to improvised English and finally into a chosen text.

The Blend exercise can be effective for connecting the energy of an entire cast, as well, via group ritual in a circle where all are focused on the common center, and peripheral vision keeps the participants in touch with the movement of the whole. As in all ritualistic traditions, the individual has the opportunity to lose themselves or their ego, while becoming part of the group. This is another tool to enhance the craft of physical listening and teach the state of being out of control while still remaining inside a safe structure. Once the cast members or scene partners have dropped their defenses and assimilated the organic elements of the other person’s smell, touch, and rhythm, their conflict can emerge out of something known.

Drama is about conflict, not about harmony. The conflict between two players must be sustained throughout the play, must be active. The exercise used to train actors on how to experience this dynamic physical space is called Push-Pull. Simply stated, once you get what you want, you don’t want it anymore. For example: “Come over.” “No way.” “Really? Okay, I’ll call someone else.” “No, no. Don’t do that. I will come over after all.” “Forget it. I don’t want your charity.” “Please, I am sorry. Let me come over.” One yes, one no.

The momentum used to sustain this circular conflict is found in learning how to change tactics. These tactics arise from the energy palettes we have previously discussed. Here is an example of how this exercise is played out in class. Two students were engaged in a Push-Pull improvisation. We will call them Jerome and Jane. The only rules were that they could not leave the circle, or active space, and they had to keep in conflict. So even if there was a moment of agreement, the players had to find their way back to conflict. This exercise is geared toward teaching actors how to develop an electric, active space between them to the point where the space takes them for a ride. They are no longer making decisions. They are merely reacting. But first the actors must know what chakras they are coming from, in order to learn how to react from the given circumstances of their characters. Otherwise, they would engage in the conflict in their own habitual ways. The goal of this work is to find new ways for the actors to learn to be effective.

They were asked to choose two centers that were out of their comfort zone. Working with two, not three, is best when you get on your feet. Jerome chose exploded second chakra for his primary persona energy and imploded heart for his child-need. Therefore, his tools were second and fourth chakras. These centers were the layers that provided the tactics he used in the active space. And he was scared. Seductive behavior was not one of his go-to tactics.

Jane chose a primary exploded third and a shadow of exploded second for her character. Her tools were second and third chakras. The exploded third was intimidating for Jane, a normally quiet-mannered and gracile woman. When the two characters came together, they were both in their primary centers, he in exploded second chakra, lusty and sensuous, and she in exploded third, powerful and in charge. During their improvisation, which was No-Content Dialogue, they established what appeared to be the energy between ex-lovers who have come back together with some bad blood between them, though that was not certain. No-Content Dialogue means that story is not the focus. They do not have to be writing on their feet, nor do they have to worry about informing an audience. Their focus is their behavior. How can they get what they want from their partner, while also keeping the conflict? Jerome wanted sex, Jane wanted power, but the under layers of his heart need and her physical longing were the keystones of their improvisation, which resulted in a bevy of startling moments of sorrow and passion. They ended palm to palm. They neutralized the sexual energy by grounding and saying out loud something like “I am not really in love with you.” Thiago Felix, one of my Lucid Body Institute teachers, has taught this work around the world. He says, “Even when the rational mind seems quite clear that you were acting and feels no need to say it out loud, the body actually needs an external voice command to regulate the nervous system. Stating something like ‘I was acting’ or ‘We are safe now’ or ‘I am not trying to seduce you’ allows the active space to neutralize in order to leave the rehearsal resonances behind.”

A good way to start becoming aware of active space is by observing those around you. Watch a couple fighting on the street and see how the space actually looks thicker between them. Or watch a parent and child on a bus, or friends on the street. Once there is history between two people, their behavior many times is not logical but a product of each person’s internal struggle and the interaction with the other.

Each couple has a game with their own set of rules. That’s what you should be thinking every time you approach a new person on the stage. Okay, what are the rules here?

In the dance world, the active space between dance partners is crucial because there are seriously dangerous lifts and falls involved. You cannot hurl your body in the air at someone if you do not have a good set of rules. One partner I had was a very large guy who was the queen-bee of the company. When I had to do a lift with him, I had to be the puppet and let him grab me and have his way with me. He controlled me entirely, and I had to go with him or get my arm broken. A different partner, the one I preferred, was someone who met me in the middle. I would push down on his body with the same pressure that he pushed up. So it was a mutual lift. The audience may not have seen the difference in these lifts. But as a performer, you’d better know the rules between each person on stage in order to survive and be effective.

I like to give actors the same physical challenges, so they can learn the high stakes of being responsible for someone’s safety. In class, we do lifts and contact improvisation. It has a lot to do with working on counterbalance and trust. This type of physical-trust exercise can improve scene work. The more trust, the more risk.

I was embarrassingly aware of my role in the active spaces in my life even as a child. My sister and I were close in age. Relatives would give both of us almost the same present, thereby giving us the annoying task of choosing which one we wanted. I was the younger, so already on the defensive:

“I want the yellow one,” I’d say.

“No,” the big sister would sigh, “I will have the yellow one. This is my color.”

“Who says this is your color? You always take the best color.” I’d be red in the face by now.

“Oh, you big baby, take the yellow one. The blue one is prettier anyway.”

I’d grab the yellow one, and suddenly it wasn’t so pretty anymore. In fact, it was disgusting. “I guess you’re right,” I’d say sweetly, “yellow is better for you. I’ll settle for the blue one.”

“Good,” said my smarty-pants sister, who would grab the yellow one and waltz out of the room. Of course, the blue was once again no good.

The push-pull conflict between characters is the container for the inner dialogue and power play of the self. Our humanity is not based on civilized behavior, which is just a cover for what is really going on. Our humanness is based on the conflict between desire and consciousness. The urge to merge and win the battle is opposed by the Golden Rule. It can be exhausting just walking around with ourselves, much less engaging in relationships with others.


A friend of mine had a single mother who was annoyingly loving and nurturing (exploded second and fourth chakras). She sent presents, coupons, articles, and care packages to him all the time, though he was in his thirties. One day, he confronted her and told her to stop (exploded third and fifth). He said it made him feel childish, and she had to get a life. Well, that ended the presents. She started tango dancing instead (exploded first and third). She met a new guy and rarely called her son anymore (exploded second imploded fifth). He was horrified. He felt abandoned (imploded first). He felt jealous (imploded second). He felt angry (exploded first). He felt betrayed (imploded fourth). He started visiting her more often and calling every day (exploded fifth). He remembered Mother’s Day and her birthday. She finally had to tell him to get a life! Suddenly the push-pull had flipped. This, of course, is still going on today between these two, because intimate relationships do just that. They flip-flop. They push-pull.


EXERCISES

1. Look at your life, and observe where the active space is particularly electric between you and an intimate. The intimate could be your lover, child, sibling, or parent. Observe the push-pull aspect of this relationship and write it down.

2. Find a willing partner and practice the verbal exercise of one yes and one no. Keep it simple at first. “Do you want to have dinner with me?” “No, I’m tired.” “Okay, I’ll see you later.” “Well, maybe I will.”

3. Pick the three chakras of a character you are working on that will embody the three layers of consciousness: persona, shadow, and child-need. Exercise each of them by trying out dialogue with the physicality of each state of being. Then, as if there were three of you, try to make a decision. Be as convincing in the intention and need of each layer as you can be.

4. When you are rehearsing for a role, speak the text from each separate layer, feeling the difference in the words when they emerge from a different center. Don’t try to play the character as you would for the performance. Just learn how to exercise the layers, so they can simmer underneath the persona of your character and create the inner conflict.



“No, no, you don’t love me! People in love
 want happiness, not pain!”

“People in love want only love, even at the cost of pain.”

“Then you are making me suffer on purpose.”

“Yes, to see if you love me.”

—Italo Calvino
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1 Richards, At Work with Grotowski on Physical Action, 21.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Physical Listening

Occasionally, on what is called a “good night,” the actor encounters an audience that by chance brings an active interest and life to its watching role—this audience assists.

—Peter Brook

Before we discuss how to create a chakra chart for your characters, I would like to take a minute to look at the other half of the circle, the audience. Wouldn’t it be glorious to require some training for audiences? We all know what it is like to have a “bad” audience that stinks up the air with judgment. We are told, however, that it is never the audience’s fault because “the customer is always right.” Yet while observing students as they watch each other in class, I have deduced that there is, in fact, such a thing as a good audience and a bad audience, and there is a way to “train” an audience. Start with the actors training to act, as they will be the ones frequenting the theatre more than anyone else.

It starts by understanding a term I use that best describes the task at hand: physical listening. My starting point is in the classroom, where the students are watching each other’s work. They could be watching with “OMG, they are so much better than me. I can’t do it as well,” but that makes the work they are seeing about themselves. “It is not about you,” I say in class. “They really should have memorized the text better,” thinks the student, but while they were busy worrying about the discipline of others, they missed the real moment of acting. Physical listening means that we are attentive with our bodies in order to find the moment when we are empathetically moved. When are we “with” them, feeling sad or sorry or elated for them? Practicing physical listening creates a muscle in tune with “the other.” Just as you listen to your scene partner, so can you listen to the person on stage.

Wouldn’t it be sublime if the audience bedecking the seats in professional theatres were all practicing physical listening? Oh, what a dream come true. Instead, I see hamsters that eat their young when the population gets too big. Actors tend to eat the little ones alive, instead of supporting and helping each other thrive. I vote to practice physical listening with these few pointers. Make a point of forgetting any gossip you heard about the play (I am picturing Brian O’Byrne, in the amazing play Doubt, stabbing at the pillow and freeing the feathers of gossip). Next, step out of the judgmental mind. Step away from any “feelings” you have about the pretty actress who is rumored to be the best friend of the director’s daughter, the straight actor who shouldn’t be playing the gay part, or the playwright whose first play was a hit but maybe his next play won’t be as good. Judgment comes from the ego’s insecurity (imploded third chakra). We have that competitive edge that comes with the survival of the fittest. It’s best to stay out of the judgmental mind altogether when in the audience and to be physically open to the choices the characters have made.

Without physical listening, you will sit with very strong opinions about the play you are about to see before it has even begun. How effective do you think the play can be if you are sitting in judgment? When you choose to be affected by the players, at least you will get the best of what is offered from the stage. If you sit in judgment, your body will close off, and you will not be viscerally affected. You are virtually sitting with your arms crossed over your chest, closed. You will miss any gifts that may come your way. When we empathize with the players and choose to suspend our disbelief, we have an opportunity to be revealed ourselves. Our empathy for the characters becomes our empathy for ourselves. In order to empathize, one must be open. I hate to use that word “open,” just as I hate to use the word “instrument” for the body of an actor. So chilly. But I use “open” as a verb and as a place to begin. Unlock the iron gate of the judgmental mind, and open the door to your sensual, impressionable selves, as you would hope your audience does for you. A simple case of, do unto others. Practice physical listening.

As I have expressed over and over again in this book, every person has a given set of circumstances. Remember that when watching the theatre, the words, a particular moment, or a fragment of music will strike you differently from how it strikes anyone else. Your body will respond to specific notes because of who you are. So one character will delight you as sympathetic and engaging, while doing nothing for your friend. Training the mind to watch theatre without pettiness is just as hard as entering a class or rehearsal room without playing competitive games with the other actors.

I am not saying that no plays are badly written, badly acted, or poorly directed. I have sat through a million of them. I am just saying that many times, valiant efforts are being made on those boards that are being missed. Maybe just a moment or two of truth is expressed, but those moments are what we live for. Like an archaeologist dusting the dirt, be hopeful and expectant that someone on that stage will move you. He or she will feel your hopefulness and have a greater chance of finding you. Don’t accept what others say. Let some of the awkwardness or technical naïveté slide, and look for what perhaps may be there.

Just try these steps before going to the theatre and see whether you don’t find yourself moved by what you experience a few more times than usual. Those few times will save an actor who may otherwise feel that his last five months of work were for naught, and may provide you with inspiration and feelings you can use yourself in your work and life.



THE ART OF PHYSICAL LISTENING

1. Eat a nice meal so you are not cranky.

2. Have one drink, not two, so you are relaxed but don’t fall asleep or catcall the players.

3. Expect to enjoy what you are about to see, no matter what you have heard.

4. Imagine you are a child about to see the circus, wide-eyed and excited.

5. Stay out of the analytical mind until after the play has or has not affected you on a physical level.

6. Remain in your seat after it is over and feel the play. Do not jump up and fight the crowd.

7. Resist the temptation to give the play a “good” or “bad” rating for at least an hour.

8. Stand up for your feelings about the play, whether or not others in your party have different opinions. Everyone does not have to agree, even if you think everyone is cooler than you.

9. If you do have strong opinions, please use the word “my” when stating them, and refrain from making others with different opinions feel stupid or out of it. Saying the play was “bad” assumes that your opinion is suitable for everyone. However, it is your opinion and yours only.

10. If you are truly moved, take the time to stay after and simply thank the performer. These thanks can be life-changing for them as well.



If a wave only sees its form, with its beginning and end, it will be afraid of birth and death. But if the wave sees that it is water, identifies itself with the water, then it will be emancipated from birth and death.

—Thích Nhât Hạnh
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Creating a Chakra Palette

If you’re one who writes sitting down, once before you die, try dancing around as you write. It’s the old world way of getting to the deep shit.

—Suzan-Lori Parks

On the next several pages, you will see a series of body charts. The first two will be filled out as examples of how to diagnose a character’s energy centers using simple symbols. I suggest you use the first blank chart to diagnose yourself, because by now you should know your centers pretty well. Then use one for a character you know well. Finally, try to fill out the charts for the characters you are presently working with. Here’s a quick guide to the symbols:


• Exploding: The arrow pointing away from the circle.

• Imploding: The arrow pointing inside the circle.

• Spastic: One arrow in and one out means it vacillates back and forth.

• Blocked: A cross through the center of the circle.

• Balanced: A line horizontally through the middle of the circle.
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Remember that you may make a choice, go to rehearsal, and later feel that choice was all wrong. This work on creating a chakra palette is geared toward giving your body a few handles to hold on to while the text work begins, so that the physical character is emerging, if not informing, the mind of the character. I also suggest that this work be your own private work, not shared. Your director will not be interested in your chakra palette, nor should she be. She will want to see you behave according to the truth of the play, and will not be interested in the energy musings of the players. Do not let this work inhibit your ability to take direction. Make chakra choices and throw them just as easily away.

The character that is diagnosed on the first and second charts is Lady Macbeth. This is what the symbols say, starting from the top so you can match it up.

CHART 1: LADY MACBETH PERSONA

This is my idea of her persona at the beginning of the play. Yours might be different.

7. Blocked (not letting in any divine energy)

6. Imploded (cynical and calculating)

5. Balanced (says what she needs to say but does not reveal too much)

4. Blocked (she has no heart in her cruelty toward others)

3. Exploded (big time! Ego wants power, no matter what)

2. Exploded (poor Macbeth hasn’t a chance with her sexual energy wrapping round him like a snake)

1. Exploded (survival of the fittest. Kill or be killed)
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CHART 2: LADY MACBETH SHADOW

Now, here is her shadow chart, from my perspective. This is where she is at the end of the play.

7. Still blocked (no support from above)

6. Exploded (sees visions and ghosts; alternative realities)

5. Imploded (choking almost. Barely able to get out a sentence)

4. Imploded (crushing weight of the loss of her child before the play begins and the loss she has caused others)

3. Imploded (guilt)

2. Imploded (shame)

1. Imploded (fear, lost touch, suicidal)

Notice that her shadow pretty much reverses her persona. This is my interpretation of Lady M. You may have a different one, just as my Lady M. would differ on the stage from yours. The more you get used to this language of energetics, the more useful these charts will be. At first, it may seem way too confusing. The best way to get familiar with this work is, as I said earlier, to get into a Lucid Body class and perform drills for each of the centers until you are able to isolate them and manipulate them. Until then, fill out these charts and have fun.

In conclusion, the Lucid Body develops the actor from the inside out. Once you start down this road of self-exploration, it never ends. There is always more to uncover, which will feed your acting work and your life. The down side is that the denial that has protected you from emotional pain, once confronted in this work, will be replaced by a ride on a roller coaster of hard-to-handle feelings. Sometimes you may even long to go backward and put up the walls again. I understand this feeling. I have experienced tremendous regret when deep fear has been released, and I realized that my past had been marked by running from that fear. If only I had stopped running sooner. But we must be patient with ourselves and grateful that discovery comes at any point in life.


Feeling deeply is living deeply and, therefore, acting deeply. Remember your center line as solace. I also highly recommend massage therapy to help aid in the process of releasing the old stuff lingering in the body tissues. Deep-tissue massage can get to places that are more difficult to access through Lucid Body work. When I have students taking class and working with me privately on the massage table, the speed at which they uncover the layers increases tremendously.

If you train for years with the Lucid Body and never become an actor, your time will still be well spent. Your stress will be less, your physical flow of energy will lead to a healthier body/mind, and you will take your knowledge of human behavior into whatever field you choose with clarity and lucidity. There is that word again. Who knows? Maybe your newfound clarity will make you realize that living a life in the theatre is not for you.

If there is no turning back and the theatre has chosen you as one of its warriors, be proud. Feel gifted. It is a worthy cause. Art is one of the strongest forces that enable society to avoid repeating the same mistakes again and again. What can better remind us of our humanity? Who will teach us to look closer, grieve deeper, laugh louder, and forgive each other? You will.

Enjoy the journey.
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GLOSSARY

Active Space—The tension and gravity inherent in relationships between two or more characters onstage. If the space is active, the air between characters is charged with possibilities, because the characters are always at odds, with different goals and high stakes, and an intimacy born of (shared) history. See Clairsentience.

Anima—The female shadow hiding in the unconscious mind of the male. The more masculine the man tries to be, the more feminine his anima (which he frequently projects onto potential mates). See Shadow.

Animus—The male shadow hiding in the unconscious mind of the female. The more feminine the woman tries to be, the more masculine her animus (which she frequently projects onto potential mates). See Shadow.

Archaic Remnants—Jung’s term for the ancestral memories we retain, which are little bits of the collective unconscious passed down as if embedded in our genes. See Collective Unconscious.

Archetype—A derivative of the Greek word “archetypos,” meaning “first of its kind,” it is the original model with which others are compared.

Atlas—The first vertebra of the spine, which bears the weight of the skull. See Occipital Joint.

Audible Exhale—During the Lucid Body warm-up, practitioners express whatever they feel at every moment, audibly. By entering the nonjudgmental mind, an actor is able to observe exactly how she physically/emotionally feels without editing herself. Then, by releasing sound from a specific place of physical discomfort, she learns to express her feelings truthfully. Sometimes the process works the other way around: An actor will simply allow sound to erupt out of her, and the tone of the sound that comes out will tell her how she is feeling in that moment. See Nonjudgmental mind.

Balanced Chakra—A chakra through which the energy flows easily, in and out. It is a healthy chakra, with little or no emotional/energetic trauma. See Exploded Chakra, and Imploded Chakra, and Spastic Chakra.

Being Each Other—An exercise during which students are paired together, and use their empathy to learn a technical movement combination as their partner. In other words, a student diagnoses his partner’s primary chakra and persona, and then adopts them as his own. See Persona and Primary Chakra.

Bioenergy—A.K.A. Vital Energy, and Orgone.

Bleeding Second—The excessive nurturing energy of an exploded second chakra (note: this is nurturing energy, as opposed to seductive energy, which also comes from the second chakra). The person is figuratively “bleeding to death” because she is devoting all her energy to others. See Exploded Chakra.

The Blend—Perhaps the most important exercise in the Lucid Body work, the Blend is designed to culminate in truly active space between actors. First, the actors stand palm-to-palm, feeling each other’s energetics, and then they attempt to realign their own energies to match their partner’s. Second, the actors scrutinize each other, mimicking any slight movement and exaggerating it, becoming the other person physically as the gesture grows and morphs. See Active Space and Energetics, and No-Content Dialogue.

Blocked Heart—A heart chakra that is so blocked that all sensation is dulled, reducing pain but also cutting off the possibility of love and joy. See Open Heart, and Devastated Heart, and One-Way Heart.


Body Armor—Habitual physical posture that has developed in response to emotional trauma throughout the person’s life. A person’s body armor indicates his emotional repressions. For example, someone who walks around with arms crossed and shoulders slumped forward may be protecting his heart (imploded fourth chakra) and/or ego (imploded third chakra). A.K.A. Survival Body and Character Armor. See Persona.

Bubble Acting—When an actor is not listening to the other actors, or is ignoring her own emotional/energetic body (as is evidenced by “indicated” emotion), she is said to be bubble acting. See Indicating.

Chakra—A wheel- or disk-shaped energy center along the center line of the torso through which body energy is received, assimilated, and expressed.

Character Armor—A.K.A. Body Armor and Survival Body.

Child Need—The visceral desire remembered from childhood. This is what the inner child wants/needs and is frequently something the adult person was deprived of while growing up. Examples of child needs: love and attention, or, conversely, privacy or relief from pain. The child need is one of three layers of consciousness present in the emotional/energetic makeup of every person and character (the other two being persona and shadow). See Persona and Shadow.

The Circle—The intimate relationship between a performer and his or her audience. When an actor communicates his or her emotional truth, the audience members better understand their own emotional truths.

Clairsentience—The ability, centered in the nurturing second chakra, to intuit and feel the emotions of others. It is important in maintaining active space. See Active Space.

Cloud Technique—The practice of viewing yourself from the eighth chakra, as if floating above yourself on a cloud. A technique used by the actor to observe herself on stage and maintain control of the emotional body. See Eighth Chakra.


Collective Unconscious—Jung’s term for the “reservoir of experiences of our species” we all have inside us. Thinking as one. See Archaic Remnants.

Confession Circle—A ritual-based exercise in a large circle. One by one, the participants express that which hurts the most via a repeatable gesture, which is then repeated by the entire circle. This exercise develops intimacy and trust within a group of actors, who learn that their pain is shared by many. It is the first step in understanding how deep the actor must travel in the Lucid Body process.

Devastated Heart—An imploded heart chakra, most often experienced as vulnerability after a significant emotional hurt. See Open Heart and One-Way Heart and Blocked Heart, and Imploded Chakra.

Divine Neutral Center—A.K.A. Neutral Body and Potential Body.

Dropping In—A phrase often used to describe the voice when expressing personal truth. The throat chakra is balanced, and the emotional truth of a bared heart chakra is expressed without editing. See Heart Talk.

Ego—1: Self-esteem and self-image, seated in the solar plexus chakra. 2: The part of self which identifies “I” by comparing self with others. The part of self that makes judgments and obsessively defines hierarchical relationships. See Judgmental Mind.

Eighth Chakra—Home of the archetypes, the energy center above the head from which one may view oneself in the nonjudgmental mind. Such disembodied self-observation is useful for characterizing persona and diagnosing primary chakra. See Cloud Technique and Nonjudgmental Mind and Persona, and Primary Chakra.

Energetics—An invented word that vividly describes the various currents of energy coursing through the body, up and down, in and out. In the Lucid Body, these currents are understood to be controllable, and an actor may therefore realign her energetics at will to better reflect the realities of whatever character she is called upon to play. See Vital Energy.

Exploded Chakra—A chakra from which the energy is excessively flowing outward more than inward. This is an expression of emotional excess. See Imploded Chakra and Spastic Chakra, and Balanced Chakra.

Gravity Line—The vertical path of gravity down to the earth, which describes our neutral posture in its most perfect form. An imagined pebble would fall straight down along this line—thus, “gravity line.” A.K.A. Divine Neutral and Sushumna.

Heart Talk—The expression (“talk”) of a character’s true feelings (“heart”). Occasionally, actors will be instructed to express “heart talk,” and they will freeze their characters’ intentions and speak from the heart, starting with “I.” Example: “I feel I cannot live without you.” See Dropping In.

Ideokinesis—A technique whereby an imagined image (“ideo”) affects the physical body (“kinesis”). Example to help move a depressed ribcage forward: “Picture the heart like a window and open it to let in the sun.”

Imploded Chakra—A chakra in which the energy is spiraling inward, connecting to the softer, more vulnerable shadows of self. This is an expression of emotional recession. See Exploded Chakra and Spastic Chakra, and Balanced Chakra.

Indicating—When an actor shows the physical behavior associated with an emotion without actually feeling that emotion, he is indicating. Example: wiping dry eyes, with an affected sniffle. See Bubble Acting.

Judgmental Mind—The mental state wherein the subject constantly compares himself with others, to establish the pecking order and define her own place within it. See Nonjudgmental mind.

Kali—Hindu goddess of anger and annihilation.

Lucid Body—1: A movement-based actor training technique that incorporates Eastern practices and philosophies such as yoga and the theory of the chakras. 2: The state of being toward which practitioners of the Lucid Body training strive, in which actors can perceive the currents of energy pulsing through the body, and can actively redirect those currents at will to create any character. The body is lucid, and the mind is clear, allowing focused communication between the two.

Meditation—Can be thought of as listening to one’s inner world. See Nonjudgmental Mind.

Neutral Body—A bodily state of being in which the habitual muscular/energetic tensions are absent, and from which any character may be built. This is the goal of the Lucid Body warm-up. A.K.A. Potential Body and Divine Neutral Center.

No-Content Dialogue—Improvised dialogue in which story is not important. The only things that matter while using no-content dialogue are getting what your character wants while maintaining the conflict of the scene (the essence of active space). See Active Space.

Nonjudgmental Mind—A mental state wherein the actor observes herself and others without value judgments. See Judgmental Mind and Energetics.

Occipital Joint—The joint connecting the skull to the atlas. See Atlas.

One-Way Heart—A spastic heart chakra, most often expressed in an inability to receive love, coupled with a compulsion to love and take care of others. See Open Heart and Devastated Heart and Blocked Heart, and Imploded Chakra.

Open Heart—refers to an exploded heart chakra, most often experienced as the joy of falling-in-love. See Devastated Heart, and One-Way Heart, and Blocked Heart, and Exploded Chakra

Orgone—A.K.A. Vital Energy, and Bioenergy

Persona—A term coined by Jung, this is the mask of personality that a person shows society. It is evident in a person’s body armor and can be identified by his primary chakra. See Body Armor and Primary Chakra and Shadow, and Child Need.


Potential Body—A.K.A. Neutral body and Divine Neutral Center.

Primary Chakra—The chakra a person “leads from.” In other words, this is the chakra (and related emotional personality) most evident in the persona or body armor. See Body Armor.

Private in Public—When an actor portrays real human behavior, which is normally conducted in private, on the very public stage or screen. See Public Solitude.

Psychological Gesture—A Michael Chekhov exercise, wherein an actor repeats a gesture or action over and over with ever-greater intention motivating the action. The doing of the action will create a very specific energetic resonance that the body can then remember, even after the action has been discontinued. See Child Need and Shadow.

Public Solitude—Sanford Meisner’s term for the actor being private in public. See Private in Public.

Seat of the Soul—Descartes’s term for the point of convergence between body and soul, which he identified as the then-mysterious pineal gland. A single lobe, the pineal was thought to be where the binary sensory perceptions of eyes, ears, and nostrils integrated into the soul to form thoughts. Though later refuted, it was thought to be the confluence of sensation, memory, and imagination.

Shadow—1: The opposite of the persona, the shadow is the hidden personality, composed of the unconscious parts of self that are not shown to the outside world, nor known by the conscious mind. 2: “Shadow” is also used as a synonym for “imploded.” Example: The shadow of the heart chakra is grief. Grief is an expression of an imploded heart chakra. See Persona and Imploded Chakra, and Child Need.

Spastic Chakra—A chakra which oscillates between imploded and exploded in a choppy, staccato rhythm. First one extreme, then the other. No balance. Example: “I am the best in the world;” “I can’t even get out of bed.” See Exploded Chakra and Imploded Chakra, and Balanced Chakra.


Survival Body—A.K.A. Body Armor and Character Armor.

Sushumna—In the Hindu tradition, this is the major pathway of energy through our bodies, running along the spine from the base to its top. It includes two currents: the liberating current running north, and the manifesting current running south. A.K.A. the Gravity Line.

Tantra Yoga—A body of beliefs and practices originally from India which, based on the principle that the world is an expression of divine energy, seeks to appropriate and channel that energy within the human body, metaphorically “yolking” the body to its divine consciousness.

Via Negativa—A term coined by Jerzy Grotowski describing the process whereby we attempt to recapture the child-like freedom to express exactly what we are feeling as we feel it, by going backwards to a more child-like state. The audible exhale, and the pursuit of the nonjudgmental mind assist us in finding and traveling this “way backward” to our more organic physical impulses.

Vital Energy—The energy, or life force, which pulses through the body, up and down along the Sushumna, and in and out through the chakras. See Energetics and Sushumna, and Chakra.

Yin—The energy which is drawn inward, with sensory introspection. Characterized as more feminine. The Yin chakras are the second, fourth, and sixth. See Imploded Chakra.

Yang—The energy which projects out into the universe, affecting others through actions and words. Characterized as more masculine. The Yang chakras are the first, third, and fifth. See Exploded Chakra.
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child-need, 165, 166

coming out of character, 168

Diagnose and Switch, 163–164, 169

divided self, internal struggles, 165–166

empathy, 167–168

exercises, 169

layering technique, 159, 163, 165, 169

nonjudgmental mind, 167

primary chakra and shadow, 164

stream of consciousness, 164–165

Shaw, Fiona, 120

Shepard, Sam, 67

silence, 94

Sina, Tonia, 171–172

Siravo, Joseph, 131–132

sitcoms, 144–145

sixth sense, 103–104

skeleton, 16, 18

skull, 16, 19

social mask, xx–xxi, 34, 90, 138, 142–143

solar plexus (fire) chakra, 61–71

acting

character shorts, 140

ego-driven, 63, 65

childhood development and, 62–63

color yellow, 63

exercises, 70–71

exploded

arrogance and weak ego, 62

character short, 140

character use of, 66–67

competitiveness, 65–66

ego driven nature, 65–66

imploded

character short, 140

character use of, 69–70

inferiority, sense of, 63, 69

metabolic functions, 61

role in human behavior, 33

self-respect and confidence, 61–62, 63

Sotuknang, 36

soul, 32

soul image, 149–150

spastic chakra, 153, 189, 205

spirituality, 115, 116, 125, 161

stage intimacy, 171–175

consent and mindful behavior, 172

Guide to Stage Intimacy, 171, 172, 174–175

protocol demands, 171–172

protocol for improvisation, 172, 173

sexual abuse, 171, 172

Stanislavski, Constantin, 137

state of not knowing, 105

structure and emotion, 177–179

suppression, 9–10

survival body, 34, 131, 137, 206

survival instincts, 4, 143

Sushumna, 206

Swedish Institute of Massage, 19

Sweigaard, Lulu, 21

sympathetic joy, 62

T

Tantra Yoga, 32, 206

Taoism, 147

third eye, 101

The Three Sisters, 157–158

throat (sound) chakra, 87–100

acting

character short, 140

emotional revelation, 89–90

lying is truth, 97

vocal resonance, 90

art of communication

flaws of modern technology, 88–89

honesty and deep emotion, 89

mind-body connection, 88–89

thought sharing, 87, 88

balanced, 100

exercises, 100

exploded

character short, 140

character use of, 93–94

oversharing, and vulnerability of, 91, 93

imploded

and acting, 97

author’s lying to police, 97–98

blocked energy flow, 94, 96

character short, 140

character use of, 98–99

lying with evil intent, 96

lying without malice, 96

silence, 94

role in human behavior, 33

vocal resonance, 90

will, power of, 87–88

Todd, Mabel, 21

“too much information,” 91

Torres, Liam, 103

tragedy, 24

transparent acting, 83

True West (Shepard), 67

Twelfth Night (Shakespeare), 113

type-casting, 131–132, 168

U

unconscious thoughts, 101–102, 137, 150, 151

V

Van Lieu, Ron, 165–166

Vechhi, 145

via negativa, 11, 206

vital energy, 206

vocal resonance, 90

W

Waits, Tom, 18

Waldbillig, Brian, 48

The Waltz (Parker), 166

Warden, Claire, 171–172, 175

water. see sacral (water) chakra

Waters, Frank, 128

Wentz, Earl, 103

West, Caryn, 144–145

Wheels of Life (Judith), 36

white privilege, 74

will power, 87–88

Williams, Tennessee, 132–133

Willis, Katie Knipp, 168

Wilson, August, 58, 83

Winnie-the-Pooh, 85

The Winter’s Tale (Shakespeare), 80

Winterson, Jeanette, 135

worldly winds, 117, 158

Y

yellow, 63

yes and no exercise, 180, 183

Yin/Yang

defined, 206

duality and balance, 35–36

and root chakra, 38

and sacral chakra, 50

solar plexus chakra, 62

yoga practice, 32, 84

Z

Zanni, 145
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