
The Autonomous Actor: In the Moment

The Act of Revelation: the Presence of the Actor  
Lindy Davies  

Performance is capable of dissolving differences and embracing 
paradox. We don't necessarily have to understand the gestures, 
meanings or context of the piece, we simply have to experience 
the altered state of the performer to be taken to a place of insight 
and revelation where we can experience the inexpressible and 
comprehend the inexplicable. 

When we perform our finest work it seems that we all have one 
thing in common, we work from a point of purity, we work from a 
place, which is uncluttered, unfettered, and unimpeded by self.  
It seems that we actually change our state of being, alter our state 
of consciousness. We manage to transcend the banality of our ego 
bound lives and move onto another plane, a plane that is free of 
preoccupations with self. It is a universal plane transcending all 
the boundaries of language, time, class, race, creed and culture.  

Eastern traditions have always acknowledged the sanctity of 
meditation and the importance of the centred spiritual self, 
whereas Western civilization has valued the power of the rational 
self over all else. We have only recently begun to incorporate 
meditative work into our regime of actor training and to value the 
process of creating a point of stillness, creating an empty place 
from which to work.  

Thirtythree years ago when I was involved in a Peter Brook actors’ 
workshop at the Theatre des Bouffes Du Nord in Paris, one of the 
masters, Shuko a Japanese Buddhist monk, effectively changed the 
direction of my life. He introduced me to that place, that place of 
stillness, that place of silence, that place of infinite possibility, he 
introduced me to a way of working that has led me to develop an 
approach to performance which begins from the intuitive self and 
moves through meaning into dynamic and evolving action. 

Performing is difficult. It is a complex physical and psycho-
linguistic act involving all parts of the self. 
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How do we free ourselves from the fetters of the rational and 
‘choices’ and embrace the organic and evolving? 

How do we enter the zone and inhabit this intuitive plane with its 
infinite possibilities? 

How do we achieve a mercurial and yet clearly defined and 
disciplined performance?  

How do we completely and irrevocably inhabit the moment? 

How do we know where we are going, unless we know where we 
are? 

The times we live in are fast and demanding, and many of us have 
been formed by an era where time and money are inextricably 
fused, where economic necessity has generated an imperative, and 
a way of being that seems to preclude the possibility of waiting or 
travelling at a slower pace.  

Consequently, one of our first tasks in this search for the authentic 
and intuitive process is to investigate Time.  

To do this effectively we need to begin with 'the moment' and only 
when we have experienced 'being in the moment' can we 
commence the training. This involves experiencing the different 
textures and qualities of time: understanding the difference 
between pace and speed, between waiting and stopping. 

We need to be comfortable working from where we are, rather 
than reaching for something beyond this present moment.  
We need to fully encounter the reality of 'here and now'. 

How do we accomplish this? 
We can expand time, by mastering the art of concentration, by 
allowing ourselves to investigate material, by allowing ourselves to 
fail. We can embark on the journey of problem solving and enter a 
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process that advances in meaning rather than aiming for a product 
or quick results. In other words, we can actually rehearse before 
we perform.  

Sometimes actors find it very difficult to give themselves 
permission to explore, they become highly judgemental of 
themselves and others, they carry unrealistic expectations and are 
consequently often too critical of their work to progress very far. 
They are so frightened of failure that they are unable to 
commence the work: they stop before they begin or create 
accomplished finite performances that are immutable.  

To counter this, one needs to create an atmosphere of 
unconditional positive regard, where one can experience the 
reality of working freely without judgement. In this environment 
of safety we can take the time to discover and identify our own 
negative projections. We can actually identify the negative tapes 
that have been playing through our minds, such as "You can't do 
that" "You must be perfect'; ‘You are boring'; 'You must be the best' 
we can unearth the powerful critical utterances that plague us and 
impede our work. Once we have recognized that these negative 
parental voices are our own preoccupations, rather than the 
opinions of others, we can begin. 

The next notion to be understood is the idea of working to ‘one's 
natural end' of taking the time to work until one has reached a 
state of completion or 'satisfaction'.  

This takes time, as it takes a while to be able to recognise the 
point of completion, it takes a while to learn to continue working 
in a room if others have stopped, or to feel comfortable about 
finishing your work if others are still working.  

However the most fundamental element in the art of the actor is 
the ability to be changed and shifted by circumstances and others. 

One day after a session with Peter Brook and the Japanese masters 
at the Theatre des Bouffes du Nord, I was standing on the Gare Du 
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Nord waiting for my train and contemplating the task of how to 
transfer the exquisite, ephemeral work of that afternoon into a 
tangible experience for actors. Suddenly I became aware that all 
of the people on the platform appeared to be interconnected in an 
invisible yet dynamic way. One person would be standing quite still 
waiting for their train whilst another would rush past intent on 
catching a train in the distance. The ripple of movement would 
cause an infinitesimal adjustment in the waiting passenger whilst 
others ambling along with a casual gait heading for some other 
destination might be completely unaware of any change in the air. 

As I watched I noticed that no matter what they were doing they 
were all in the centre of their actions whether they were running, 
walking or standing still. The train timetable was their frame and 
as they gently made adjustments to the crowd milling around 
them, their intentions were clear. It was like watching a dance,  
a choreography of strangers, all connected by the shared activity 
of going out or returning home. 

Subsequently I developed a body of work called impulse Work in 
which I combined a series of everyday actions into an active 
meditation called Running, Walking and Stillness. I have used this 
work ever since, for through the simple actions of Running, 
Walking and Stillness, you can discover the 'unending moment' you 
can experience being in the centre of your actions and working to 
satisfaction. You can learn to work autonomously, you can develop 
an internal evaluative mechanism which will enable you to 
ascertain whether or not you are 'in the centre of the moment', 
whether or not you are satisfied. You can work off impulse. 
You can be changed by sensory realties, the actions of others, your 
zones of awareness and the architecture of space. 

You learn this approach kinaesthetically, internally, by listening to 
and with your body, by seeing with your body and by experiencing 
your physical logic. You learn to hurry slowly, to experience an 
onward movement whilst also savouring the moment. 
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Silence enables us to experience other ways of listening, for as we 
learn to appreciate silence and cease to be afraid of it, we learn 
to experience ourselves, to be with ourselves. It is by listening to 
the silences at the ends of sounds that we actually hear the 
sounds. It is through the experience of silence that we begin to 
still our noisy minds and come to a point of emptiness, a place of 
stillness, a place of openness from which to work. It is in the 
silence that we begin to listen to our physical impulses, to sense 
the surge of energy that ebbs and flows through our bodies. It is 
through the silence that we learn to distinguish the 'negative tapes' 
that chatter on and on, insistently judging us, it is in the silence 
that we learn to erase them. It is in the silence that we experience 
being affected by what we hear, see, sense and think. It is in this 
context that we understand the three zones of awareness: 
internal, external and fantasy or thought. 
It is in the silence that we discover breath and the importance of 
releasing the diaphragm, and finally it is through the silence that 
we discover our own 'authenticity': we become the author of 
ourselves as we learn to trust our instinct. 

Stillness is one of the hardest elements for an actor to trust. It 
takes time for us to feel comfortable with not moving, to find the 
power in not moving. Stillness enables us to experience our 
presence.  It is the most essential state, for it enables us to begin 
working, it provides a starting point. It is from stillness that action 
flows, it is in stillness that we experience movement and are able 
to experience the presence of others in the space. It is from 
stillness, that our understanding of spatial awareness develops. 
Stillness enables the actor to experience themselves in relation to 
space and in relation to each other. 

Spatial Dynamics   Actors have an intuitive understanding of time 
and space, which needs to be cultivated by teachers and directors 
alike. By the use of Impulse Work 'Running, Walking and Stillness' 
the actors first learn to trust their impulses and commit to action, 
they learn to be affected by sound and silence, light and shadow, 
movement and stillness. They also learn to 'see' with their bodies 
and become highly sensitized to the architectural coordinates of 
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space as well as any changes in the environment. They begin to 
understand form and the notion of the body in space, they also 
develop the ability to experience themselves as part of an image. 
Consequently they become able to work in image-based work as 
well as with language and character based texts.  

Impulse This element is the centre of the work as it enables the 
actor to work with truth and spontaneity. The actors first listen to 
their impulses, then follow them. Impulse means that there is no 
premeditation, no interference, nothing impeding the actor's 
spontaneity. The process involves bypassing the rational self and 
allowing the visceral self to operate freely and fully. Impulse exists 
when there is no gap between impulse and gesture. Impulse is pure 
action. One runs with complete abandonment, committing to the 
action of running, one walks, committing to the action of walking, 
fully experiencing being in the centre of the action of walking. 
One claims the action of stillness, being in the centre of stillness, 
finding the momentum of stillness. In other words, the actors learn 
to listen to their impulses, follow their impulses and claim their 
impulses and by so doing inhabit the space, remaining in the 
centre of the action, remaining in the centre of the moment.   
By discovering the difference between premeditation and impulse 
they begin to experience the subtlety of authenticity, the fact that 
it can feel like 'nothing', as it is effortless. They commence the 
process of conditioning themselves to internally discern the 
touchstone of truth, that ephemeral sensation which tells us where 
we are. It is a fundamental signpost, signifying a state of active 
readiness. After the immersion in time, silence, impulse and 
spatial dynamics the actor is working in a state of physical fluency, 
in which they have acquired an understanding of their physical 
logic, whilst developing complete kinetic awareness, freedom from 
judgement and full spontaneity. This takes time but is achievable 
because it does not involve the verbal, conceptual self.  

Language is the final and most complex element as it involves the 
difficult task of speaking. How then do we move into the realm of 
consciousness, the arena of the rational self, without losing this 
sense of spontaneity and centred mercurial plasticity? 
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How do we ensure newly minted truth? 
  
Speaking is difficult, as it enlists the very parts of self that usually 
impede flow and prevent spontaneity, however we can remove 
these impediments if we simply adhere to one principle: the 
principle of finding the need to speak, finding the impulse to 
speak. How do we do this? 

We begin by creating that state of active readiness, by finding that 
point of stillness, by preparing ourselves through active meditation 
to be in a state of dynamic receptivity. We prepare by achieving a 
state of breathing which is centred and deep, by achieving a state 
of mind, which is empty and clear. It is as though we are preparing 
a deep, still pond, filled with crystal clear water, and then into 
this pond we drop a pebble and the ripples pervade and pervade 
the water. In other words, we drop a word into the stillness of 
ourselves and the meanings resonate and pervade us until we find 
the impulse to speak from source.  

However, before we begin this venture, there is some preparation 
we need to do apart from preparing our physical state, we need to 
do some research into the language. We need to enlist our rational 
selves before we depend upon our experiential selves,we need to 
take on the whole mantle of meaning. We need to appreciate the 
specific meaning of words and not take language for granted, by 
generalizing and reducing it. Now, sometimes this is hard, for we 
live in a world where visual imagery is superseding the world of 
literature. We live in times where there has been an extraordinary 
development in the use of visual technology and a consequent 
acceleration of visual literacy. Our perception of the world is 
formed by television, video, film and the internet. Unfortunately 
this extraordinary explosion of innovative technology is increasing 
illiteracy. In Australia, England and the United States children are 
ceasing to read. It therefore seems imperative to place a value on 
verbal literacy: upon the written and spoken word, so that the art 
of verbal communication is not superseded by the strong rapid 
imagery of visual communication. 
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Our ability to master all of the elements mentioned above Time; 
Silence; Stillness; Spatial Dynamics and Impulse is undermined by 
television.  Television fractures time by ensuring that there are 
many 'technical events' per thirty seconds, it is a limited medium 
and consequently it uses fast cutting, loud music and violent 
events to keep people engaged. It is therefore understandable that 
some people find it difficult to engage in problem solving as they 
find it difficult to remain engaged for long periods of time. 
They are used to the quick fix, the power and speed of the M.T.V. 
culture. They are used to being filled by other people's images and 
have often ceased to be the creators of their own.  
In this climate it is important to rediscover language, so that you 
learn to appreciate the possibilities of the written image over the 
visual image. It is essential to engage in activities where you can 
encounter the power of language, its ability to change perception 
and shift perspective as it opens the human imagination to 
conceptual and visceral experiences.  
How do you do this?   
Read.  
Read to others.  
Encourage them to read to you.  
Rediscover meaning. 
Open a dictionary and investigate the many meanings of one word. 

Let's take the word "hate". It would be easy to assume that we all 
know the meaning of the word "hate", but an actor's responsibility 
is to expand the meaning of that word, to investigate the meaning 
of that word and in so doing, to ignite their imagination.  If I look 
up the dictionary, there are many definitions: 
a passionate or intense dislike 
to bear malice;  
to loathe;  
to have feelings of hostility or strong antipathy towards;  
to dislike strongly;  
to have an aversion to. 

Each of those meanings expands our understanding of the word and 
consequently our understanding of the world. It is essential for the 
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actor to work in this state of expanded consciousness, for if the 
language ignites their imagination, it will in turn ignite the 
imagination of the audience. 

Language does things. It is imperative that the actor understands 
this and serves the text by revealing its complexity rather than 
ironing it out with an attitude or character choice.  It is important 
for the actor to breathe, to release the diaphragm, to be affected 
and changed by the language. For as they are transformed so too is 
their audience. 

I will now take you through the pathway that allows the actor to 
find the impulse to speak, that helps the actor to distinguish 
between impulse and pre-meditation and to discover the 
complexity of their imagination.   

They are instructed to lie on the floor, relax, and allow themselves 
to be "breathed".  They are instructed to slide the word right down 
behind their eyes and deep into the centre of themselves.  
Everything that word means to the actor, every feeling, sensation, 
meaning, thought, colour, texture, image will muster together 
inside the actor, until he or she finds the impulse to speak the 
word aloud.  It will be like catching a wave.  If the impulse to 
speak arises and, for whatever reason the actor misses the 
impulse, they simply allow the breath to drop in and out, keeping 
the diaphragm free.  This leads the actor back to centre and 
enables fresh impulses to arise.  At no time will they decide how to 
say the word or listen to the words they are speaking, the 
objective is to focus upon the word and allow the act of 
revelation.  In other words the actor allows the word to reveal its 
meaning to them, to find out what the word means in all its 
complexity, to find out the metaphoric resonances that the word 
may have for them.  The objective is to experience a feeling of 
connection, or what I call a feeling of satisfaction, so that when 
the actor is in the centre of it, they start to recognise what this 
feeling is.  The actor finds out how to follow impulse and finds out 
what it is to experience completion.  They understand the notion 
of finishing their work and working for as long as they need to, in 
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order to experience a sense of completion or satisfaction.  The 
recognition of the sensation of satisfaction enables the actor to 
become autonomous, self-governing and begin to distinguish 
between effort and ease.  At this point the actor notates or 
retrieves what they have found out, this process of "retrieval" is a 
way of mapping inner associations.  Once the actor senses 
satisfaction and completion, and locates the source, it may be an 
image, thought, feeling, action or sensation, he or she writes down 
the connected impulse. So now the actor’s pathway exists in a 
written form, it is a score, which in performance, is simply 
dropped into the moment. As the actor moves through the 
rehearsal process, the score is constantly evolving, becoming 
layered, textured and refined.  It is important to remember that 
the main objective of the "dropping in" process is for the actor not, 
to decide what the meaning is, but to find out what the meaning 
is.  To go back to our analogy of the pebble in the pond, one does 
not control the ripples but allows them to pervade and pervade in 
all their possibilities.  The word is dropping into the pool of the 
imaginative life of the self as well as the imaginative life of the 
text from which it comes.   

Metaphor: The actor learns through this act of revelation to work 
with rigour and to create luminous and mercurial performances. 
They also learn to quickly understand the metaphoric aspect of 
theatre as their work plumbs the depth of language both 
metaphysically and conceptually.  I wish to take a poem of 
Taniguchi Buson, a great figure in the Haiku world of the 
Eighteenth Century. 

COLD 
What piercing cold I feel! 

My dead wife's comb, in our bedroom, 
Under my heel..... 

I want you to imagine that you are going to "drop in" this poem, 
word by word.  What experiences and associations do you have 
rising in you that will enable you to say the word "piercing", what 
images or sensations do you experience as you move towards the 
word "cold". Once you have experienced the words separately, you 
drop in the whole line, "What piercing cold I feel!"  Where does 
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that take you?  Let us go to the next moment.  The word "dead" as 
opposed to the word "living", the word "comb" as opposed to the 
word "hair", where do you need to travel to within yourself to 
reach the point where you can say "My dead wife's comb," could 
you actually reach the point where you could say "in our bedroom", 
what pain do you go through in order to say the words "Under my 
heel"? 

In this poem we find the essence of metaphor, the essence of the 
poetic image where the poet has made this large universe a little 
more manageable.  We find in this poem a metaphor for those we 
have lost, someone treading on something he cherishes, the 
essence of the fragility of humanity. 

The actor's task is to enter the experience just as you have now, 
but to take it further by committing this act of revelation in 
performance. To encounter this essence the actor needs to go to a 
point of stillness and allow themselves to be changed, to drop that 
essence into their centre and in this altered state illuminate their 
audience. In the moment. 
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