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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

‘I understand that an artist must be capable of stopping time and Stanislavsky; mindfulness;
allowing for spaciousness, but now | realise that to welcome and ~ mindful acting; actor
cultivate stillness and quiet into my work, | must welcome and training; inclusive practice;
cultivate stillness and quiet into my own life.” Stanislavsky’s “crea- ~ dualitative; well-being
tion of the life of the human spirit” is an exciting aspect of his work

and the underlying spirituality is something that he kept partially

hidden in his writing due to the political situation and Soviet

ideology that he was living through at the time. It is this sense of

spirituality and a meditative approach to the work of the actor that

this paper explores. Specifically, an exploration of mindfulness and

drama techniques. Mindfulness helps us to increase our awareness.

We learn to do this by paying full attention to all our experiences,

including our bodies, thoughts, moods, and emotions and to the

small changes within them. There are many parallels between

mindfulness and Stanislavsky’s thoughts on acting, from the need

for an attitude of openness and curiosity and being in the moment

through to an awareness of our physical sensations and a control

over our attention. Bogart's ideas of spaciousness also influence this

examination of the practice of mindfulness and concentration. This

article analyses the calmness that mindfulness can bring through

the teaching and learning of Acting and Performance students at

London South Bank University, and how we can use it to focus on

being grounded in our body and the world around us, going about

our everyday business in life and on stage. “Let the tenseness come,

he says, if you cannot avoid it. But immediately let your control step

in and remove it.”

Introduction

Through Stanislavsky’s own writings, other practitioners’ reflections on his System
and a personal experience of mindfulness, this article investigates the similarities of
the aims of the two disciplines of acting and mindful practice. I look at how they
can influence and support each other in relation to actor training, reflecting on the
thoughts of Bogart (2014) about time and how practitioners and young training
actors, interact with it. I was introduced to mindfulness 4 years ago, I knew it as
a meditative practice of non-judgemental awareness, simply responding to and being
affected by whatever comes your way. It is an accepting and inclusive practice that
you can do anywhere. I took an 8-week Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
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course.">>* Having taken this time to practice mindfulness myself and having
carved out time from the curriculum to teach its practice to undergraduate students
on an Acting and Performance course at London South Bank University, I have seen
the benefits and challenges of mindfulness for different personalities, mental health
conditions and varied attitudes to preparation and training for acting.

Discussing our perception of time and how we use or misuse it, I want to
investigate how it can help us in our training. We seem, in general, to be less
able, (with a lack of, or abundance of routine and/or a surfeit of unplanned
opportunities thrown at us every day, asking us to make complex decisions at
speed), to take time for ourselves in which to do nothing.” This way of being and
this imbalance affects our mental health and therefore, potentially the robustness of
the young, training actor as well as the professional actor.’ For students, I, like all
teachers, believe it is of utmost importance for them to be able to get to class on
time each day and be prepared to invite their scene partners to affect them
profoundly whilst they protect themselves from being impacted negatively by this.
Mindfulness and the way it seems to change our neurology may be a way to
achieving this.” Therefore, I also borrow some thoughts from psychology and
neurology to enhance our dialogue between mindfulness and Stanislavsky’s System.

Methodologies and theoretical background

This examination, inspired by Stanislavsky’s own writing, struggles and methods,
brings his thoughts into our modern-day actor training through the viewpoints of
not only his own students, contemporaries, and followers (Rudolph Von Laban,
Michael Chekhov, Sanford Meisner, etc.) but also our more recent theatre makers
such as Anne Bogart, Mike Alfreds, Bella Merlin, Phillip Zarilli, etc. I focus on
Bogart’s exploration of time and touch on modern-day living which inevitably
includes a thought about stress. My investigation uses as a case study, the experi-
ence of working with current LSBU Acting students and their answers to questions
about actor training and mindfulness. 48 students were given a questionnaire to fill
out anonymously by a drama colleague. The questionnaire (see Appendix 1) covered
various aspects of curriculum content, leisure time activities and mindfulness. The
questions that were specific about any class content on the course were about
a module that I do not teach. The survey and the methodological approach were
approved by the university ethics committee. This enquiry draws on psychology®
and some neurology’ that heighten our knowledge of how mindfulness can change
our way of being and therefore starts to explore whether the prolonged and regular
use of it, combined with Stanislavsky’s foundations that were also imbued with
a Yogic/mindful element, can enhance our acting ability while strengthening our
protective layer and bolstering our mental health. Thus, at the same time, increasing
our capacity to be able to be in the moment. In fact, it can be considered whether
theatre is an inherently mindful activity, “Certain modes of theatre are conducive to
mindfulness and can lead to what is variously called proprioception of thought,
meta-awareness or meta-cognitive insight.”'
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My personalized approach

My background is in applied theatre. As such my teaching and the projects I have
conceived and led have always had social justice education at their heart, exploring
means to upskill, and level metaphorical playing fields for those who are struggling
because they have less opportunities than others. This approach to teaching and
learning has drawn me to the work of Paulo Freire (2017) and inevitably Augusto
Boal (2008) among others, via the teaching and writing of Sir Ken Robinson'', and
it has impacted on my own inclusive pedagogy in actor training. I have taught at
all levels of formal and informal education from reception year in U.K. primary
schools (aged 4) to post-doctorate level and adult education.

As mentioned above, I have undergone training in mindfulness. Here we can use
the official NHS definition of mindfulness, from “Professor Mark Williams, former
director of the Oxford Mindfulness Centre,” who, “says that mindfulness means
knowing directly what is going on inside and outside of ourselves, moment by
moment”.'> We will delve further into definitions later. However, I am specifically
interested in Mindfulness-based Stress Reduction techniques (MBSR) and breathing
techniques (Vipassana, Pranayama)."” The sharing of these with undergraduate stu-
dents has inspired me to use it as a constant part of the work, mostly as a warm-up
and check-in before class starts, and sometimes as a full session. The similarities
between the definitions and practice of affective acting and mindfulness are excep-
tionally clear, (see table of comparisons below) and I believe are a strong starting
point to being self-reliant and proactive in both setting up and participating in a more
equal and empathetic environment in which to develop our students’ skills. For me, it
links to the more encompassing concept from Phakama, of Give and Gain and the
Afro-centric methodologies of embodied practice (Hendricks Method) and SoulWork
of C.C. Truscott. Phakama is a collaborative approach to making participatory
performance which prioritizes the story of everyone who is involved. It is
a network of international practitioners which started its creative life with a month-
long residency in South Africa in 1996, between UK and South African artists and
educators. Phakama’s principles of Give and Gain are outlined by Lucy Richardson in
Phakama Making Participatory Performance. She quotes Lucy Neal, who states,
“Phakama works with what is in the room ... It invites everyone to sign up to
a contract of equity. It is not a nod to collaborative practice, but it puts it at the
centre of the creative process.”'* As Zaidi adds, “It is about co-authorship. It’s an
important stance because it’s a position of learning and teaching simultaneously”.'”
Everyone has something to give in this process and everyone has something to gain.
Like the SoulWork of Truscott and the ensemble work of Hendricks in America, the
use of the circle (with its symbolism of equality) and the presence of community in
their creative practices adds to the clear sense of self and where the self fits into the
rest of the group. Even the director, in the Hendricks Method gives over ownership
and shares it with the company as the audience changes too, via the African
American performance tradition and aesthetics that shift from the personal to the
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collective, a truly shared event.'® All these ideas come full circle back to a secure sense
of self (and self-care) through a regular mindful practice or at least a mindful
approach to Stanislavsky’s System in performance.

Mindfulness, pedagogy and performance

I am acutely aware that all higher education students are not equal, and they start
their university careers from very different parts of the aforementioned “playing
field”. T want all students to be able to access and use their authentic voice, self-
assuredly sharing their own perspective with others, telling their own story, “develop
ling] their own voice,”"” having the confidence to be able to become the holistic
theatre makers/actors that they have the potential to be. I see it as my role to
inculcate an inner belief in themselves that they can be self-starters and to help
them gain the strength to bypass any doubts or susceptibility that prevents them
from being the best actors (and best humans) they can be. This training is based in
Stanislavsky’s System and alongside it the work of other practitioners, plus an
approach to mindfulness and meditative practice that seems to help students to,
in their words, “focus” further and “de-stress”'® (during rehearsals as well as in their
lives in general).

“I understand that an artist must be capable of stopping time and allowing for
spaciousness, but now I realise that to welcome and cultivate stillness and quiet
into my work, I must welcome and cultivate stillness and quiet into my own
life.”"”

In What’s the Story: Essays about Art, Theater and Storytelling, Anne Bogart
discusses two different kinds of time, Chronos, which is measured, quantitative
and sequential - it is how we tell the time each day, and Kairos, a qualitative
version of experiencing time, more a readiness, unbound, time outside of time.
Kairos is what happens when time runs away from us, or we enter a “flow” in life
or performance. These two juxtaposed but completely connected (and interchange-
able) concepts of time are reminiscent of Nietzsche’s notion of Apollonian and
Dionysian forces.”” These too are at once both competing yet complimentary.
Borrowing from Ancient Greek mythology, Nietzsche suggests that Apollonian is
the rational thinking and order in our art (or life), therefore, liaising with the idea
of Chronos. Dionysian signifies passion, emotion, irrationality, chaos, based in
instincts, suggestive of when we experience Kairos. Nietzsche’s dialectic represents
cognitive states that can be useful to our discussion on mindfulness and acting. If
we can allow ourselves to enter a state of Dionysian Kairos, we are surely also
entering a state of flow and by default mindful acting. As is described by the
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihdlyi, quoted in Kendra’s recent article on happi-
ness and flow, “The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, movement, and
thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole
being is involved, and you’re using your skills to the utmost.”*' This in turn is
heightened by Stanislavsky himself when in An Actor’s Work, as teacher Tortsov,
he discusses being, “genuinely creative”. He is in dialogue with a student (his other
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alter ego), in itself a brilliant framework and exemplar, or “lighthouse,”** in
Bogart’s words of learning by teaching and vice versa in agreement with Freire,
when he states in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, ‘A teacher is no longer merely the
one who teaches; but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who
in turn while being taught also teach’*’:

“Try and tell us what you were aware of, physically, while you were being genuinely
creative”.

“I don’t know, I don’t understand a thing about it,” I said, stupefied by Tortsov’s
praise ...

“What?! You don’t remember your agony as you searched for something terrible? You
don’t remember your hands, your eyes and your whole being darted here and there,
looking for somewhere to go and something to hold on to? You don’t remember how you
bit your lip and could hardly hold back your tears?” Tortsov enquired

“Yes, now that you tell me, I think I am beginning to remember how I felt,” I admitted.

“But you couldn’t have remembered without me?”

“No, I couldn’t”.

“That means, you were behaving subconsciously?”

“I don’t know, maybe. Is that good or bad?”

“Good, if the subconscious led you along the right path, ... it is always best when an
actor is completely taken over by the play. Then independent of his will, he lives the role,
without noticing how he is feeling, not thinking about what he is doing, and so everything
comes out spontaneously, subconsciously.”**

The downside to this of course, is that this “flow”, experiencing Kairos, is difficult
to conjure up at will. Bogart proposes that we must be ready to receive Kairos in
our modern day living with not much “in-between time”>*> by being strict with
Chronos, back to being on time for class for example. Once we have the framework
of time right, we can then employ our mindfulness practice to enhance our readi-
ness to enter our focused work, our state of flow and perhaps this is where we can
slow down or speed up time as needed. This is emphasized by Stanislavsky’s own
need for discipline as Rakhmanov in An Actor’s Work berates his student for being
late for class:

“I think I'm a bit late.”

Rakhmanov gave me a long reproving look and finally said:

“ ... It is very difficult to rouse the urge to create and extremely easy to kill it ...
I have far too much respect for our work to tolerate such sloppiness and that is why
I feel I have to apply a military kind of discipline when it comes to what we do
together ... in future make it a rule to arrive at rehearsal a quarter of an hour early
and not after it has started.”*°

Once we are in the room, we then need to be able to access this genuine
creativity in rehearsal (as well as in performance), and this is where mindfulness
practice (steadily initiating, “neuroplastic changes in the brain”, a suggested,
“strengthened awareness of the present moment””” and, “a greater reflective aware-
ness of sensory processes”),”® can support our training to reach Stanislavsky’s
psycho-technique.



6 D. INGLESON

I agree with the premise of The Association for Contemplative Mind in Higher
Education (in the United States) as explored in Pld’s recent article, that education
should, “revolve around how to integrate introspection and study of the self into
pedagogical practice, as well as how to appreciate students’ first-hand experiences
as keys to the teaching-learning process.””” I want, perhaps, I need, to make sure
that I have time (both Chronos and Kairos) for the now, the moments of being.
For example, I want to be with my students fully when they are struggling to
understand a point or get into a character or experience a technique we are
exploring. As teachers and directors, we want to be present for them when they,
in the moment, discover something, we want to hear the penny drop and watch
them gain confidence and in turn, I, for one, get goose bumps (clear objectives
and pay-offs for me!). We want them to have the stability and confidence to slow
time down, to focus on the moment now as it will never be the same as right now,
again, and that, of course, is the beauty of acting and reacting in the moment to
what is happening on stage in the present.’® However, modern life, technology,
social media, identity politics, the climate crisis, political upheaval and now, war
close to home is making this harder and harder to achieve. Time seems to be
moving more rapidly than before, “as the world spins faster and faster,”*" we are
all trying to pack too much in, yet don’t seem to get as much done. We can
become more observers of others (via social media mostly) than doers ourselves.

Coping with stress and the system

What do we do with our time and how are we coping with how we spend it? Is it being
eaten up by stress? We definitely seem to need a lot of help to guide us through coping
with the stresses of modern-day living.”> Humans need stress; we wouldn’t have survived
this long if we didn’t feel stress and respond to it. As Armstrong states in his reflections
on neuroscience, “stress is essential to human evolution”, we need to be able to activate
a flight, fight or sometimes a freeze® response at speed. Adrenaline is useful. As we all
know though, too much stress can be detrimental. Mindfulness, however, seems to be
able to reduce stress by “directly affecting the stress-producing regions [in the brain]
themselves — reducing its grey matter.”>* This is useful to know. It can also, “increase the
grey matter in the hippocampus (learning and memory and emotional control)” and
“another area that changes in response to mindfulness is the insula, a region of the
brain ... that is involved in awareness (consciousness) and in regulation of the body’s
homeostasis.”**

The MBSR course I took 4 years ago consisted of 8 weekly 2-hour sessions and
a full day of practice including a silent practice and a set of regular tasks and
exercises for homework. I was astonished at how similar it was to teaching acting.
The parallels between Stanislavsky’s System and the training in mindfulness were
extensive and covered the same ground that multiple theatre makers were discussing
all the time.
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A table showing how similar the two disciplines of mindfulness and acting/theatre- making are and
how the language, approaches and aims used in both fields are strikingly comparable:

A comparison of approaches and language between mindfulness and theatre practice.

A snapshot on Mindfulness

Needing an attitude of curiosity and openness

Being in the moment
Accepting things as they are now

Simply noticing your thoughts (e.g. during a body
scan), as passing events.

The body scan helps us learn to place our attention in
different parts of the body, which anchors our aware-
ness in the present moment, and gives us more control
over our attention.

Beginner’s mind - allowing yourself to be curious and
see things as new and fresh (Stahl and Goldstein 2010)
Respond wisely rather than react automatically (Kabat-
Zinn 2004).

Be grounded in your body and the world around you.
Being more aware of our physical sensations and our
mind state allows us to be more present — here and
now.

A snapshot on Drama - offers from a selection of theatre

practitioners and companies

® Needing an attitude of curiosity and openness (see
Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, Bogart 2021)

® Being in the moment (see Alfreds 2014)

® Accepting things as they are now - being affected by
what is happening right now ‘This physical body is the
meeting place of worlds.” (see Goat Island 2000)
Given Circumstances (see Stanislavski and Trans
Benedetti 2010)

® Having an inner monologue/subtext that you engage
with but aim to not let take over your main objective.
(see Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010)

® (ircles of attention? (see Stanislavski and Trans
Benedetti 2010), relaxation of muscles, (see
Stanislavski 1988)

® ‘See as a new eye, as a novice, as someone who isn't
jaded by fixed notions’. (see Goat Island 2000)

® ‘If you do something, you really do it!’ (see (Hodge, 2000)
See Laban (Newlove 1993)

® Be grounded, be aware of our physical sensations and
psycho-physicality and be aware of the world of the
play (see Chekhov 2002, Stanislavski and Trans
Benedetti 2010, Zarrilli 2009, Murray 2003, Oida and
Marshall 2013, Alfreds 2014)

The same can be seen in this table below when we explore the individual’s needs to
successfully be mindful and/or act.

A table showing the comparison of needs for an affective Stanislavskian actor and a mindful way of
being:

A comparison of needs for an affective Stanislavskian actor and a mindful way of being

A human’s needs to practice mindfulness

body and mind

Must be physically free - yet erect and dignified

Paying full attention to all our experiences, including our
body, thoughts, moods and emotions and to the small
changes within them

Listening and hearing (not shutting out anything) and
accepting what is there

Honesty, not censoring yourself

In Yoga, a conclusion in the ability to use “the subcon-
scious mind, under orders of the conscious mind” (see

Ramacharaka in Tcherkasski 2016)

An actor’s needs for “the art of experiencing”
body and mind

® Must be physically free — yet in control of your
released muscles

® |nfinitely alert in your attention — ‘You must be
engrossed in what is happening onstage’

® Observe and listen to what's going on around you -
be affected and be able to affect others onstage

® To believe in the events onstage — the magic if

® ‘the work of the subconscious realm of the mind,
which is accomplished by commanding the realm
of the consciousness’ (see Stanislavsky in Tcherkasski
2016)

present moment, we cannot be in touch with life”.

“The past is gone, the future is not yet here. If we do not go back to ourselves in the

» 36
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Mindfulness, especially mindful meditation, and MBSR have their origins in the ancient
practice of Buddhism which in turn has been connected to psychophysical performance®
and is experiential learning.”® It is an embodied experience that takes us directly to the
present in any situation. A focus that is to be nurtured and cherished in any acting class.

Mindfulness is, “knowing what is happening while it is happening without preference. It
is being completely aware of how we are, including our surroundings, body sensations,
feelings, thoughts and emotions, whatever they are.” (Mindfulness Association 2022). We
can use this to describe and then expand Stanislavsky’s emotion memory work. If we delve
into our own experiences, they may be habitual and therefore cannot help with the present
moment in an affected way on stage — if we are to act mindfully, to reiterate the
Mindfulness Association, we “are completely aware of how we are, including our surround-
ings” or in actor speak, we are in the moment and conscious of our given circumstances.

The language used in both mindfulness approaches and Stanislavskian techniques
becomes blurred and starts to overlap. As Chamberlain et al state, Stanislavsky said that
his “whole system was based on teaching the student the art of self-observation founded
on correct breathing, correct posture, ‘concentration and watchful discrimination’ and
that everything was based on the breath (see Wegner 1976, 86-7).”>°

This is supported by Carnicke too, as she explores his use of yoga in Stanislavsky in
Focus. She states that his system contained different influences, including: “his belief that
great acting activates a mind-body-spirit continuum and his consequent inclusion of
exercises from yoga in the system.”*’ We can take the first part of this discussion on self-
knowledge and experiencing further with Stahl and Goldstein, when they explore MBSR
definitions. “In Full Catastrophe Living (1990), Jon Kabat-Zinn makes an important
distinction between a stress reaction and a stress response. Stress reactions are generally
fuelled by unconscious habitual patterns, often learned from past challenges and experi-
ences ... A mindful, meditated stress response, on the other hand, involves acknowledging
emotions rather than burying them and developing tools for working with them.”*'
Reviewing actor training and Stanislavsky, we can compare these thoughts and measured
approaches to see how we as actors, can avoid cliches, “the art of representation”, “stock-in-
trade” or “ham acting.”** Stanislavsky says as his alter ego, the teacher, Tortsov in An
Actor’s Work, that, “You can experience the role every time, as we do, or you can experience
it once or twice, so as to register the outward form a feeling takes. Having noted the form,
you then learn to repeat it mechanically with the help of trained muscles.”** The pitfalls are
the same in less than believable acting and not behaving mindfully.

As Iwan Brioc compares the audience settling themselves in the auditorium, to watch
a live performance of a play to an individual preparing to practice mindfulness, we can also
clearly compare what is happening on stage to his idea of meta-awareness** or as the
psychologist, Thalia Goldstein proposes, “the moment of performance, is it a type of
mindful meditation?”*> In mindfulness we are both aware of our surroundings and
ourselves, our thoughts and our breath and the act of bringing our thoughts back to our
breath when they wander. On stage, Goldstein states that, “for the moment of performance,
mindfulness may be the key to what actors are ‘doing’ because what they are ‘doing’ is
‘being”™ but then suggests that actors are perhaps only 80% aware of their given circum-
stances, scene partners, the world of the play (the “doing”/“being”) as 20% needs to be
focused on making sure they know their lines, have found the light, the audience can see
and hear them and they remember their props etc. The idea of “presence” in a performance
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context and being present in a mindfulness context both suggest “existing consciously.”*®
This, in turn, as White explores, relates to Stanislavsky’s idea of the “superconscious” (for
him, the role) and Samadhi (for Yogis, the divine) and the concept of, “I am” on stage and
“I'am” in Raja Yoga. Two selves, two degrees. On stage, “You have experienced a portion of
yourself in the role and the role in yourself” and in Yoga, the two degrees are a way to
“understanding regarding the real self”. The first degree is the consciousness of “I” and
the second is the consciousness of “I am” which is more holistic in definition and explains
the relation to all life “expressed” and “unexpressed.”*’

The concept of acting being mindful is therefore not a new one. Psychologists and
scholars, Thalia Goldstein and Annie Levy have been exploring this idea with their
students in the USA.* It is this idea of “being” as well as “doing” that actors are engaged
in that I want to explore in relation to teaching acting and supporting mental health and
robustness through engaging with a mindful Stanislavskian approach. His system is
clearly highly relevant for this way of working. However, can we expand the system’s
objectives to further provoke the actor’s capacity to discover a truth in the moment
through mindful (and self-helpful) acting? It is useful to interrogate whether acting is an
inherently mindful practice and therefore all acting is by definition, mindful, or, if the
addition of honing our sense of mindfulness can enhance our ability to act. I am taking
up the gauntlet that Goldstein threw down in her 2015 paper, “While actors do not
necessarily use the language of mindful awareness or non-judgmental awareness,
a conversation between these two fields could be useful.”*’ T agree with this and want
to explore it further through teaching and learning, acting and mindfulness practice.

While Middleton has already coined the term, “mindfulness-based performance
and Pl4 has chosen to use the title, “contemplative,”" here, I am using the simple term
“mindful-acting”. To me, this is straightforward and inclusive as it encompasses kind-
ness, self-care and is a social approach as well as an individual practice. It relates back to
Phakama’s concept of Give and Gain, the inclusive circle, inviting and hearing everyone’s
authentic voice and, as individuals, having the presence to be able to be confident in your
offers (whether they fail or succeed). The idea of how we all relate to ourselves, others and
space and how we, our students and especially our students of colour take up space is key
to this too. Our industry is striving to be truly diverse, but it is certainly not there yet.
This knowledge trickles down to our training young people. Galvanized by Black Lives
Matter, the more urgent call to decolonize the curriculum, the need to increase role
models in higher education and the abundance of unconscious bias training, manage-
ment, and educators alike, are attempting to answer this lack of diversity more effectively.
However, it is not a speedy process. Meanwhile, students of colour are still finding their
way in institutions with too few people who look like them. Taking up space and making
sure your voice is heard, in this scenario is a courageous act. For me, mindful acting is an
equalizing idea, a social approach based in starting with yourself and by extension your
community. Like theatre making (and by this, I mean having the tools and knowledge to
be able to be a self-starter to create your own piece of theatre), it is therefore a social,
shared practice. Even as a solo action or performance, you either have your fellow
performers or your audience to create a relationship with. We can perhaps go right
back to the seeds of Stanislavsky’s thoughts of ensemble playing, actors and roles all being
equal. This is also where we can take a moment to look at the similarities between Euro-
Centric actor training and American based Afro-Centric work. There is a spiritual

»50
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element in the SoulWork approach of Cristal Chanelle Truscott which leans on both
phenomenology and mindfulness. With the idea of unending climax, call and response,
emotional availability, and the nurturing of the ensemble, “where everyone’s input and
voices contribute.””* Truscott asks her actors to draw on their authentic experience (from
their ‘cultural conservatory’>®) to create soulful performances. “Theater that got soul is
theater that has the potential for exploration and surprise at all times” ... “it can be and
should be different every time.”>* She goes on to say, “emotional recall gets stale.””” For
our diverse cohorts of students an inclusive (mindful) approach to the work (giving space
for everyone’s involvement and voices to be heard) is key to being able to explore their
own truths. I think Stanislavsky would not argue with, “Emotional availability is being
present and open and allowing the body to experience what is happening around it.”>®

If the discussion is that being a better actor, a more convincing actor on stage is about
being more mindful, in the moment, non-judgemental — in Truscott’s words, “giving
people things to do as opposed to how to feel,” and in Stanislavsky’s words, in “public
solitude” as well as in truthful dialogue with a scene partner/s, perhaps, we need to reflect
on what the students are practising alongside their actor training and if they think it is
making a difference?

The results of the survey

I surveyed 48 Acting and Performance undergraduate students in their first year (LSBU,
2022) and asked them about their thoughts on the focused mindfulness warm-ups and
meditative practice, including focusing on the breath before rehearsing, that they all
experience in their classes every week. I asked them if they thought it helped them in their
actor training and in their life in general. I also questioned them about their use of social
media and if they did other things in their leisure time - if they had a hobby or if they
took time to do “nothing” - and what that meant to them, how they defined “nothing” or
“in-between time” we could perhaps call it. Only one student said, “no, not really” when
asked if mindful, meditative and relaxation techniques helped in actor training. Another
used a negative when discussing the meditative techniques used in class, but they seemed
to acknowledge its usefulness nevertheless, their answer being, “not really, however helps
me focus and be present in the lesson,” so I would argue that without them even fully
recognizing it, the act of mindful practice is helping them be ready to learn and train, and
seemingly focus more on that learning and training. Most students, therefore, (98%) were
very clear about how the mindful and relaxation techniques including focusing on the
breath, helped them. This felt quite a secular practice. It did not correlate with any sense
of spirituality or religious aspect to their lives. Less than half of the students expressed
themselves as religious or spiritual when asked, with 42% of students stating that they
were neither. However, one student explained that they did not use meditation or
mindfulness in their life in general as they used prayer instead. It could be argued that
prayer for some students, is akin to meditation or mindfulness. There were many
descriptions of what doing “nothing” meant to students, most defined it as “relaxing”
(15%), and other mindful practices like being still, meditating, being at peace, breathing
and taking a moment, and mindfulness itself making up 38% of the responses to the
question: Do you ever do “nothing”? If so, when? (And what does “nothing” mean to you?).
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Some suggested that they had no time to do nothing (33%) and a couple - 4% - seemed to
infer that there was a judgement attached to this question, and they thought, perhaps, in
their minds, controversially, that it was acceptable to do nothing sometimes.

As far as actor training was concerned, the students were asked if they thought the
mindfulness practice they did at the beginning of each class, in one specific module
helped them in this training. In this module, they have weekly sessions consisting of
Buddhist and Yogic meditation practices including Vipassana breath work and
Pranayama breathing techniques. These are both ancient Buddhist practices but are
slightly different in focus. Vipassana is about quieting the mind, not dwelling on the
past or worrying about the future. Being completely in the present, a non-judgemental
approach to reality, not accepting any prejudices or preconceptions. Pranayama’s aim is
to strengthen the connection between the mind and the body.

The student responses can be split into four sections:

Relaxation (including, in their words, “helping to cope with anxiety,” “calms me
down,” “settles me” and “positivity”) — 46%

Focus (including, in their words, “more in the moment,” “concentration,” “be pre-
sent,” “awareness,” “ground myself” and “consciousness”) - 73%, 16% of this alone was
described as “focus”

Preparedness (including, in their words, “be ready,” “keeps me disciplined,” “in the
right mind set/headspace,” “energised,” “centre myself”) - 28% - and

Techniques (including, in their words, “controlling the breath,” “being creative” and
“get into character”) - 15%

Other practices that the students have been introduced to are varying lengths of mind-
fulness sitting practices and body scans from MBSR. A body scan is one of the longer
mindfulness practices. It usually lasts 45 minutes (but there are shorter versions). It is
a practice normally carried out lying down and focusing on the breath. You simply bring
awareness to all the different parts of the body (feeling any tension or relaxation and
noticing it as you go). Typically, there is someone narrating or leading you through the
session. In their voice class, that was not asked about in their survey specifically, they study
yoga for voice postures each week. This includes releasing their shoulders, hips, pelvis and
ribcage. This always builds into breathing figures to prepare for sound. Mindfulness is built
into the myofascial release exercises that are taught to build kinaesthetic vocal awareness.
This includes breath release and Vegas nerve activation. The Estill Voice Training method
itself that we teach at LSBU, is very mindful and requires relaxation and isolation of
structures.”” This vocal training uses an understanding of the science of voice production
and kinaesthetic exercises to help the students. In their movement class, students also have
a focused class on breathing practices and the practice of Alexander technique and Yoga.
I am at the beginning of collating our practice as research findings and other modules need
to be studied and added to this enquiry going forward.

Concluding thoughts

The answers that the students gave about their experience of mindfulness as part of their actor
training seems to suggest that they are aware of the positive aspects of this practice and that it
does make a difference to at least their frame of mind and attitude to the work. They say that it
helps with focus and being in the moment, as we would have suspected, and some even say it
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helps them to get into character in a direct way. It is beyond the scope of this article, but
I think students and young people in general have a better understanding of what mind-
fulness is than their equivalent cohort did 10 or even 5 years ago. They have a mixed view of
what doing “nothing” may be, but the biggest group seem to have a healthier relationship
than I expected, with down time (doing nothing), it being a stillness in their lives and they
understand it as non-judgemental, meditative, relaxed time. Is this because they are drama
students? Is this a direct response to their weekly contemplative exercises in class? As Pla
writes, “the technique aims to make one look within oneself . .. actor/performer training is
not preparation for speaking, but silence. It is not a matter of filling the void but of producing
one.”® This takes us back to Bogart’s notion of “spaciousness”. 15% however, equate doing
“nothing” with a negative connotation of unproductiveness, procrastination or even worse,
just not being able to sleep. We need to return to Stanislavsky, and listen when he says, “when
there’s no tension or strain, I can see everything in detail.”> We can also take heart in the fact
that others are asking the same questions in mindfulness and the experience of doing a body
scan, “what does nothing or a neutral state feel like?”®°

A lot of literature on mindfulness and theatre contemplates either a link to the use of
theatre in alternate medical or wellbeing practice or mindfulness in Avant Garde theatre
and performance art. Stanislavsky scholars and practitioners alike have written about
Stanislavsky’s exploration and indeed use of eastern practices - Hatha Yoga in particular
and how spirituality was a quiet but essential part of his method. As William Wegner
points out, and we have discussed, Stanislavsky was already borrowing from other
disciplines when he was creating his System. His “theoretical basis and functional
vocabulary are most commonly considered to be derived from the science of psychology.
Less obviously however, but deeply embedded in his theory, are concepts from other,
non-Western traditions. In his writings, and the works of his commentators, there are
scattered references to Yoga.”®"'

Reflecting on Bodhi’s discussion of Buddhism’s four foundations and how, “mindfulness
is consistently described by words that suggest energy, clear comprehension and lucidity,”**
we can directly compare these qualities to Stanislavsky’s call to training and professional
actors alike, to engage in the use of inward invisible energy®® and logic and sequence.®*

I argue that mindfulness in both its Buddhist and Yogic origins and the mindful-based
approaches that have been popularized by Jon Kabat-Zinn should be integral now, in some
part, to an actor’s contemporary relationship with Stanislavsky’s teachings. Once we embrace
Stanislavsky’s own mindful approach and use of contemplative practice and we recognize that
mindfulness practice is like a mental workout and can be compared to a physical workout in
how it changes us positively, it will be easier for acting students to tune into the specific
practice that is useful to them. They will be able to work with whatever they need to
concentrate on or improve, in turn, allowing them to be more in touch with, “the life of
the human spirit of a role”® and making them more affective and more mindful actors.

Notes

1. (Bogart 2014, 88).

2. See (Tcherkasski 2016; White 2006; 2000).
3. (Stanislavsky 1988, 99).

4. See (Kabat-Zinn 2004)
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(Bogart 2014, 90).

See (Robb, Due, and Venning 2018).

See (Davidson and Goleman 2017; Armstrong 2019).
See (Goldstein 2015).

See (Armstrong 2019).

(Brioc 2018, 3).

Sir Ken Robinson was at Warwick University while I studied there between 1990-1994 and

gave weekly lectures on arts education

. (NHS UK. 2022).
13.
14.
15.
16.
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20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34,
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43,
44.
45,
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54,
5.
56.
57.

See (Farhi 1996).

(McAvinchey et al. 2018, 59).
(McAvinchey et al. 2018, 61).

See (Luckett and Shaffer 2017).

See (young anitafrika, d’bi, 2022).

Ingleson, 2022.

See above 1.

See (Nietzsche 2000).

(Kendra 2022).

See (Fryer 2022).

(Freire 2017, 53).

(Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 16-17).
(Bogart 2014, 89).

(Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 7).
(Armstrong 2019, 28).

Ibid.

(P14, 2022, 5).

See (Alfreds 2014).

(Robinson 2011, 2).

See (Blair 2009, 2014).

(Armstrong 2019, 20).

(Armstrong 2019, 26).

Ibid.

(Maroney, 2018, 5).

See (Chamberlain, Middleton, and P14 2014).
See (Freire 2017).

(Chamberlain, Middleton, and P14 2014, 4).
(Carnicke 2009, 3).

(Stahl and Goldstein 2010, 29).
(Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 22, 16 and 31).
(Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 23).
See (Brioc 2018).

See (Goldstein 2015).

See (Goldstein 2015).

(White 2006, 15).

See above 45.

Ibid.

(Middleton 2017, 1).

(P14, 2022, 5).

(Truscott and Gabriel 2017, 2).

(Truscott and Gabriel 2017, 3).

(Truscott and Gabriel 2017, 3).

(Truscott and Gabriel 2017, 7).

Ibid.

See (Estill 2017).
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58. (Pla, 2022, 8).

59. (Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 94).
60. (Stahl and Goldstein 2010, 68).

61. (Wegner 1976, 85).

62. (Middleton 2017, 4).

63. (Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 372).
64. (Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 507).
65. (Stanislavski and Trans Benedetti 2010, 227).
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Appendix 1 Stanislavski and Mindfulness

Questions from the anonymous questionnaire

level 4 Acting and Performance students — 2021-22

How would you describe your personality?

Do you consider yourself religious or spiritual? If so, why?

Why are you studying acting?

In Systems of Rehearsal, can you describe what relaxation techniques you have used?

Do you think they help you? Do they help in your life in general, in your actor training, neither or
both? If so, how?

In actor training?

In life in general?

How much time do you spend on social media a day?

Do you look at your phone/social media before you go to sleep? Or as soon as you wake up?
Neither or both?

How would you describe your relationship with social media usage?

Do you have a hobby or an interest outside of university? If so, what is it, how often do you do it
and why do you do it?

Do you practice mindfulness/yoga/any other relaxation techniques outside of class?

If so, how long have you been practising them for?

Have these techniques helped you at all?

If so, how?

Do you ever do “nothing”? If so, when? (And what does “nothing” mean to you?
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