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Summary

This book questions whether the practice of martial arts in physical actor training encourages a
physicality with its origins in masculinised regimentation. The training of the body of the actor in
physical practices, historically connected with the martial and military sphere, assumes that
disciplining methods can lead to a ‘neutral’, ‘natural’ or ‘universal’ body, which leaves out of
account the question of cultural context and gender identity. The book examines key training

methods theoretically and explores how actor training might resist such masculinised regimentation.

This book seeks to analyse physical exercises derived from martial and militaristic spheres in well-
established actor training approaches of the twentieth-century. It discusses the work of key figures
who set the precedent for the explicit adaptation of Asian martial arts, exploring the advantages and
disadvantages of these appropriations in light of what Michel Foucault calls the “insidious

militarization” of society (1995:138).

While there is no doubt that an actor’s practice of martial arts disciplines his or her physicality, it is
the contention of this book that the adaptation of Asian martial arts into the physical training of
Western actors can signify an intensification of disciplinary mechanisms that transform the bodies
of the actors into “docile bodies” (Foucault 1995:135). This analysis of “docile bodies” can be

extended to include the disciplining of gendered bodies.

The book proposes an alternative training structure inspired by capoeira, an Afro-Brazilian martial
art. The findings of the research support the use of capoeira for the training of actors, because of its
multicultural origins, non-regimented structure of training and its history of political and cultural

resistance.

The book concludes with a discussion of the application of these ideas to a theatre production and

performance, Beyond (So) Frida.
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Introduction

This book asks whether adaptations from martial arts into the physical training of the actor
encourage regimentation and should be resisted. It is the contention here that there is an implicit
process of making “docile bodies” (Foucault 1995:135), within martial arts-derived, physical
training for actors that must be counteracted. The main theoretical criticism of the adaptation of
most martial arts is the forging of a very specific corporeality: one that originates in male dominated
military traditions and which possibly reflect the “insidious militarization™ of many social practices
(ibid:138). This book questions the physical effects on the actor’s body of a martial arts training that

was developed within a specific gender and cultural context.

This book theoretically argues that the physicality of the body is not devoid of a cultural and gender
identity. The framework for this analysis uses theories of discipline and power developed by Michel
Foucault. It is informed by Joseph Roach’s (1989) insightful discussion about the body of the opera
castrati in the eighteenth-century. Importantly, Roach suggests that Foucault’s theories of

disciplining the body should inform any discussion about the body in theatre practice (1989:101).

Rather than rejecting martial arts in actor training, an alternative approach to training, exemplified
by capoeira, an Afro-Brazilian martial art, is used to investigate theoretically and practically the
idea of ‘resistance’ in disciplining the actor’s body. When discussing Foucault’s theory of
“disciplinary power”, Lois McNay argues that it is necessary to consider, in depth, Foucault’s idea
of resistance as part of power relations (1994:100-1). Given capoeira’s history of social, political
and racial resistance, this research asks whether it can also be a bodily practice of resistance with
regard to gender identity? To examine these questions this book explores how intercultural and

gender identities intersect with physical regimes of contemporary actor training.

Chapter One is a general analysis of ideas about a disciplined and controlled body, shaped through
physical training as expressed in the writings of, and about, Konstantin Stanislavsky, Vsevolod
Meyerhold, Jacques Copeau, Etienne Decroux and Jerzy Grotowski. In the majority of these
training methods, the physical training borrows techniques and even physical exercises from the
regimented training linked to combat and military cultures. This chapter questions the assumptions
that justify ‘discipline’ as a condition for ‘freedom’ often proposed in later methods. It is argued that

as theatre discourse assumes an ascetic promise of self-realisation through corporeal training it
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paradoxically becomes increasingly militarised. It is also argued that, using a discourse of freedom,
the major twentieth-century training methods introduced a discipline that undermined physical
freedom because it reproduced regimented and docile groups of bodies. Furthermore, these methods

sought to mould an actor’s body type so that it becomes interchangeable with other actors.

Chapter Two theoretically examines examples of actor training methods since the early twentieth-
century through Foucault’s argument about the “insidious militarization™ (1995:138), of society.
The strategies for forging “docile bodies™ (ibid:135), as described by Foucault, are presented and
then compared to examples of actor training strategies. It is argued that through the actors’ physical
training, the relationships developed by a body with its surroundings and with other bodies, are
permeated by complicit regulations and constrictions. These define the actor’s embodiment and
perceptions of time, space and communication and affect the way he or she works with other actors
and with groups. A belief in the idea of a neutral and natural body is fostered that is in fact belied in
practice. But, as theorists of gender identity who explore ideas about bodies in society and social
behaviour have asked in different contexts, it is necessary to ask how and why theatre training has

engaged in such contradictory reductionist principles?

Chapter Three discusses the approaches to training actors of Eugenio Barba, Tadashi Suzuki, Viola
Spolin and Augusto Boal. It comments on the influence of the European masters on their work, and
how the work of these four directors proposes new avenues for training the actor. The chapter
investigates how Barba, Suzuki, Spolin and Boal’s innovative approaches to training actors reflect
different ways of articulating ideas about the body of the actor, discipline and resistance to
dominant models of power relations. It considers how specific social, cultural and political contexts
of these four directors influenced the objectives, structure and exercise of their approaches to actor
training. Boal and Spolin are a counterpoint to Suzuki and Barba because their training approaches
are based on making theatre practice available to a wide range of students. Boal’s method, informed
by his reflections on Latin American culture, created the ideas of a ‘politicised’ body, while Spolin
is one of the few female theatre practitioners whose manual for training actors has gained

international recognition over decades.

Chapter Four presents some of the American and European projects and experiences of adopting
Asian martial arts into the process of training actors. The chapter discusses Phillip B. Zarrilli’s body
of work in the field of martial arts as applied to actor training. The chapter shows how Asian martial

arts became an accepted alternative physical practice for forging the Western actor’s body. It is
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