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Introduction, Extreme Emotions 1

Introduction

Extreme Emotions: Performing Rape

Preamble

March 27, 2007. I am sitting in the F.C. Smith Auditorium at Concordia University’s
Loyola Campus at the final dress rehearsal of Per/Son/Alia’, a faculty directed student
production. The piece is a multi-part, non-narrative collective creation, staged
environmentally throughout the building. The current part consists of a series of short,
unrelated scenes, staged like cabaret numbers on a sparsely lit, elevated stage. We are about
midway through the performance.

After a number of quirky acts, a young woman, voluptuous with curly hair, wearing a
tutu made of bubble wrap, enters the stage. In an earlier scene we learned that the character is
thirteen years old, preparing for her first prom. The actress announces to the audience:
“Okay, this is a piece that I did for my Theater and Development class” last semester.” We
are not sure if she speaks as “herself,” or as an older version of her thirteen-year-old
character.

Pretending to hold up photographs she recalls bits of memory like snapshots, full of
exuberance, excitement, anticipation: the dress, the shoes, and the visit at the hair-dresser. ”In
this photo: it’s the first time I am allowed to go to the hairdresser by myself. [...] In the next
one I am wearing my brand-new shiny, silky dress with squeaky, black patent shoes and I
swoosh around.” She twirls and swooshes around. Then we hear a man’s catcalls, whistling,
notice his lecherous stares, “In this one — actually there is no photo of this one — just my
memory...”

The memory takes over the performance, becomes acted out reality, the man grabs
her, shoves her onto a stool, she continues to deliver blips of narration: she is in a car, details

overwhelm her senses, smell, sound, “All I hear is the buzz of radio static in

: Per/Son/Alia, conceived and directed by Sandeep Bhagwati, written by Lindsay Wilson and Kristin Gorslin,
based on improvisations by the ensemble, performed by Students from the School of Fine Arts at the F.C. Smith
and Cazalet Studio, Concordia University, Montreal, Canada, March 29 — April 1, 2007.

% A class given at Concordia University’s Theatre Department that is mandatory for all its BFA students. Many
audience members know that it is obligatory to create an autobiographical performance piece for this class.



Introduction, Extreme Emotions 2

Figure 1. Krystelle Metras in Per/Son/Alia.

the car...” the rip of her dress, “I am silent as he zips, and rips at my shiny, swooshy satin
dress....”

The man unzips, pulls off her tutu and “rapes” her from behind. Short moments of
emergence interrupt the act, with her face turned to the audience the girl narrates her
experience, “I am petrified, all movement stops, everything freezes...” The act continues. For
how long? Seconds? Minutes? “I never felt so full of shame, so pink and red all over.” Then
the man is done, he zips up, pulls up the girl, and pushes her away. She gathers her skirt and
shoes, her hair is undone, her make-up smeared.

She walks downstage, another photograph: “I stood with all the beautiful girls in high

heeled shoes. I stood in my shoes.” She slowly leaves the stage, dazed.
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Strong reactions pulse through the mostly student audience: surprise, outrage,
revulsion — and possibly pity and fear. But those sentiments® are quickly refocused on an all
male a-capella number, three men, one of them “the rapist” from the previous scene, perform
a doo-wop song about their male inadequacies; the act is self-ironic, light-hearted, cheesy — a

welcome relief.

The Premise

Like so many acting teachers before, I have been pondering the question of how to
prepare student actors to perform extreme emotional states. Earlier in spring of 2007, I had a
conversation on the topic with my colleague Sandeep Bhagwati* while he was developing
and rehearsing Per/Son/Alia with a group of student performers, writers and musicians. At
the time he was encountering difficulties with the staging of the above rape scene. The young
woman playing the victim, a second year acting student, was worried that her classmates
would falsely identify her as a rape victim in real life. This fear made it very difficult for her
and her partner to find a way into the scene.

Bhagwati’s problem reminded me of issues I had encountered myself several times
when directing student productions, which either implied or included rape scenes.’ The task
of performing a scene that is so extreme in content, emotionally challenging, and touching on
cultural taboos, pushes student performers to their limits and fundamentally questions their
position towards acting.

Whereas in much of the general repertoire of plays and scenes, students actually try to
embrace the emotional content, be it positive or negative, in the case of performing rape it
seems that many students have much greater difficulties. Rather than speculating about the
reasons for such fears, or investigating the cultural, political, ethical or gender issues
surrounding rape, [ will focus in this thesis on the acting problem at hand. A rape scene
directly confronts the problem of differentiating between “performed” and “felt” emotion, the

aesthetic ideals that are attached to such differences, and the student performer’s own

3 Sentiments here mean emotions that are projected onto a subject that might not be valued or considered
worthy of the attention or empathy.

4 Bhagwati is a German-Indian composer, since 2006 he has been cross-appointed between the Departments of
Music and Theatre as Canadian Research Chair for Inter-X Arts at Concordia University, Montreal.

> For example: Seneca’s Trojan Women (University of Santa Cruz, 1997), Tretyakov’s I Want a Child

(Swarthmore College 2002), and in a more veiled way Brecht’s Mother Courage (University of Santa Cruz,
1998).
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emotional and cultural position towards such choices. The student actor seems to be suddenly
forced to decide between play—acting and using a repeatable technique to help her master this
unsettling task.

In order to meet the task of performing an emotionally challenging scene it seems that
the student needs to have a clearer understanding of the nature of performed emotions and a
technique that enables her to realize this on stage, as much as the director needs an

understanding of how to navigate extreme emotions from the outside.

Performing Emotion

What does performing emotion mean? It implies an understanding of the activity
called performing, an understanding of what an emotion is, and the assumption that an
emotion can be performed. I will use the verbs to act and to perform interchangeably at most
points in this thesis, in specific places however I will make use of the wider meaning of
“performing,” over the narrower meaning of “acting,” which in quoting Michael Kirby often
evokes connotations such as “to feign, to simulate, to represent, to impersonate.” Acting is
often equated with performing, but “not all performing is acting.” In the same vein, the actor
is always a performer but it is certainly not necessary for the performer to be an actor.” To
perform is defined as doing an action, either in the sense of fulfilling, carrying out; or in the
sense of enacting: such as portraying, demonstrating, presenting. It can be understood as an
“action that follows established patterns or procedures or fulfills agreed-upon requirements

and often connotes special skill.””’

This definition connects performing with the idea of
repetition, “following established patterns.” To do an action that stands in relationship to an
earlier, similar action, yet in the moment of carrying it out marks a unique and single moment
in time. In addition, performing might mean to do a recognizable action or to behave in a
recognizable way.

The noun emotion suggests a qualitative state, or mode of being.® This state is

6 See: Kirby, Michael. On Acting and Not-Acting. In: Acting Reconsidered. Ed Phillip B. Zarilli, New York:
Routledge, 1995. pp 43-58.

7 Merriam-Webster’s Online Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, Incorporated, 2006-2007.
http://www.m-w.com/cgi-bin/dictionary?va=perform

8 When I talk about an emotional “state,” I am aware that it is in fact a process, not a state [ am referring to. The
word “state” suggests a relatively stable, if short-lived event, yet there seems to be little stability in the
constantly fluctuating and evolving emotion processes. But for the sake of practicality and in-line with the
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induced by an event or trigger and is in itself a response or reaction to that trigger. This
reaction can be further identified as goal relevant, or consequently as part of decision making
processes.” This seems to imply an act of cognition, the act of identifying the trigger and the
person or situation the emotion is directed at, yet, as an experience the emotion may stay in
the realm of the unconscious or preconscious. '’

Is the emotion itself a reaction or is it in turn a trigger for a reaction? In the above |
called it a qualifier, a state, a mode, a reaction and an experience. When looking at emotion
from the perspective of duration, there is a beginning, middle and end, yet the speed of onset,
the awareness of it, and the demarcations of the passage are variable. Thus a general
understanding of duration does not help to more clearly identify the nature of what we call
emotion, though some researchers suggest that the duration of an affective state marks the
difference between emotions, feelings, and moods.'' Later in my thesis I will try to
investigate how one can differentiate between these states. But at this point [ want to suggest
that the term emotion, understood as a general name for processes that result in qualitative
change in human behavior, might not do justice to the variety of processes involved in
individual emotions and emotion clusters but that the term connotes a generalized category of
phenomenological states with a variety of strongly differing sub-categories — i.e. individual
emotions.'?

In the realm of the performed, emotions can be willfully and consciously created or
re-created. In fact, to a number of theater theoreticians there is an indisputable difference
between emotion and performed emotion. But what about those emotions, that befall an actor
involuntarily on stage? Are they not “performed emotions” even though they might occur just

before or after consciously performed emotions? Can the category of “performed emotions”

terminology commonly used in North American theatrical practice, I maintain the use of the term “state” of
emotion.

? Damasio, Antonio. Looking for Spinoza. Orlando: Harcourt, 2003, 144-47.

10 Stocker, Michael. “The Irreducibility of Affectivity.” In Solomon, Robert C.: What Is an Emotion? Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2002:258-264. Stocker bases his reading on the later Freud, who acknowledges the
possibility of pre- and unconscious affect.

M See Damasio, Antonio. The Feeling of What Happens. Harcourt, 1999: 55 ff, 341f.

12 Griffiths, Paul. “What Emotions Really Are: The Problems of Psychological Categories.” In: Solomon,
Robert C.: What Is an Emotion? Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002:284-290.
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include unconscious, or preconscious emotions?"” I will return to this question at several
points in my thesis.

In writing about emotions in performance the problem that repeatedly arises is: which
action will appropriately identify the occurrence of an emotion? That leads to other questions:
What does an emotion do? How does it come about? Does one “just have it”? Is it called up?
Induced? Realized? Does it occur or appear, erupt or rise-up? Is it performed, acted, created,
imagined, pretended, produced? Is it thought, felt, embodied? What type of activity, motion,
and movement should the verb suggest? What change in state does the observer see when
watching someone “have” an emotion? What is the right word for the seemingly
multitudinous ways emotions manifest themselves in and out of performance? These
questions lead to the investigation of the biological aspects of emotion processes and the
control, shaping and containment of these processes on one hand, and the performer’s process

and techniques on the other.

Training the Emotions

As performance styles shift from conventionalized forms to what might be understood
as “natural,” that is from stylization to realism, from affectless to high passion, a question
emerges as to what tools to “train the emotions” are available to the performer today. Given
the re-evaluation of the role of emotions in human behavior and the rise in current
scholarship on emotion and affect, has the resulting research influenced performer training?
And if so, how? This thesis is an investigation into the methods, means, mechanisms and
processes performers in both past and present have used in order to realize emotions on stage.
The resulting questions necessitate the analysis of both historical and contemporary schools

of acting as well as texts on emotion and other affective states from a number of disciplines.

13 My reading of conscious, unconscious and preconscious refers to the states of cognitive awareness, and is
based on my readings in neuroscience, cognitive science and psychology, i.e. Damasio 2004, and Barrett,
Niedenthal and Winkielman, Eds. Emotion and Consciousness. New York: The Guilford Press, 2005. Useful to
my analysis is Solomon on Freud: “In the first part of his career, Freud divided the mind into three components,
which he sometimes described as “chambers.” There is the Conscious, the Preconscious, which can emerge into
consciousness at any time, and the Unconscious, which cannot become conscious because of repression.”
(Solomon, 2003, 98.) So, when we talk about unconscious emotions in the actor, they are either his/her personal
deeply buried emotions that drive his actions unbeknownst to him/her, or those of the character. In the latter
case, the performing actor would be conscious of these buried, unconscious emotions and find ways to show
how they drive the character nonetheless.
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Overall, this investigation will contribute to the re-evaluation of the performance of emotion
in contemporary actor training.

My goal is to draw attention to the practice of performing emotion by adding my own
fieldwork as example of current practice. I am looking at empirical research on acting
techniques as the locus and subject of my investigation. Though this practice as such is
independent from research in neurosciences and psychology, it nevertheless stands in a
symbiotic relationship to the current emotion research in the sciences and to historical
documentation of earlier acting practices. It is these relationships that [ will investigate. As of
now, despite the affective turn'® experienced in the humanities as well as in the sciences, the
research on acting techniques is still underdeveloped. The current processes need to be re-
evaluated and the awareness of the performance of emotions heightened. Last but not least
that means that my project is also geared towards a pedagogical aim, namely to increase the
current acting student’s ability to perform emotion and to be better equipped for the
heightened emotional states that are more and more expected on stage and screen.

In the following, I will examine how different forms of actor training approach
emotions philosophically and what these techniques entail in practice. There exists an
assumed disparity between the inside-out and outside-in approaches to performance; by
delineating the shifts in performance style I will show that in practice fluid transitions
between forms are common, often being used simultaneously and interchangeably,
sometimes even by the same performer within the same performance.

In 2006, I was able to institute an Emotion Laboratory at Concordia University in
Montreal, Canada, with the goal of investigating the performer’s affective body or, if you
will, the performed, embodied'® emotion. In the Lab, particular focus was given to the
student actor’s process, the differences between applied acting methods, and the individual’s
particular approach with the hope of further developing an acting tool that allows for a

detailed analysis of emotion processes in performance and a training ground to develop

 See chapter 1.

15 Embodied here is to be understood as emotion physicalized by the performer, drawing attention to the
physical rather than the mental emotion process. In emotion theories these processes are often discussed in
regard to physiological and neurobiological patterns as well as psychological and cognitive processes, however
in performance the primary focus is on embodiment. See: Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. Basic Writings, ed. Thomas
Baldwin. Routledge, 2004. See: Zarrilli, Phillip and Cook, Amy in: Theatre Journal, Volume 59, Number 4,
December 2007.
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repeatable performance choices. As a vehicle for this investigation I have been using Richard
Schechner’s rasaboxes exercise.

In addition to historical research, I will lay out and discuss findings from the work
with the students and put these into the context of current emotion studies. I want to
investigate if training the emotions can be as much a part of actor training as vocal technique,
movement training, text analysis and period styles are. Furthermore this thesis explores how
the latest discoveries in the multi-disciplinary field of emotion studies may be applied to the
specifics of performed emotions. By concentrating on the nuts-and-bolts of performance

practice, the embodied, performed emotion will be the focal point of my thesis.

Figure 2. Rasabox exercises with Oedipus cast, January 2009. Free exploration on grid.

Emotion Laboratory

In the initial phase of the lab work (October - December of 2006), a group of six
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student research assistants, a cameraman, a guest and myself met for eleven sessions.'® The
two actors who were later to perform the rape scene in Bhagwati’s piece Per/Son/Alia had
been among the initial lab participants.

The practical work in the emotion lab is based on the rasaboxes exercise, which I
have been practicing and teaching since it was devised by Richard Schechner in 1994/5."
The rasaboxes exercise is in part inspired by the emotion theory laid out in the Natyashastra.
In Sanskrit drama the performer evoked a state of co-experienced emotion with the audience,
called rasa, by adding and combining highly specified facial, hand and body movements.
Borrowing the list of eight basic rasas from the Natyashastra, Schechner devised a set of
exercises intended for performers trained in contemporary Western acting methods. Among
the goals of the exercise is how to clearly differentiate between the emotional states, to
investigate different means of evoking such states, and to apply them to performance. In the
basic layout of the exercise the workspace is divided into distinct spaces, “boxes,” each one
reserved for one rasa. The rasabox grid is then used for a number of different exercises. A
detailed discussion of the rasaboxes exercise will be given in chapters two and four.

During the lab sessions we encountered a number of hurdles and difficulties as the
students raised many valuable questions regarding the work. The lab process and the
resulting questions will become the framework for my thesis. The rape scene among others
will serve as an example to show how these issues relate to performance and how the lab
work may inform or help the students in their process, both during performance and in its
aftermath. The first questions that usually arise during the lab concern rasa: what is it, why do
we use the term, and how does it differ from what we call emotion or affect? In chapter one
and two I will discuss a couple of possible answers.

Once the work is underway, the students wonder why we work with one specific set
of emotions rather than another. The idea of finding different sets of “basic emotions”

depending on period and subject matter of a given project opens up a whole new horizon of

16 The lab participants in 2006 were: Joseph Bembridge, Isabelle Fortier, Krystelle Metras, Thomas Preece,
Chantria Tram, Vance de Waele; camera work was done by Adam Levasseur. All were at the time second or
third year students in the Concordia University BFA program in Theatre.

7 n recent years, the training method has been further developed and trademarked by two company members:
Michelle Minnick and Paula Murray Cole. They offer regular summer intensives at NYU and Ithaca College.
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possibilities for the lab, which we are now only beginning to explore. This question was
much discussed during rehearsals for Ned Dickens’ Oedipus as produced in 2009 by
Concordia University with theatre students under my direction. The workshop, rehearsal and
performance phases of this production of Oedipus during the fall and winter terms of 2008/09
will be the topic of chapter five.

Meta Emotions

During the period of the first lab, a few moments occurred that involved fear, and the
sudden importance of what I call meta-emotions. Meta-emotions'® are those feelings that are
personal and influential to performers and audience members and are motivated by
circumstances outside of the immediate performance context — yet possibly called up by that
context — and in turn influence it in a double feedback loop.

In order to discuss this phenomenon further I will return to the example of the rape
scene in Per/Son/Alia. Krystelle Metras, the student who performed the rape victim, was
afraid of being identified as a rape victim in real life because of three issues: the much
publicized collaborative nature of this particular collective creation piece, the fact that the
student performers were called by their own name, and because Metras opened the scene with
the line: “This is a piece I did for my Theater and Development class last semester” — a class
that is known for its autobiographical performances. She deeply feared that being marked as
the actual victim of sexual assault would have larger social consequences for her. Those fears
became her meta-emotions and kept her from engaging with the scene for most of the
rehearsal process. Later, during the run of the performances, she merely mumbled the
opening lines, which “identified” the scene as possibly autobiographical, and further

obscured this pseudo-authentification by physically turning away from the audience."’

'8 See: Hooven, Gottman and Katz. “Parental meta-emotion structure predicts family and child outcomes.” In:
Cognition and Emotion, 9, 1995: 229-264. “[Meta-emotions are] what people think about feelings” in Oatley,
Keltner and Jenkins. Understanding Emotions. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006:305.

19 Video documentation of Per/Son/Alia.
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After the run of the show I conducted an interview with Metras. She was still shaken
up and confused by the process but also somewhat exhilarated. At this point, Metras had not
been able to clearly analyze her own performance process but felt that instead of precisely
repeating the scene, she delved into each of the five performances anew. She let herself be
guided by the physical and textual outline, but allowed for slight changes in the physical
execution of the score to keep it “fresh.” Joseph Bembridge, who played the rapist, initiated
these nightly micro-changes, as challenges and surprises for his scene partner. Both had
agreed on this process. This element of play became a double-edged sword; on the one hand
it provided spontaneity and immediacy for Metras yet at the cost of physical risk, on the other
hand it prevented the performers from developing a reliable score within which to explore

emotional depth.

Figure 3. Krystelle Metras and Joseph Bembridge in Per/Son/Alia.
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Metras was thrown onto a black wooden box, bruising her body badly during every
rehearsal and performance — but in addition to feeling pain, it heightened the “reality* of the
situation for her each time. One could speculate that the physical pain, surely numbed by
adrenaline, helped to recreate the emotion in a realistic’® way rather then to engage with the
“performed emotion.” In a class response to the play a fellow student, Antoine Yared,
complained:

The scene did seem harsh, and [...] painful, and horrible. Like a real rape would be.

Except it is NOT a real rape. [...] Krystelle had been coming to class with bruises all

over her body, arms and legs, for a good two weeks before the show opened. [...] I

have taken sword and stage fighting classes, and my final presentation had to be a

fight/rape scene. My partner and I came out with no bruises. [...] Because you are not

supposed to get hurt! It’s called ACTING.”!

Here lies the fundamental contradiction — while Metras and Bembridge were striving
for authenticity and “realness” — a “hot” performance, this audience member wanted a higher
level of abstraction — a “cold” performance. These two positions are extensively discussed in
the Paradoxe sur le Comédien, where Diderot clearly states his preference for the latter; the
cold, controlled, reliable approach. Despite the admitted fact that a hot performance can be
highly effective at times, he critiques the actors who immerse themselves in passionate
feelings because he resents the irregularity, unpredictability, and unrepeatability of such
“real” feelings.

In my reading, Krystelle Metras’ meta-emotion “fear* numbed her physical and
mental awareness during the scene in order to be less present — not unlike what can happen to
victims of actual rape.*” After a number of rehearsals entering the scene “cold” and not
finding a way into its emotional world, both performers had decided that it didn’t work for
them and attempted to explore the scene “hot”. Metras recounts that when she began to use

her voice in the scene she started “to get it.” “Oh my god it’s real, I’'m going to do a rape

scene [because] when you get raped, you are not silent at all.”> It seems that both during the

20 Realistic is here used as an imitation of reality — even in the sense of naturalistic — an imitation of nature.

21 Play review by Antoine Yared, second year performance student, written for TPER 311, WS 2007, April 18,
2007.

22 See related articles discussing dissociation in sexual assault: Foa, Edna B. & Olasov Rothbaum, Barbara.
Treating the Trauma of Rape: Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy for PTSD. New York: The Guilford Press, 1998:
24 ff. And: Whetsell Mitchell, Juliann. Rape of the Innocent: Understanding and Preventing Child Sexual
Abuse. Taylor and Francis, 1995: 120-122.

2 Video interview of Krystelle Metras by the author, Montreal, April 17, 2007.
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rehearsal process and the run of the show the lines between levels of reality were blurred. The
“realness” of the scene as experienced physically by the performer became nearly
synonymous with an actual rape. Through their physically engaged performance style, Metras
and Bembridge achieved lending a strong sense of “reality” to the scene; yet, without
sufficient rehearsal time, they were not able to achieve both emotional commitment and a
safe score — they had opted for commitment and blurring of different levels of reality.

When talking to Bembridge later, he first asserted that only Metras as the victim
experienced emotionality, whereas he considered his role to be emotionally neutral. After
some probing he admitted that his character’s actions were guided by a form of cold,
controlled anger (corresponding to the rasa raudra). I read his evaluation of the rapist as
“neutral”, as an attempt to disengage with the actual implications of the scene. Only when
imagining his physical actions within the rasaboxes, which he had worked in during the emo
lab, did Bembridge realize that his character could have only performed the act in raudra.
Metras too felt that her character’s emotional state was mostly anger, rather than fear or
shame, which are the emotions most often associated with victims of actual rape.”* Even
though the scene was not rehearsed using the rasaboxes exercise, their participation in the
emo lab gave these two actors a frame of reference, which enabled them to analyze the
emotional layers of the scene in retrospect.

For the audience the scene felt “intense,” yet it was not clear if that meant frightening,
exciting, thrilling, or saddening. It seems to me that within an episodic play structure the
audience’s feelings are not resolved through an evolving narrative but rather tempered and
shaped by rhythmic structures and juxtapositions; in this case the possible feeling of
discomfort or uneasiness induced by the rape scene was quickly resolved in the immediately
following song and dance number. However, in the long run, the scene stood out from the
rest of the play and elicited quite a bit of commentary among the student community.

The feedback that the actors received from an audience that consisted mostly of
fellow theater students was notable in that Metras experienced a distinct lack of commentary

from other students. She interpreted this lack as a refusal to engage with her role as rape

2 See: Bourke, Joanna. Rape, A History from 1860 to the Present. London: Virago Press, 2007; Brownmiller,
Susan. Against Our Will. NY: Fawcett Books, 1975; Buchwald, Emilie, Fletcher, Pamela R., Roth, Martha, eds.
Transforming a Rape Culture. Minneapolis MN: Milkweed Editions, 2005; Cahill, Ann J. Rethinking Rape.
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001; Campbell, Rebecca. Emotionally Involved: The Impact of Researching
Rape. NY: Routledge, 2002.
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victim, and in some way it confirmed her earlier fears of social ostracization. Bembridge on
the other hand garnered open admiration. He received comments such as “powerful,” “sexy,”
or admiringly “I could have never done such a scene.”” During the course of my interview
with him we discussed possible reasons for such divided responses. In addition to the fact
that he performed the role of the empowered assailant, therefore playing into the audience’s
unconscious adherence to existing power hierarchies — his audience of peers knew
Bembridge as an openly gay man who had just performed a one-man show celebrating his
own, very vulnerable sexuality. This fact in my mind allowed viewers to enjoy his position of
power more freely because of the implicit assumption that the gay man playing the part could
not possibly be a “real” rapist. The rape victim however could be a “real” victim any day and
thus any form of identification with her would remind an audience member of her or his own
potential vulnerability, since for women and some men, the fear of being raped is always
present — it is not a far-removed incident in a far-removed land but a “pervasive, sustained,
and repetitive, [...] element of the development of women’s experience.”*

The investigation of this short scene shows that both performers and audience,
especially the familiar audience within a university setting, are strongly ruled by meta-
emotions and complex cultural and social judgments. The performance of extreme states such
as rape challenges the preconceptions of performers and audience alike. It seems that a more
detailed understanding of these processes, a finer shading of the multiple emotional layers
would work towards a more refined aesthetic experience. A stronger emphasis on the
difference between “real” and “performed” emotion in actor training, using techniques such
as the rasaboxes exercise,”’ may help to develop such understanding. After all, why should
the emotional aspect of performance be “natural” when every other aspect of performance is

usually so highly controlled?

%3 Video interview of Joseph Bembridge by the author, April 17, 2007.
26 Cahill 2001:4

27 Other current forms of emotion training include for example Alba Emoting developed by neuroscientist Dr.
Susana Bloch. See: http://www.albaemotingna.org. See also: Bloch, Susana, Pedro Orthous and Guy
Santibanez-H. “Effector Patterns of Basic Emotions: A psychophysiological method for training actors.”
Reprinted in Zarrilli, Philip B., ed., Acting [Re] Considered: Theories and Practices. New York: Routledge,
1994. Of course Strasberg’s sense memory exercise and a number of Stanislavsky-based approaches also offer
ways to train emotional agility.
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Thesis Layout

I am often surprised how soon after seeing a performance, audience members and
critics will judge the actors’ display of emotion. Everyone seems to be an expert in knowing
what emotion is the right one for any given situation, how it should be expressed, how
another person should react to it, how long it should last, etc. Indeed, there seems to be a
clear understanding of the “right” and the “wrong” way of showing emotion on stage, at least
as long as the performance remains in style and subject matter within a certain parameter of
the known and familiar.?®

The seemingly rather vague idea of a “right” and a “wrong” representation of
performed emotion, applies not just to the technical accomplishments of the actors but also to
ethical, moral, and aesthetic choices suggested by the performance. Thus the choices
surrounding the performed emotion confirm or question the audience’s self-understanding.
But rather than to analyze the time- and place-specific differences in style, my thesis will
focus on the emotion processes in performance. How does the performer “do 1t?”” How does
the student learn it? How can it be repeated?

Following this introduction, I will ground the discussion of my research with
Concordia students by investigating current findings in emotion research in the fields of
neuroscience, psychology and philosophy. Following this exploration, I will in chapter two
analyze rasa theory as laid out in the Natyashastra in as much as it is relevant to the work in
the rasaboxes. In chapter three I will show how the rasaboxes exercise and other current
practices connect to historic theories of acting from the eighteenth century. My discussion of
the exercises themselves in chapter four will allow me to draw comparison to current trends
in North American actor training. Following this chapter on training, chapter five is
concerned with the application of the emotion work to the rehearsal and performance process.
In conclusion, I want to point towards the more metaphysical states of performance as rapture

and transcendence. This overall structure allows me to investigate seemingly differing

% From my brief glimpses during the last two decades at some of the more recent German and Flemish theatres
(Castorf, Martaler, Needcompany, Ivo van Howe) it seems that the style of performing emotions has become
much more extreme, to a level where an actor can take almost infantile pleasure in his or her emotional
outbreak. This style has not yet become very widespread in North America, aside from small emotional
outbreaks in for example some of Ann Bogart’s pieces (i.e. bobrauschenbergamerica) or some of the younger,
often more European influenced groups and artists such as Pig Iron, Rude Mechanicals, Sabooge, Cynthia
Hopkins.
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subjects by linking them all back to the guiding problem at hand: what defines the performed

emotion.

Chapter 1: Performing Emotion at the Affective Turn: The Emotion-Affect-Feeling
Triad

Chapter one examines the state of current and recent emotion research, primarily in
the natural sciences. The increasing knowledge of the emotion processes and brain functions
involved in these processes changes the understanding of the role emotions play in all
decision-making processes. It breaks down the differentiation between body and mind,
cognition and emotion and restates these relationships not as binary opposites but as
interlinking co-dependencies. In addition, the knowledge about the different emotion
processes shows a reciprocal relationship between the scientific knowledge and performance
practice. The goal of the chapter is to clearly establish these links. In addition, this chapter
defines the terminology currently in use and how it is applied in this thesis.

I will discuss a number of different definitions of the terms “emotion,” “affect,” and
“feeling,” which in emotion research are often bundled together under the umbrella “affective
states.””” Emotion, affect, and feeling are at times used interchangeably, yet I will refer in this
context mainly to the performed emotion, rather than the performed affect, or feeling. In
reading Massumi®’ and Damasio,’' I differentiate between these states both qualitatively as
well as in regards to their duration. Other terms for affective states, such as “passion” or an
earlier use of “affect” will come into play in chapter three when investigating the historical
acting styles of the eighteenth century. Discussing the different uses of the terms will allow
me to refer to a variety of emotion theories, highlighting which areas of research are applying
what term, and how this can be useful in the discussion of the performed emotion. I will look
at the conscious and unconscious relationship of stimuli to emotion particularly with the

concept of “performed emotion” in mind.

%% See for example: Erber, Ralph, and Markunas, Susan. Managing Affective States. De Paul University, 2005.
Affective states are at times also considered to be precursors to emotion.

30 Massumi, Brian. Parables For The Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. Duke University Press, 2002:24 ff.
3! Damasio 1999.
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Chapter 2: Is there Rasa in Rasaboxes?

Chapter two takes a look at rasa theory as laid out in the Natyashastra, thus examining
one of the source inspirations for the rasaboxes exercise. My goal is to delineate more
precisely between rasa theory in Sanskrit drama and the use of the term rasa in the
contemporary exercise. After defining the emotion process as understood in the Natyashastra
and the subsequent application recommended for Sanskrit performance, I will briefly
investigate how rasa is applied by contemporary practitioners of “classical” Indian dance
drama and what theoretical implication the understanding of rasa might have for
performance. As rasa theory foregrounds the physiological emotion processes by suggesting
minute physical scores to portray and possibly enter emotional states in performance, a
tangible connection can be established between this approach and some of the acting manuals
of the eighteenth century. Overall, this chapter helps to establish that the performance of
emotion can be a consciously shaped artistic process. Rasa as an experience might be elusive
and only attainable for the connoisseur audience yet the processes leading to rasa can be both
clearly identified and analyzed. The technical steps leading to rasa thus become teachable.

The relationship between rasa and bhava, and the different sub-categories of bhavas,
resonate with the detailed analysis of the performed emotion during the eighteenth century.
However, our practical understanding of the Natyashastra today seems to be better informed
than our knowledge of 18" century techniques because many of the principles of Sanskrit
drama are still applied to the many classic Indian dance drama forms practiced today,

whereas the embodied knowledge of the conventionalized 18" century forms have been lost.

Chapter 3: The Passions: Does the Actor “Really” Feel (Nothing)?

In chapter three, I am situating my discussion in relation to historical acting styles,
creating a linkage to a period in Europe when acting was considered to be the key aspect of
theatrical performance. Here I am interested in showing the understanding of the performed

emotion during the “long” eighteenth century.’> However, despite the fact that theatre

321 am referring to the period that extends from the late 17" to the early 19" century, or the period that lasted
from the end of the Restoration era until the beginning of the Victorian era as the “long” eighteenth century it is
sometimes defined in English Studies.
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practice in central Europe at the time focused on acting and specifically the performance of
the passions, signified by an outpouring of acting manuals, the different emotion processes
are portrayed as opposites or even mutually exclusive. This lead to strong differences in the
approaches to acting that to some extent carried through to the twentieth century. By
investigating emotion through the lens of eighteenth century acting practices, I hope to cast a
new light on contemporary emotion research within and beyond the field of acting. Here, as
in the earlier chapters, I will focus primarily on the performer’s body, the performer’s means

and techniques of expression, and their desired effect on the audience.

Chapter 4: Training in the Emo Lab: The Art of Controlling, Shaping and Letting Go
In chapter four, I arrive at the empirical part of my thesis by describing the training in
the rasaboxes exercise. My goal is to show how this training helps refocus the current actor’s
attention towards the potential of emotion, both as an analytical tool in text preparation as
well as a practice for rehearsal and stage. The training heightens the performer’s alertness and
excitability. By connecting this training to some of the points discussed in the earlier
chapters, I am establishing the reciprocity between practice and research. The chapter offers
less of an analysis of the material but rather an introduction to raw research material that
beckons for further research. Despite the fact that [ have conducted the emo lab, workshops
and class work, the potential of the exploration has not yet been fully realized. As part of my
overall thesis this chapter supports my claim that emotion training in the 21* century is only
just beginning to develop, but could potentially not only enhance current acting techniques

but also create a bridge to research in other disciplines.

Chapter 5: Faking Suicide: Emotion Training for Jocasta’s Cathartic Death

Here I investigate the application of the rasaboxes exercise and other emotion strategies
to production rather than the training itself. This chapter, like the previous, is also based on
empirical research with undergraduate acting students. It investigates the embodiment of
emotion and its application during rehearsal and performance of Oedipus by Canadian
playwright Ned Dickens in spring 2009. In a threefold approach, the chapter aims to link
script analysis to the production process and the particulars of the applied emotion training in
order to show how intricately these aspects counter-influence each other. On the canvas of

emotion techniques, I am investigating the role of the chorus and catharsis in contemporary
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tragedy, and the complexities of staging Jocasta’s suicide. Some of the actors had trained
specific emotional states within an affective framework as laid out in the rasaboxes exercise
prior to the beginning of rehearsal, others did not. I am looking at strategies of how to
reconcile such discrepancies within an ensemble and the rehearsal process. With an up-close
look at the Jocasta’s suicide sequence, I want to show how the actress navigates between
technical demands and an emotionally filled performance. Situated within a re-emerging field
of affective studies in performance, this investigation is concerned with a technique that

trains repeated access to performable emotions.

Conclusion: Transcending Emotion: Rapture

In the final chapter of my thesis, I explore the fleeting state of rapture. Rapture like
rape is an extreme emotion. [ want to bookend my thesis with this very different state of
being “carried away.”> I look at the possibilities that extend beyond the performance of
emotion, a metaphysical overstepping of the framework of acting aiming for the desire for
transformative moments experienced in live performance by both performers and audience.
Here the binary between performed emotion and lived emotion collapses. Rapture can be
experienced suddenly when encountering a certain cadence in a voice, in an erotic encounter,
in devotional meditation and in the awe-inspiring meeting with beauty in nature or art. These
moments have been described in many of the historical examples I have discussed in earlier
chapters, such as in Sanskrit drama or its contemporary forms such as Kathak, by eighteenth
century audiences and actors, or in ritual or ritual-inspired performances beyond the
conventional stage.

Yet the example | am using, Peter Schumann’s performance of Penelope in
Monteverdi’s The Return of Ulysses, shows once more, how a potentially rapturous moment
is a carefully built composition. Here rapture can only happen because the performer is able
to let go within the constructed space. A continuation of the discussion on catharsis from
chapter five is aimed to shed further light onto the most elusive yet most powerful moments
in live performance. I propose that the art and craft of performing emotion is a necessary tool
in achieving the state of “being moved” that can only happen in the here and now of the

moment. How this moment is theatrically framed is an entirely different discussion.

33 Rape like rapture is rooted in the same Latin word “raptus” meaning to be carried away, see Conclusion.
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Chapter 1:
Performing Emotion at the Affective Turn

The Affect-Emotion-Feeling Triad

When talking about the performed emotion today, a very wide field of
emotion research outside of performance practice needs to be taken into
consideration. Research and discourse across the humanities, social sciences, and
sciences have taken what has been termed an “affective turn.” In the foreword to
Patricia Ticineto Clough's "The Affective Turn" Michael Hardt proposes, "the affects
pose a problematic correspondence across each of the divides: between the mind's
power to think and the body's power to act, and between the power to act and the
power to be affected."’

Much of the current research on affect and emotion in the sciences and
social sciences is concerned with the biological and cognitive processes that occur in
an emotion event. Human brain function becomes more explicable with the
enormously refined possibilities in the neurosciences including the fact that non-
invasive research can be undertaken more easily. The more detailed understanding of
emotion processes, and thus human behavior, leads on one hand to a more refined
manipulation and adjustment of that behavior through chemical and behavioral
therapy and a deeper understanding of the cause and effect relationship between the

affecter and the affected on the other.

: Hardt, Michael. “Foreword: What Affects are Good For.” in: Clough, Patricia Ticineto, Ed. The
Affective Turn. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2007: X f.
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How does this knowledge influence the techniques of the performing artist
who performs emotion on all levels and in all shades of expression and for a variety of
dramaturgical goals? In an Aristotelian dramaturgy the emotion is to be mimetically
co-experienced in order to induce pity and fear and ultimately catharsis in the
audience; in a Brechtian context the detached presentation of emotional behavior
shows how behavior is culturally and socially determined; in a postmodern setting the
fracturing of the emotional score underlines the precariousness of identity in an art
form that is based on embodiment. The current findings in emotion research also
throw new light on the old acting conundrum, “from the inside out” or “from the
outside in.” Theories of cognition are pitted against theories of embodiment and
theories of the unconscious; some of the ensuing debates and inquiries correspond
well with those in the theatre. And though these current emotion theories show that
the body/mind divide can no longer be supported, the debate is still ongoing in the
field of acting.

As an empiricist and practitioner, I am looking at the embodied emotion -
specifically in the context of theatrical performance. As such the affected as well as
the affective body of the performer is my locus of inquisition. And even though
"affect becomes a focus of [my] analysis"” it does not in and of itself attempt to
"conceptualize affect" or turn it into both subject and modus of critical inquiry. I do
see myself however situated in a quagmire of affect and emotion theories that vary
from discipline to discipline, from personal outlook to alignments with influential and
potent streams. Writing from relative seclusion, I find the multiplicity of impulses
highly stimulating. Looking at theater itself as one big mirror neuron in the societal
transmitter pathways, certain questions posed by researchers outside my field are
more easily understood within the setting of performative practice.’

One of my stumbling blocks has been to delineate the difference between
the affective states: most pressingly between affect and emotion, as well as feeling,
but also between sentiment, passion and mood. As mentioned earlier, the difference
between those states could be defined on a temporal scale, concerning speed of onset
and duration. Affect, or what is more precisely called core affect has the shortest

onset-time; the emotion process is just slightly slower, followed by the experience of

% Clough 2007:1.

3 I.e. Damasio’s much debated "as-if loop", Damasio 1999, Prinz, Jesse. “Embodied Emotions.” in
Solomon 2004:48 can be compared to Stanislavski’s “if” in An Actor’s Work, Routledge, 2008: 48 ff.
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feelings.* The duration of core-affect is short, emotions are considered to last from
seconds to a few minutes and feelings can linger a bit longer. Moods of course can
last several hours, even days, but continuous or rapidly switching states of intense
moods might be considered pathological states such as depression or bipolar
disorder.’

Yet, in current scholarship many complex, and qualitatively differing
definitions of affect, emotion and feeling are being used. Often there is no agreement
amongst researchers as to what is called an “emotion” and what is called “affect” and
how one might be differentiated from the other. Another possible approach to this
dilemma would be to use the terms “affect” and “emotion” synonymously like for
example English professor Sianne Ngai in “Ugly Feelings” suggests: “... I use the two
terms more or less interchangeably” (2005, 27).° In contrast to Ngai I am finding that
a more precise delineation is desirable when trying to pick apart the business of
performing affective states. Because if there is a difference between what these terms
imply then this might mean that there need to be different processes or techniques to
approach these states in performance.

Working with source text in different languages and from many historic
periods further complicates the differentiation between these states. In Roman, as well
as 17" and 18™ century literature and corresponding research the term “passion” is
often used, “affect” too is common in the early 18" century, during the 19" century
the term “sentiment” is more often used. Yet all these terms are still in use today, as
for example the translations of the Natyasastra, where bhava is translated as
sentiment, or as book titles such as The Player’s Passion show. However, research in
neuroscience or psychology rarely makes use of the terms “passion” or “sentiment,”
and thus it will be difficult to align them clearly with the already complicated “affect
— emotion — feeling” triad. I will attempt to shed some light on those latter terms in

chapter three.

4 Feldman-Barrett, LeDoux, Damasio.

5 . .
There are also researchers who consider some of the emotions, such as anger, to last much longer
than minutes, but days or even weeks.

6 Ngai does cite several definitions of affect and refers to the basic difference between affect and
emotion as: ... originated in psychoanalysis [...] with affect designating feeling from an observer’s
(analyst’s) perspective, and “emotion” designating feeling that “belongs” to the speaker or analysand’s
“I.””” (25) She further qualifies: “the difference between affect and emotion is taken as a modal
difference of intensity or degree, rather than a formal difference of quality or kind.” (27) At this point
Ngai’s definition seems to further complicate the matter in this context, yet it might shed light on the
definition of affect within some areas of critical studies. Unfortunately the psychoanalytic sources for
this definition are not cited.
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Among some fields of research such as anthropology, history, and critical studies,
the cultural circumstances that shape emotional responses are of main concern. In
ethnographical or historical case studies specific behavioral events are described and
discussed’. In theater studies usually a combination of geographically and historically
defined circumstances and the corresponding behavioral models have been applied to
the analysis of emotional states. In The Player’s Passion, Joseph Roach investigates
the close link between the scientific knowledge of the emotion process of a given
period with the corresponding understanding of the performed emotion. Peta Tait
examines in Performed Emotions the implicitly gendered emotions in Chekhov’s
plays, specifically in the performances directed by Stanislavski featuring Chekhov’s
wife, the MAT actress Olga Knipper.®
I only partially agree with Peta Tait's suggestion that "the prevailing beliefs about
emotions in the theatre and its scholarship are that they are culturally neutral and can

be performed."

Rather I believe that though in principle theater makers are aware of
cultural and historical differences, performance practice rarely allows for a deep
investigation of those specific practices and too easily reverts to the available
contemporary. And yes, emotion is performed but rarely with the acknowledgment of
the fact that there is a specific choice to be made. This particular statement by Tait
and its implications for performance practice deserves a much deeper discussion
elsewhere. There is now a growing body of research available that investigates
affective states during specific historic periods. Detailed literature on the application

of these affective states, as opposed to textual or cultural analysis (other than of

. . 1
course the many source texts), is however not easily found.'

7 See for example: Lutz 1988, Reddy 2001, and Rorty 1980.

¥ Tait explains that “Knipper exemplifies the actress as intermediary between the writer’s and the
director’s instructions about the acting of the female character’s emotions.” She argues that the specific
position of Knipper, portraying key characters in Chekhov’s four major plays and the ample amount of
secondary sources relating to these performances allow for a critical examinations of the gendering of
emotions in Chekhov’s plays. Tait, Peta. Performing Emotions. Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing,
2002: 9.

? Tait 2002:1.

A good overview of mostly central European acting theories and their different treatments of
emotions from baroque to the 20™ century can be found in: Roselt, Jens. Seelen mit Methode.
Schauspeiltheorien. Berlin: Alexanderverlag, 2005.
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Emotion Process

Before defining the terms emotion, affect and feeling for my own usage
and suggesting how they can be applied to the performance context, I will attempt to
summarize some of the different emotion and affect concepts that have been of
interest to my investigation. At once elusive and ever present, emotions are hard to
pin down. Researchers in the sciences, social sciences and humanities alike have tried
to define and re-define what emotions are, but are often not talking about the same

phenomena. Neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux expresses his view thus:

A scientific understanding of emotions would be wonderful. It would give
us insights into how the most personal and occult aspects of the mind
work, and at the same time would help us understand what may go wrong
when this part of mental life breaks down. But [...] scientists have not
been able to agree about what an emotion is. Unfortunately one of the
most significant things ever said about emotion may be that everyone
knows what it is until they are asked to define it."’

In biological terms Antonio Damasio suggests that emotions are
complicated physiological processes, which involve a variety of substances in specific
brain areas and result in both outwardly visible and imperceptible changes throughout
the body.'* New possibilities in neurological research have allowed us to learn in
more detail how these processes work and have enabled us to pinpoint certain areas in
the brain that are involved with one or more specific emotions. For example the
amygdala, located deep inside the temporal lobe, underneath the uncus and near the
brainstem, is apparently involved with fear.'* Should both amygdalae get damaged, a
person may no longer be able to properly evaluate a situation that could be potentially
frightening. The person cannot experience the emotion of fear, and thus must live
without the benefits of fear’s protective function.

The ability to both evaluate a situation, which is a cognitive process, and

to experience the appropriate emotion in response, the physical reaction, are closely

1 LeDoux, Joseph. The Emotional Brain. New Y ork: Touchstone, 1996: 23

12 Damasio (1999). I will return in more detail to discuss how Damasio and others have expounded on
the William James theory of emotions and its inextricable linkage to bodily change when discussing
“feeling”.

13 See LeDoux (1996), and Damasio (1999).
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interrelated. The counter-dependent connection between cognition and emotion had

already been recognized by Aristotle and the writers of the Natyasastra,'* and point to

what is today considered to be the basic function of the emotions, namely to appraise

or evaluate a situation and by doing so to help us with decision making, or goal-

oriented behavior. In a linear analysis this would mean that in a given situation an

emotional stimulus manifests, this information is processed and results in an

emotional response, which is made up of physiological and mental changes, leading to

an action in response to a trigger.

Trigger/Situation

—
\

Appraisal/Evaluation

Figure 4. Diagram of emotion process.

Emotion

't

Physical Response

\
/

Action

As to the question of whether this process of appraisal and decision making

takes place in the conscious or subconscious realm, psychologist R.B. Zajonc and

cognicist psychologist R.S. Lazarus engaged in a public debate during the eighties and

nineties. In reaction to the fact that cognicists began to treat emotion merely as another

cognitive process, Zajonc tried to relocate the emotion processes at least partly back to

the realm of the unconscious.'” The so-called cognition-emotion debate was carried out

when emotion research in psychology, cognitive science, neurobiology, philosophy and

anthropology intensified. In 1980, Zajonc had provoked the debate with an article that

stated (and it 1s important to note here that Zajonc speaks of affect rather than emotion):

“Affective reactions can occur without extensive perceptual and cognitive encoding, are

made with greater confidence than cognitive judgments and can be made sooner.

«l6

1 will discuss Aristotle’s definition, and the construction of emotion in the Natyashastra in chapters 3

& 4.

1 will pick up the thread of conscious and unconscious affective states at a later point. In the past 30
years, the understanding of cognition has changed considerably, so that today one can speak both of
conscious and unconscious cognition. For further reading, see Solomon, 2004: 79 and LeDoux 1996:

69.

16 Zajonc, R. B. “Feeling and Thinking. " In: American Psychologist, Vol 35, No.2, 1980, 151-175.
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Which Lazarus countered in 1982 with: “Thought is a necessary condition of

17

emotion” " and later paraphrased this response in 1999:

[...] The position that emotion could not occur without both cognition and

motivation. Emotion is always a response to meaning, which includes the

implications of a transaction for one’s personal goals, regardless of how that

meaning was achieved. And in creating meaning out of the person-

environment relationship, personal motives play a fundamental role, since

without a goal at stake there would be no emotion.'®

In his 1999 essay: The Cognition-Emotion Debate: A Bit of History, Lazarus
reviews the argument and offers a meta-theory that reflects what cognitive scientists
seem to have by now widely agreed upon, namely that the basic element in the emotion
process is deep goal-relevance which implies a cognitive process as well, concluding
that emotion and cognition function as one tightly interrelated web created by
neurotransmitters and somatic markers. Zajonc’s thread about the primacy of affect has
been picked up by later researchers and I will return to this discussion later in the
chapter. What interests me about this debate beyond trying to understand the biology of
emotion processes is to what degree this debate mirrors the debate in acting theory
about the performed emotion: is cognition necessary to express emotions? I will pick up
this thought in chapter four and five.

Perhaps LeDoux challenges the idea of one unified definition of emotion
to such an extent because on one hand he understands emotion to be an umbrella term
for a variety of different affective processes which in lay terms seem to all be part of a
distinct group of behaviors, commonly known as emotions; and on the other his
research shows that not only the physiological processes between distinct emotions
differ, but that there are also at least two different types of processes possible for a

single emotion.

17 Lazarus, Richard S. “Thoughts on the Relations between Emotion and Cognition.” In: American
Psychologist, Vol. 37, No. 9, 1982: 1019-1024.

18 Lazarus, Richard S. “The Cognition-Emotion Debate: A Bit of History.” In: Handbook of Cognition
and Emotion. 1999:8.



Chapterl, Emotion/Affect/Feeling 28

Info to cortex (cognitive processing) to amygdala

Thalamus —> Cortex —>
— "Way station" Amygdala
(Controls fear)

Emotional stimulus
(Sound of buzzer)

»
>

Direct info to amygdala
(No cortical processing)

Figure 5. “The High Road” and “the quick and dirty processing pathway” by Joseph LeDoux."’

Basolateral amygdala

Central gray area

Central amygdala of midbrain

Pons

Figure 6. Brain areas involved in emotion processes.

Already in 1991, Lazarus also differentiates “between two modes of
appraisal: one automatic, unreflective, and unconscious or preconscious, the other
deliberate and conscious,” which corresponds with LeDoux’s cortical and non-cortical
processing ways. Looking at these two forms of emotional processes several
researchers now manifest this delineation which leads both to a qualitative as well as a
temporal difference in the use of terminology: they refer to the “quick and dirty
processing pathway” as affect or core-affect, and the “high road” as emotion process.

In the recent decades scientists such as Paul Ekman, one of the leading

Y Two ways of processing an emotional stimulus discovered by Joseph LeDoux in an experiment with
rats; LeDoux 1996: 164. I drew this diagram in response to Jenefer Robinson’s article in which she
analyzes LeDoux’ processing pathway: “Emotion, Physiology, and Intentionality.” In: Solomon 2004:
35f.
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psychologists in emotion research who has been investigating the facial expression
connected to emotion events since the 1960’s, also differentiate between two forms of
evaluation or appraisal (appraisal being the linking event between stimulus and
emotion): a fast, automatic appraisal; and a much slower, cognitive appraisal. In 1999,
the research regarding automatic appraisal had still not been conclusive, yet Ekman
suggests that there “might be the appraisal which occurs in a sudden loss of support,
or when an object is perceived to be moving very quickly directly into one’s visual
field. But such examples are probably rare. Perhaps they act as metaphors for many
other events to become associated through experiences with emotion.”*® Curiously,
his writing on unconscious appraisal mechanisms reminds one of linguist George
Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson’s primary metaphors and image schemes. For
me the question arises whether or not emotion models like this can be applied to
acting and audience perception.

When trying to imagine the emotion process as it occurs during
performance, I am thinking of one of the early steps of rasa box exercises, called by

Minnick and Cole “Embodying the Rasa;™!

the performer jumps into one of the rasa
boxes and immediately assumes a physical pose that is meant to embody that specific
emotion. The question that immediately arises is how does she do it? How does she
work? The cognitive process has begun before entering the box, the exercise has been
explained to the participants, by choosing a box the performer knows the rasa that is to
be expressed. The goal, to express the rasa, is the given of the exercise, the motivation
1s implicit, as well as the assumption that the participants want to learn how the exercise
works. Yet in the world of theatrical reality we are talking about reality twice removed,
so that the outer parameters do not necessarily reflect the individual performer’s goals
and cognitions, let alone motivations. Neither do the above-mentioned goals and
motivations prepare the performer for any one specific rasa. So the preparation remains
at best generic, and one is thrown back to the question: how does the performer create
in just a few microseconds goal, motivation and emotion when jumping into a rasa box
without any situational givens aside from the here and now of the rehearsal space? Or in
correspondence to Lazarus’ theory: to what “meaning” does the performer respond? Are

there primary metaphors and image schemes at work when the performer immediately

20 Ekman 1999: 52.

21 Minnick, Michele and Cole, Paula Murray. “The Actor as Athlete of the Emotions: The Rasaboxes
Exercise.” In: Potter, Nicole, ed.: Movement for Actors. New York: Allworth Press, 2002: 218.
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takes a body protective pose in the fear box (bhayanaka) or puffs up his chest in the
courage box (vira)?

This question has of course been asked many times. Aristotle defined
emotion as evaluative response to a trigger; Roman schools of rhetoric defined both the
orator’s build of emotional delivery as well as the resulting audience response. In the
18™ century the debate about the performed emotion intensified, and along with it a
great number of acting manuals, including the resulting provocations and rebukes were
written. Yet the question wants to be asked again today in light of the current turn
towards affect: how does the performer do it?

My own empirical approach results from my activities as teacher/observer
and participant/observer. Thus I do not only suggest the use of empirical studies with
other performers and student performers as the subject of my investigation but also my
own experiences as teacher/participant, which is, in one historian’s view, “the bridge

. 22
which only asses cross.”

Yet, [ want to argue with Bruce McConachie for the validity
of such an empirical, experiential approach. In his essay, “Doing Things with Image
Schemas: The Cognitive Turn in Theatre Studies and the Problem of Experience for
Historians,” he lays out numerous positions that criticize convincingly the value of
experience in scholarly discourse. Joan Scott, for example, brings the poststructuralist

critique into focus when she writes:

When experience is taken as the origin of knowledge, the vision of the
individual subject (the person who had the experience or the historian who
recounts it) becomes the bedrock of evidence on which explanation is built.
Questions about the constructed nature of experience, about how subjects
are constituted as different in the first place, about how one’s vision is
structured--about language or discourse in history--are left aside.*

The validity and poignancy of such a critique has to be both absorbed and
overcome in order to be able to continue with my project. In the course of this thesis I
want to argue that the precarious position of the observer/practioner is well situated to

explore the fragile craft of performing emotion. It is this practice itself that is in

22 Pickering, Michael. History, Experience, and Cultural Studies. NY: St Martin’s Press, 1997:208. As
quoted in McConachie, Bruce. “Doing Things with Image Schemas: The Cognitive Turn in Theatre
Studies and the Problem of Experience for Historians.” in Theatre Journal 53(2001) 569-594, The
Johns Hopkins University Press. Complete quote: “From the poststructuralist viewpoint, [...] the
bridge which only asses cross.”

23 Scott, Joan. “The Evidence of Experience.” Critical Inquiry, 17 (Summer 1991) 773-97.
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performance often purposefully veiled in order to achieve an illusion of reality. The
observer who wants to know what technique lies behind the performed is bound to
either investigate appropriate schools of acting or to question the performers
themselves. The observer/practitioner however is trained to move within the realm of
the performed, the realm of the not me/not not me.** Her observation cannot simply be
called “experience,” which of course it is, but at the same time it is also the self-
observation of the performer that is built on and feeds her knowledge about the art and
craft of acting. The practitioner can add phenomenological inside to the investigation
that as of now cannot be gotten otherwise. Though it would be very curious to rehearse
and perform attached to electrodes so that one’s brain activity and physiological
reactivity could be measured, the gained scientific data would still not capture the
whole of the performative process. David A. Saltz cautions in his editorial comment to
Theatre Journal’s Performance and Cognition issue that “when celebrating the
untapped potential of empirical research, one should be wary of falling into the trap of
physicalism, or scientism, which reduces all phenomena to physical facts and privileges
scientific methods as the only legitimate means of accessing truth.” He suggests that:
“Scientific research methods lend themselves extremely well to certain types of
questions ...” yet he implies that there are questions regarding performative practice
that might need additional, empirical approaches in order to find more complete
answers.”

Back to McConachie’s “ontological question of how humans process their
interactions with the world and come to understand them as “experiences”: does
discourse shape experience or are there prelinguistic structures in the mind that
constitute all experience, including discourse?”*® A possible answer comes from
cognitive science, whose goal is to understand how human beings perceive the world

and construct their experiences. McConachie is leaning specifically on Lakoff and

24 A term introduced by D. W. Winnicott and later taken up by Victor Turner and Richard Schechner
(1985). Not me is the actor as character — not him or herself. Not not me is the actor embodying a role
on stage while at the same time remaining him or herself.

2 Saltz, David A. “Editorial Comment: Performance and Cognition.” In: Theatre Journal, Volume 59,
Number 4, December 2007, Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008.

2% McConachie 2001:575.
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Johnson’s embodied realism theory as laid out in their Philosophy in the Flesh: The
Embodied Mind and Its Challenge to Western Thought.*’

Lakoff and Johnson’s embodied realism holds that mental concepts arise,
fundamentally, from the experience of the body in the world. As “neural
beings,” humans must make meaning within certain “basic-level,” “spatial
relations,” and “bodily action” schemas, plus other concepts resulting from
the interplay of experience and patternings in the brain. “Primary
metaphors” flesh out the skeletal possibilities of many of these foundational
schemas. [...] Regarding spatial relations concepts, the “source-path-goal”
schema, for instance, which humans learn at an early age by crawling from
a starting point to an end point, undergirds numerous metaphors that
organize certain events in our lives as narratives with a beginning, middle,
and an end. “Balance,” a bodily action schema, provides many metaphors
for mental health, ethical behavior, and public justice. These primary
metaphors are “creative,” in the sense that they create an analogy linking to
phenomena through similarity [...]. Because these and numerous other
primary metaphors link everyday experience to sensorimotor phenomena,
most conceptual thinking cannot occur without metaphors. Metaphors
originating in the cognitive unconscious structure the human perception of
all experience.”®

In his essay McConachie now relates primary metaphors that correspond
with historical circumstances directly to theatrical performance analysis. By finding
primary metaphors that relate to the cultural setting and tapping into the cognitive
unconscious of the Zeitgeist, so to speak, McConachie tries to validate such experience-
based source materials as reviews, playbills, interviews, etc. He does however add that a
purely cognitive approach to history does not suffice and must be amended with other
approaches such as systems theory, social practice theory and hegemony theory — as
long as they are compatible with the basic ideas of embodied realism.” In respect to the
actor-spectator relationship McConachie further suggests that

spectators project themselves onto the “presence” of actors, a presence
constituted both by the body of the actor and by the actor’s significance in
the performance. [...] Hence, spectators project their subjectivity onto the
presence of an actor on stage. In advisory projection, the spectator reads his
or her own values into that presence. When the projection is empathetic,

27 Lakoff, George, and Johnson, Mark. Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and Its Challenge
to Western Thought. New Y ork: Basic Books, 1999.

8 McConachie 2001: 577-78, all quotations by the author.

% When talking about an American 1950’s performance, A Hatful of Rain, he looks for period relevant
image schemas that relate to the play. Among “containment, part-whole, compulsion, iteration, and
counterforce,” he focuses on containment. The image schema, containment, becomes a rich metaphor
to investigate both the dominant American culture of the fifties, including politics and foreign policy as
well as all aspects of this play, including its setting and audience response. (McConachie 2001: 584-5).
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spectators take what they perceive are the values of that presence and read
them into their imaginative experience of it.

Projection onto the presence of an actor is the first step in the dynamics of
dramatic rhetoric and response on stage. Spectator projection of a metaphor
binding these actor-characters together in a narrative is usually the second.*

It has yet to be investigated if the analysis via metaphorical similes can be
fruitful for the understanding of applied acting theory, historical or contemporary. The
principle of kinesthetically attained meaning making tools as put forth in Lakoff and
Johnson’s embodied realism theory however, offers a persuasive starting point to look
at perception and experience in the theater.

The scientific definitions are of interest to the theories of acting in that
they heighten the awareness of emotions and their purposes in human interactions, as
well as that they draw attention to the different ways emotions can be produced and
re-produced on stage. Psychologist and theater researcher Elly Konijn comes to the
conclusion in her study Acting Emotions that actors on stage are mostly involved in
task-emotions rather than character emotions as perhaps the audience assumes,
independent of the style or aesthetic of the performance. Task emotions are concerned
with the performer's self on stage rather than with a Stanislavskian “as if.” I find
Konijn’s analysis somewhat one-sided in that it rests too much on the idea that the
strongest driving source for the actor is his or her ego and the need for recognition,
rather than, for example, a desire to play. She applies the goal relevance of the
emotion processes to a generalized “actor’s goal” rather than to role or situation
specific goal. This also means that the actors “me” and not the “not me” would
dominate in performance, which I believe many performers will repudiate — at least
when put in this particular polarity. Before further discussing emotion theories as

applied to acting I want to turn to some other emotion and affect theories.

Emotion and Affect
The philosopher Brian Massumi suggests that emotion itself is the

mediated expression of affect, dependent on the multitude of information bits that

30 1bid 582.
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shape behavior whereas affect is the most immediate response to a given trigger. Lisa
Feldman-Barrett, a psychologist and emotion researcher, has worked extensively on
core-affect, defining it as the “first” response: flight or fight, reward or punishment
(Sylvan Tomkins), negative or positive. Only from this initial response follows the
more differentiated, emotional response. Barrett suggest that core affect is one of the
constituting elements in emotion experience. Core affect is an immediate reaction to a
trigger. It is what makes one experience a situation on a scale between pleasure and
displeasure, a feeling less specific than individual emotions but constituting a basis or
root for an emotion. In her anthology

Emotion and Consciousness several of the writers actually use a modification of
“flight or fight”, they instead refer to “avoidance and approach,” which sounds like a
more imaginable definition of the same reflexive response to the contemporary
mind.”!

The idea that the emotions can themselves be divided into positive or
negative groups, situated between pleasure and displeasure, has been researched by a
number of psychologists and anthropologists. Historical anthropologist William M.
Reddy for example cites a number of anthropological studies. In an attempt to list the
existing emotion terminology for a specific people, these researchers place the
emotion terms on a grid divided by double-axes, one dimension being pleasure—
displeasure, the other arousal-sleepiness. These valence/intensity grids were used to
trace and compare emotion families between different populations and showed in
many cases names and concepts of emotions, that seemed to be in conflict with the six
universal emotions proposed by Ekman. Further down in this chapter I will discuss in
more detail theories pertaining to “basic” or “universal” emotions.

For theatrical practice the idea of pleasurable or not-pleasurable emotions
might only be valid on some levels, but at closer examination one is reminded that the
experience of pleasure does not necessarily correspond with the emotions that might
be considered positive, like joy, love, or awe, nor that displeasure necessarily
corresponds with so-called negative emotions such as anger, sadness, fear, and
disgust. Seneca wrote about the pleasure in anger, and its potential usefulness. We
recognize that sadness and even disgust can be pleasurable to a degree. The feeling of

love might call up displeasure when it is experienced at a moment when it might be

31 Barrett, Lisa Feldman, Niedenthal, Paula M., Winkelman, Piotr, eds. Emotion and Consciousness.
New York & London: The Guilford Press, 2005.
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undesired. Thus it seems that core affect adds a ground layer, a qualifying layer, to the
complex system of emotion phenomena rather than to give information about the
relationship between specific emotions that might be called up by the core affect.

The question then arises if Massumi’s genuine affect or Feldman-Barrett’s
core affect can have a place in performance in addition to the performed emotion? Is
it even possible for an actor to experience affect in performance, and would it actually
be desirable? In the context of theatrical performance, can a moment of affect arise? It
1s easy to imagine that an actor on stage is exposed to a strong food smell, the actor
privately might have an instantaneous affective reaction to that smell — avoidance or
approach, yet in the performance situation this affective reaction might need
mediation according to the given circumstances. When I was for example performing
as Hitler in Richard Schechner’s production of FaustGastronome,** towards the end
of the play Faust is being fed Chinese Food, freshly delivered to the stage by the
closest take-out joint. In addition to Faust, some of the other performers were eating
the food on stage, at first eating with Faust, then feeding him, finally force-feeding
him and defiling his bare body with the food until his final demise in an over-sized
cooking pot. My character was not involved in the feeding but merely watching.
Personally I do not like to eat while I am performing and the strong smell of this
particular food became rather revolting to me, a reaction that set in as soon as the
smell was perceivable. But because I was in performance, I transformed my own
personal core-affect of avoidance to a more mediated performed expression of disgust
mantled in superior disdain. In this case my negative core-affect matched and colored
the character emotion (disgust, unsurprisingly, is considered to be a negative
emotion). The other performers who were directly involved in the feeding and eating
could not afford the core affect of avoidance. It is possible that the character emotion
might overpower the actor’s own affective response in order to perform the
appropriate character emotion. In which case it would be true that personal affect only

has a place on stage when there is room for it.

2R austGastronome, directed by Richard Schechner and produced by East Coast Artists was
performed ca. one hundred-times during the years 1992-95, in NYC, regionally and in the UK. This
production was developed and performed prior to the work with the rasabox exercises.
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But it might also be the other way around, that the actor develops an
affective disposition for the role, which might in turn affect his or her disposition for
the valence of their core-affective reaction. Obviously there is no actual proof that the
immediate reaction to the smell of the food 1s what Barrett calls core-affect, for that I
would need an expert’s opinion, or even a set of electrodes, however I am trying to
pick apart how on stage the performer deals with different levels of affective
response, some on a personal level, others situation or role driven. My main point
here is that I see core-affect as a process that affects the performer*s self and has to be
translated to the state of “not me/not not me” the performer inhabits during
performance.

In case core-affect is induced by metaphors and image schemes the actor’s
reaction might depend entirely on the characteristics of the trigger. Imaginable
scenarios include triggers that lie outside the performative frame, such as stage
accidents, from the dropped prop to the broken limb, or events like blackouts or
natural catastrophes. On the other hand it is also imaginable that the actor is trying to
heighten her affective, pre-emotive responsiveness with the help of specific types of
psychophysical training. Grotowski’s early work on performer training with the
plastiques and especially the corporals come to mind. The intense movements of the
spinal cord in the corporals (extreme forwards and backwards bends as well as twists
and undulations) are meant to access a level of being in the performer that could be
called pre-emotive and pre-mediated, not-me, and not-not-me. I will explore this
aspect of affective performance techniques in the final chapter of this thesis.

At this point I see the definition of affect widely differing between
disciplines. Barrett, as well as LeDoux and other neuroscientists, cognicists and
psychologists seem to lean towards a definition that stresses the temporality and
valence potential of affect. When LeDoux differentiated between the two appraisal
models he found that the pathway directly from thalamus to amygdala is twice as fast
(twelve milliseconds in a rat) than the cortical pathway. Neither LeDoux himself, nor
Lazarus, nor Ekman actually refer to "affect" as opposed to emotion when they talk
about the thalamic pathway (the quick and dirty processing way). However the two
different pathways they describe are used in other studies (Barrett) to differentiate
between core-affect and emotion. Zajonc, when suggesting a pre-cognitive process for
affective states, talks about affect, not emotion. The debate between him and Lazarus

might have turned out differently had either of them defined more clearly how they
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were using the terms affect and emotion respectively. To complicate things further,
some researchers, for example Tomkins, speak exclusively of affect, which in his use
seems to be synonymous with the term emotion used in more recent research.
Damasio’s translation of Spinoza’s use of the Latin “affectus” offers yet another
option: “drives, motivations, emotions, and feelings — [are] an ensemble Spinoza
called affectus.”> This definition of affectus corresponds well with my use of
affective states as the overarching category.

Cultural theorists are more focused on the qualitative difference between
affect and emotion. Affect as opposed to culturally mediated emotion, allows for the
possibility of pre-cognitive behavior that as such opens up a potent, an as of yet little
theorized area in human and animal behavior. Cultural anthropologist Kathleen
Stewart opens her book Ordinary Affects (2007) with what could be called an ode or
long love poem to the infinite possibilities she sees in affect. I will quote excerpts
from the four-page sequence:

Ordinary affects are the varied, surging capacities to affect and to be
affected that give everyday life the quality of a continual motion of
relations, scenes, contingencies, and emergencies. [...] At once abstract
and concrete, ordinary affects are more directly compelling than
ideologies, as well as more fractious, multiplicitous, and unpredictable
than symbolic meaning. They are not the kind of analytic object that can
be laid out on a single, static plane of analysis, and they don’t lend
themselves to a perfect three-tired parallelism between analytic subject,
concept, and world. They are instead, a problem or question emergent in
disparate scenes and incommensurate forms and registers; a tangle of
potential connections.™

To me Stewart’s definition of affect is an inspiration and reminder not to
forget that aside from the scientism David Z. Saltz warns of, there is poetic potency in
performance and in the performer’s expression of emotion. When I admire the craft of

an actor it is often because I can perceive this potency of affective possibilities in her

play.

33 Damasio 2003: 8. Please note that the terms drive, motivation, emotion, and feeling here are used
specific to Damasio’s own reading of these terms. A discussion of drives and motivation might also be
fruitful in connection to performance but has unfortunately no room here.

34 Stewart, Kathleen. Ordinary Affects. Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2007 1-4. Stewart
cites as her sources and inspiration Deleuze and Guattari, Lauren Berlant, Roland Barthes and
Raymond Williams.
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Though, even when running in danger of creating one of the binaries
dreaded by theorists, I agree with Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick who repeatedly criticizes
the anti-biological stand in current theory.> When recently I went to a conference, I
felt both shamed for my use of the term emotion rather than affect, as well as for the
fact that my writing was based on findings from neurobiology, psychology and
philosophy rather than critical theory, that is, a definition of affect rooted in Deleuze
and Guattari’s work and further expanded by Brian Massumi and others. There is a
great enthusiasm attached to the seemingly new potentialities of affect, yet [ am
finding little in the literature I have looked at that I can directly apply to my
investigation of the performed emotion, not even a definition of affect that would
stand up to the manifold work that has been done in this area by other disciplines in
recent decades. I don’t mean to simply brush over a whole area of work in affect
studies but know that this line of inquisition is not so relevant for this investigation at
the moment.*®

In several cases, affect has already become as vague a category as
performativity has been accused of being.”” When I came as a student to NYU’s
Performance Studies and the department had just turned ten years old, I, like most of
us was swept away with enthusiasm for our new field; yet when I returned to my
previous field, theatre, U.S. performance studies seemed to become more a field of
insiders, surrounded by outsiders; and the study of mere theatre seemed to be viewed
from the performative vantage point as old-fashioned in comparison. I am not at all
bemoaning progress in theory and research, but I am wishing for more inclusivity and
open-mindedness. These comments, beyond their anecdotal value, are supported by a
palpable sense of unease within the field that shows itself in the move towards new
topics such as the different “turns”; for example, some of the scholars associated with

(American) performance studies are now following the cognitive or the affective turn.

33 Sedgwick 1995, 2003

3% Here is a list of some of the recent works on affect that I cannot further address in my study: Terada,
Rai. Feeling in Theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001. Aside from their
introductions, Patricia Tincineto Clough’s Affective Turn, Susanne Ngai’s Ugly Feelings, Denise

Riley’s Impersonal Passions, and Kathleen Stewart’s Ordinary Affects.

37 Some of the remarks by panelist Johannes Fabian as well as acidic reviews in Berlin newspapers

regarding the final festivities of the Sonderforschungsbereich Kulturen des Performativen, Performing
the Future at the Freie Universitdt Berlin, 2001 to 2010 attest to this prejudice.



Chapterl, Emotion/Affect/Feeling 39

But it is not because of this developing body of theory that I chose to
write about emotion rather than affect. Though the performer affects and is affected,
the stage of being in performance is a stage of extreme alertness and a hyper
awareness of the mediation of emotion. Many acting teachers encourage the actor to
make choices, “make a choice, make a choice” echoes in my ear both from my
experience as a performer as well as a teacher and director. The state of making a
choice I believe is this infinitely small moment between core-affect and emotion that I
described earlier. It is the moment between inhale and exhale, between exhale and
inhale, when your lungs are either full or empty of air.”® It seems that this moment
could be the moment of affect described by Stewart, but I know it actually as a
moment of intense emotion-cognition, where you define the goal and outcome of your
next action. I am talking of cognition not as a conscious thought process but as Robert
Solomon says: “Cognition is not to be understood only as conscious and articulate.
There are primitive, pre-conceptual forms of cognition.”* LeDoux speaks of the
cognitive unconscious early in The Emotional Brain, and adds at a later point that “the
hallmark of cognitive processing is flexibility of responses on the basis of processing.

.. . . 4
Cognition gives us choices.”*

Feeling

It is even trickier to define the line between feeling and emotion, than to
negotiate between affect and emotion. In popular understanding, feeling is linked
foremost to our five senses, namely touch. But there are other definitions as well.
“Having a feeling” sometimes refers to a pre-shaped, perhaps core-affective reaction
to a stimulus, a so-called gut-reaction. It also connotes in theater talk the affective
saturation of a performed emotion state as in “do it again with feeling.” And finally,
in lay terms, feeling constitutes the opposite to thinking. Why then has feeling
become the choice term for researchers in different areas over emotion and affect?
Robert Solomon admits that he in his earlier theories completely ignored the body and
bodily feelings in his analysis of emotion, in 2004 he rectifies his former definition
and states his “concern about the kinds of bodily experience that typify emotion and

the bodily manifestations of emotion in immediate expression. These are not mere

3% This breathing technique is based in yogic extended breathing practices.
3% Solomon 2004: 79.
* LeDoux 1996: 69.
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incidentals and understanding them will provide a concrete and phenomenologically
rich account of emotional feelings in place of the fuzzy, and ultimately content-free
notion of ‘affect.””*' Several of the philosophers in Solomon’s collection of essays,
Thinking of Feeling investigate the relationship between emotion and feeling, and
cognition and feeling. Martha Nussbaum points towards two kinds of feelings, those
with a “rich intentional content” such as unrequited love, or those “feelings without
rich intentionality or cognitive content — for instance feeling of fatigue, of extra
energy.”*” In her view the former category may be connected to emotions, the latter
may or may not accompany emotions but is not a necessary part of them. Nussbaum’s
thesis opens up the question of how feelings are tied to emotions and under what
circumstances.

The answer comes from the neurosciences in the form of Damasio’s third
book, Looking for Spinoza. On the first page of his book Damasio points out that he
uses “feeling” always in its principal meaning: “The principal meaning of the word
feeling refers to some variant of the experience of pain or pleasure as it occurs in
emotions or related phenomena; another frequent meaning refers to experiences such

as touch as when we appreciate the shape or texture of an object.”*

He goes on to
analyze the relationship between emotion process and feeling and their temporal
interrelatedness. The feeling of pleasure or pain, as of now, cannot be made visible to
the researcher’s eye. Yet feeling undoubtedly exists, thus Damasio calls it “of the
mind”, being elusive to investigation, rather than the thoroughly measureable, bodily
emotion processes. He says: “In the narrow sense emotions are externalities.”* There
are several points in his analysis which resist a popular understanding of feeling.
When he states more than once that “emotions and related reactions are aligned with
the body, feelings with the mind,”* T am tempted to object; isn’t feeling the ultimate
body experience? However, goose bumps on the skin are not feelings but part of the

emotion apparatus and are wholly measureable. The question is, when do we begin

feeling that we have goose bumps?

*! Solomon 2004: 85.
42 Nussbaum,Martha. “Emotions as Judgments of Value and Importance.” in Solomon 2004: 195.
43 .
Damasio 2003 -3n.
* Damasio 2003: 29.
* Damasio 2003: 7.
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He further states that the emotion process always starts first and is then
followed by feeling: “Feelings [...] are mostly shadows of the external manner of
emotions.”*® In his research of measuring skin conductivity, he found out that
“changes in skin conductance always preceded the signal that a feeling was being felt.
In other words, the electrical monitors registered the seismic activity of emotion
unequivocally before the subjects moved their hand to indicate the experience had
begun.”*” So in biological terms the body’s reactions start before they are registered,
which means feeling is a kind of knowing. How does this play out in performance? |
believe my example from earlier, “once again with feeling” still holds true. The actor
can show the signs of emotion without endowing them with feeling. Damasio’s thesis
also supports the James-Lange theory about the sequence of the emotion process
beginning with bodily changes. In his essay “What is an Emotion?” (1884), William
James states that “the bodily changes follow directly the PERCEPTION of the exciting
fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur 1S the emotion.”* His
dictum, considered by some as counter-intuitive, remains a provocation to current
researchers and has been refuted and adjusted numerous times.

In his re-reading of James-Lange, Damasio’ includes the possibility of the
“as-if” loop, and the many variations of unconscious and conscious parts of the
emotion process this allows. The as-if loop suggests that without actual chemical or
electrochemical reactions, quasi bypassing the body, messages can be conveyed to the
prefrontal cortex and result in an emotion.*’ But for the actor these are all questions of
choice: of choosing how to enact an emotion sequence within the given circumstances
of a production. If parts of an emotion process are meant to seem unconscious, it is
the portrayed character, who is unconscious, not the actor. On the contrary, it is one of
the worst criticisms for an actor to be accused of acting unconsciously. Not that all
actors are fully aware of what they are doing at every microsecond on stage, but if
they are not, it is not because they choose not to, but because they may not be able to.
Stanislavsky was looking for ways of how to tap the actor’s unconscious through

conscious means in order to use this hidden wealth of affective memories for

*® Ibid.

*7 Damasio 2003: 101. Italics are by Damasio.

48 James, William. “What is an Emotion?” In: Solomon 2003: 67, italics and capitalization by James.
* Damasio 1999: 279-84



Chapterl, Emotion/Affect/Feeling 42

performance. This process and the subsequent changes in Stanislavsky’s outlook on
the system, away from affective memory towards the line of physical action, have
been discussed in depth by Carnicke, Blair, Benedetti and Roach among others in
recent studies and don’t need to be repeated here.”

In The Actor, Image and Action, Rhonda Blair bases her decision to apply
the term feelings rather than emotions to the actor’s work on Damasio’s thesis, but I
am arriving at just the opposite conclusion. In my mind the actor’s work on emotion
may or may not be endowed with feelings. But the work I am discussing here, the
performer’s techniques of performing emotion, has more to do with the bodily
processes of emotions then the mind processes of feelings. In order to further
differentiate between different emotion processes I will turn to a discussion of basic

. 1
emotions. >

Basic Emotions

You don’t have to be long out of theory kindergarten to make mincemeat of,

let’s say, a psychology that depends on the separate existence of eight (only

sometimes it’s nine) distinct affects hardwired into the human biological
system.

Taking a look at different theories about basic emotions, I want to examine
how they can be related to the list of eight rasas that the rasic performance theory in the
Natyashastra is based on, and, in extension, investigate how this particular aspect of
emotion theory might matter to performance practice. The basic emotions are also
sometimes referred to as primary (Damasio) or universal (Ekman, Prinz) emotions,
terms, which lend themselves to more controversial readings. For the purpose of my
research [ will stick with the adjective “basic”.

Paul Ekman alludes to three currently relevant definitions of what “basic”
could mean in this context. First, basic could point to “a number of separate emotions

that differ from each other in important ways [as in] their appraisal, antecedent events,

50 Carnicke 2009; Blair 2008; Roach 1993;Benedetti,Jean. Stanislavski: A Biography. New Y ork:
Routledge, 1988.

TA forth-coming book on affect in theatre by McGill Professor of English, Erin Hurley, also applies
the term feeling in respect to acting. At his point, I have not had a chance to look at this book.

32 Sedgwick and Frank in the introductory essay to Shame and its Sisters, A Silvan Tomkins Reader.
1995:2.The numbers of affects refer to Tomkins’ list of eight or sometimes nine of what he calls
primary affects.
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probable behavioral response, physiology and other characteristics.”” LeDoux suggests
that particularly the physiological processes vary so strongly that a common grouping
under the heading “emotions” hardly makes sense in biological terms. LeDoux and
other neuroscientists helped to pinpoint the specific brain areas that are involved in the
different emotion processes.

Secondly the word basic can introduce an evolutionary viewpoint to the
understanding of emotions “indicating instead the view that emotions evolved for their
adaptive value in dealing with fundamental life tasks. [...] Each emotion thus prompts
us in a direction which, in the course of evolution, has done better than other solutions

. . . 4
in recurring circumstances that are relevant to goals.”

Damasio further expands on this
evolutionary theory by pointing towards the parts of the brain these emotions are
connected to. These parts are in evolutionary terms older than others, i.e. amygdala and
limbic system, connecting the basic emotions to those brain centers that are
anatomically more closely linked to those of nonhuman animals. Some evolutionary
theorists also propose that the basic emotions are cognitively simpler than the other,
evolved emotions, the former geared to help with survival, the latter developed to
function within social relationships.’> Ekman aligns himself with both the first and
second definition.

Lastly he turns to a third, seemingly more simple reading, namely that “the
term basic has been used also to describe elements that combine or form more complex
or compound emotions,”® — a category that is not further explored by Ekman. The
philosopher Jesse Prinz, however, in his own investigation of basic emotions follows
this last model. He states that basic emotions have to be unique, in that they cannot be a
mix of or derived from other emotions. With this premise in mind he puts Ekman’s list
of six basic emotions to the test. This results in his proposition of a revised list of
possibly basic emotions.”’ Prinz also points out that Ekman has been adjusting and
extending his own list during the past decade (these more recent emotions are listed in
brackets in Ekman’s column of the basic emotion chart below). Robert Pluchik, adding

acceptance and anticipation to Ekman’s basic six, designs an emotion wheel with his

53 Ekman, Paul. “Basic Emotions.” In: Handbook of Cognition and Emotion. Eds. Tim Dalgleish & Mick
J. Power, Chichester, UK: John Wiley & Sons. 1999: 45.

>4 Ekman, 1999: 46, author’s emphasis.

>3 See: Oatley, Keltner, and Jenkins. Understanding Emotions. Chapter 1, “Evolution of Emotion.”
Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006.

3% Ekman 1999: 46.
57 Prinz 2004: 79-102, 150-57.
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eight basic emotions. These eight make up the inner part of the pie, and the primary and
secondary mixed states, (dyads) form the concentrically widening outer rings of the

wheel.

Basic Emotion Chart (next page): Based on: Natyashastra, several translations, see bibliography; Darwin,
Charles. The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, ed. Ekman, P., Oxford & New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998; Kosofsky, Sedgwick & Frank, eds. Shame and its Sisters, a Silvan
Tomkins Reader; LeDoux, Joseph. The Emotional Brain. N.Y .: Touchstone, 1996:112-114; Prinz, Jesse.
Gut Reactions. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. This list is far from complete; there are many
other theorists, contemporary and historic, who have come up with their own lists of basic emotions. For
example Descartes listed joy, sadness, desire, love, hatred, and wonder as primitive emotions in his

Passions of the Soul. Spinoza listed joy, sadness and desire; see also Solomon (2003) and Prinz (2004).
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Basic Emotion Chart:
Natya-shastra | Darwin Tomkins, also | Ekman (6/15) | Pluchik | Panskeep | Prinz
(8) (numerous) | Izard (8) 4 (6) 9
Hasya Joy, High Enjoyment Joy | Happiness Joy (Joy) Satisfaction,
(Humor, Spirits, (Amusement) Stimulation,
Mirth, Love, Attachment
Laughter) Tender
Feelings,
Devotion
Karuna Low Distress, Sadness Sadness (Sadness) | Separation -
(Sorrow, Spirits Anguish (Distress) Distress
Pathos, Anxiety
Compassion) Grief,
Dejection,
Despair
(Suffering,
Weeping)
Bhayanaka Fear, Fear, Terror Fear Fear Panic Panic,
(Fear, Dread, Horror (Fear) Anxiety
Shame) linked to
Surprise
Raudra Hatred, Anger Anger Anger Rage Frustration
(Anger, Fury) | Anger
Adbhuta Surprise, Surprise, Surprise Surprise
(Wonder, Astonish- Startle
Astonish- ment
ment)
Bibhatsa Disdain, Disgust, Disgust Disgust Physical -
(Disgust) Contempt, | Humili-ation (Contempt) Disgust
Disgust,
Guilt, Pride
Vira (Heroic, Excitement, (Excitement) Antici- Expectanc
Enthusiasm) Interest pation y
(Desire)
Sringara (Sensory (Sexual Same as:
(Erotic Love) Pleasure) Lust) Satis., Stim.
& Attach.
Self- Shame (Embarrass- Aversive
Attention, ment) Self
Shame, Conscious-
Shyness, ness
Modesty
Reflection, Accep-
Meditation tance
11l Temper,
Sulkiness,
Determi-

nation
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The basis, on which the above researchers have arrived at their lists, varies
considerably. The writers of the Natyasastra cross-referenced their work consistently
with other major, mostly Vedic texts of their time, which are not part of this
investigation. The understanding of the emotion process that is brought to rasa, the
aesthetic of emotion only experienced in food and performance, is highly sophisticated.
Emotion is trigger or situationally based, thus employing cognition in its process, and
involving involuntarily bodily changes as well as behavioral-expressive physical
changes. “Rasa is the cumulative result of vibhava (stimulus), anubhava (involuntary
reaction) and vyabhicari bhava (voluntary reaction).””® The rasa aesthetic also functions
within a highly formalized cultural context where it is pre-determined who (what type
and gender of character) can have an emotion, what can cause it, and towards whom it
can be directed.

Charles Darwin, as Ekman describes in his afterword to The Expressions of
the Emotions in Man and Animals, used a variety of ways to gather his data, some of
which do not stand up to current scientific standards. For example, he would base his
findings on the information he gathered from a number of acquaintances, which had
been travelling to, or were living in distant parts of the world. Their accounts deemed
sufficient to confirm his questions regarding the universal expressions of emotions.
“Ironically, Darwin’s insight that facial expressions of emotion are universal has stood
the test of time, but his evidence has not.”>® Without further discussion of his emotion
theory, I am including Darwin’s large list here because of his seminal position in basic
emotion theory based on his detailed work on facial expression.

Similarly, Silvan Tomkins’s affect theory had larger impact for its insightful
observations and arguments than for the scientific basis of those arguments. His
writings on emotion have found renewed interest in the area of critical theory through
the recently published and re-edited Silvan Tomkins Reader by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
and Adam Frank. Tomkins, like Darwin, suggested that his set of basic emotions:
“represent(s) innate, patterned responses that are controlled by “’hardwired” brain
systems.”® His theoretical work from the 50’s and 60’s places him as the father of
cognitive psychology. Both Tomkins and Pluchik, in following Darwin, pioneered the

research on discrete emotions in the mid-twentieth century. Pluchik, also an evolution

o8 Rangacharya, transl. & ed, Natyashastra. 1996: 55.
%% Darwin (1998: 366) afterword by Ekman.
60 LeDoux 113.
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theorist, did not solely investigate facial expression but other bodily signs as well. His
list varies little from Tomkins’ adding “acceptance”, replacing “excitement” and
“interest” with “anticipation”, and leaving out “shame”. Carroll E. 1zard, an advisee of
Tomkins, arrived at similar findings ten years later, focusing her research specifically
on child psychology.®' Ekman too can be considered to be a follower of Tomkins.
Tomkins like Darwin had focused on facial expression and gave his own research
photographs to Ekman for further study.®* Panskeep, a neuroscientist, instead of looking
at facial expression or other human traits experimented with rats. He arrived at four
basic emotions: fear, rage, panic and expectancy. When writing about humans on the
other hand he does accept Ekman’s list.

Ekman himself has gathered data on the facial expression of emotions for
nearly five decades. He has identified six basic emotions: happiness, sadness, fear,
anger, surprise and disgust, and connected them to specific facial expressions. In
numerous field studies, he showed photographic images of such expressions to people
from different communities around the world who were all able to recognize the
emotions and name or describe them appropriately in their own language. From this he
concluded that those six
emotions are biologically hard-wired and began gathering additional data on related

biological phenomena such as heart rates, tear-duct secretions, skin conductivity, and

%! I zard and Ackerman. “Motivational, Organizational, and Regulatory Functions of Discrete
Emotions.” In: Lewis and Haviland-Jones. Handbook of Emotions. 2004: 253.
%2 Ekman, 1998, 375.



Chapterl, Emotion/Affect/Feeling 48

Figure 7. The six universal emotions proposed by Ekman.

Top L-R: anger, fear, disgust; bottom L-R: surprise, happiness, sadness.

hormone levels.®® In the 1980’s and 90’s, these studies had been widely criticized and
spurred a number of alternative positions in the field; referred to as the “forced choice”
critique, the main criticism was directed at the way in which Ekman and a large group
of scientists researching this field had conducted their experiments. Forced choice refers
to the process in which the research subjects were asked to align photographs of facial
expression with words for the six basic emotions. Critics suggested that instead they
should been given the opportunity to freely chose from all emotion words in their
respective languages a term that would match the expression in the photograph.
Ambiguous data on the autonomic and endocrine system states also turned up.** In a
more recent article, Ekman (1999) rebuts these critics and proposes new readings for his
findings. Of main interest to this investigation is that Ekman does not pose his theory in

opposition to for example the findings in cultural anthropology. He acknowledges the

63 Reddy, William M. The Navigation of Feeling. Cambridge University Press, 2001:12.
64 . .
Ibid, 12-13.
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many differences in expression, evaluation and social importance of emotional states in
addition to those basic six emotions. That being said, there is today enough research to
firmly support the idea of basic emotions, and the list of six that Ekman has used, has
been widely applied in research and literature.

What does this mean for the performer? That the expression of basic
emotions can be read by audiences all over the world? That there are simpler and more
complex emotion processes and that the performer has to portray them appropriately?
That emotions other than the basic six are firmly rooted in cultural specificity and thus
need to be very carefully looked upon, particularly when dealing with material that is
foreign to one’s own culture? I suppose these questions can be generally answered with
yes and do not come as a great surprise to theatre practitioners. Basic emotions maybe
universal in that many cultures differentiate between the same distinct emotional states.
Some of these basic emotions signs overlap with the signs recognized by many cultures,
while others don’t. Those that overlap can be read cross-culturally in their extreme state
of expression. The subtler the display of joy, anger, fear, etc., the harder it becomes for
the observer to read the emotion correctly.®

When working with the rasabox exercises however, some more specific
questions arise. In the rasabox exercise the eight rasas proposed in the Natyasastra are
being used. On a first view, of those eight only sringara (love) and vira (heroic) do not
match up with Ekman’s six. Vira when translated as vigor, courage, or enthusiasm
sounds similar to excitement and interest, but within the historic setting of the
Natyashastra it seems to correspond more exclusively to the emotions associated with
heroic epics. Vira is the rasa that is connected to leading male characters like King
Dusjanta in Shakuntala, or any of the heroes in plays derived from the Mahabharata or
Ramayana. Sringara (erotic love) is one of the most important rasas in Sanskrit drama.
Sringara encompasses love for a human partner but also to a god. Of all rasas it lends
itself most easily to transcendence (in union with a god) and blissful rapture, as the
most desirable experience for the rasika (connosseur of rasic performance). In
contemporary basic emotion theory the closest affect program to sringara is sensory
pleasure (Ekman) or sexual lust (Panskeep) neither of which includes the concept of

transcending to a metaphysical state.

63 See: Lutz, Reddy.
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I will further discuss the relationship between basic emotions and basic
rasas when taking a closer look at the actual exercises in chapters four and five. In that
context I will also talk about the so-called mixed states or, as Damasio refers to them,
secondary emotions.

To conclude I want to point out that in the emo lab context we often
discussed if the eight rasas should be the only emotion states we work with. Are shame,
jealousy, and guilt states that are of a different order? Yes, according to several
researchers these emotions are considered to be cognitively more complex and thus
called secondary emotions. Would it make sense to rename the boxes depending on
what play one is working on? Or are there other ways to address play, setting, or period
specific affective states? When looking at Darwin’s or maybe Tomkin’s lists it becomes
very clear that each basic emotion is an umbrella for a host of variations that include
states in different levels of intensity, directedness, urgency, alertness, etc. Working
within these eight “families” has already opened up an abundance of possibilities, and

saturation with the exercise has not been reached.

Terminology

Damasio proposes,

... that the term feeling should be reserved for the private, mental
experience of an emotion, while the term emotion should be used to
designate the collection of responses, many of which are publicly
observable.®

Finally for the record: in the terminology used in this thesis, affective states
include all affective processes, core-affect, emotion, feeling, and mood. By core-affect I
mean the most immediate, pre-mediated and pre-emotive reaction to a trigger on a level
of avoidance or approach. If not otherwise noted, I call an emotion the response to a
trigger that involves both bodily changes and cognition. This reading of emotion
determines how one reacts to the trigger. Its expression is culturally and situationally
determined, but there is a certain number of emotions that can be recognized anywhere.

What is here defined as feeling is the knowledge or awareness of the performer that an

% Damasio 1999: 42
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emotionally triggered bodily change has taken place, but feelings are not outwardly
readable signs. And as I currently understand it, any and all parts of the before named
processes can happen consciously or unconsciously.

The term affect as in critical theory is understood as a phenomenon of
potency, pre-mediated, which can be applied to people but among other things also to
situations, spaces, moments in time, music, and language and more. Thus, I conclude in
this context that the actor as a human being knows and experiences all affective states.
When performing she is mostly concerned with the performance of emotion with or
without applying feeling. The actor can be affected and can affect others but cannot

play affect.
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Chapter 2:

Is there Rasa in the Rasaboxes?

For wherever the hand moves, there the glances follow;
Where the glances go, the mind follows;

Where the mind goes, the mood follows;

Where the mood goes, there is the flavor (rasa). '

The rasabox exercises” are a form of actor training in which the performance
of emotion becomes the focal point of the training. Other aspects of actor training
such as vocal work, movement training, period styles or text analysis become the
means and/or objectives of investigation in the rasabox exercises. By this I mean you
can work in the rasaboxes by, for example, focusing exclusively on vocal work, using
your previous vocal training as your means but also expanding and investigating the
vocal work by applying the special lens of emotion. The rasabox exercises are directly
concerned with the performer’s expression of emotions and her ability to differentiate
between affective states. Here the actor’s emotional agility is trained within a spatial
framework. Before talking in more detail about the exercises themselves, I will
discuss the meaning of the term rasa and rasa theory within the context of Sanskrit
drama theory in some more detail. The aesthetics behind the term rasa as a part of
Sanskrit terminology is in fact not directly related to the rasabox exercises. The
detailed analysis of the emotion process as laid out in the Natyashastra can however
throw light on the contemporary practice. I will argue, that rasa in this sense
constitutes a provocation and possibly an ideological goal for the performer, yet the
current practice is not directly related to the Sanskrit acting method. For this reason, |
will continue to use the term “performed emotion” and not rasa in the context of the

rasabox exercises.

! Nandikesvara. The Mirror of Gesture, Abhinaya Darpana, transl., Ananda Coomaraswamy and Opala
Kristnayya Duggirala. New Dehli: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1970: 17. (This translation was first
published by Harvard University Press, 1917 following a request by Gordon Craig ‘If there are any
books of technical instruction [...] tell them to me, I pray you.” 1.)

%[ want to clarify the issue around the name of this form of training. In my experience and use of the
training I have always called it the “rasabox exercises”, but when Cole and Minnick trademarked the
training they named it “rasaboxes exercise”. I do not quite agree with the choice and prefer rasabox
exercises, which rolls better off the tongue, unless I refer simply to the rasaboxes, leaving out the word
exercise altogether. But aside from a pronunciation preference I want to argue that while there are
indeed nine rasaboxes, they are each assigned to a different rasa and contained in one larger square or
rasabox. In this case rasa becomes the overarching principle like emotion, divided into its different sub
categories, the rasas or emotions. There also is a large and growing number of exercises associated
with this approach, which is why I prefer to talk about exercises in the plural.
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Rasa

Rasa can be translated as “that what is being tasted or enjoyed”, but also as
“flavor, essence, and emotion”.’ The Natyashastra, the ancient Sanskrit text on the
performing arts, must be regarded as the primary source for the study of rasa.
Originally a Vedic text ascribed to the mythical sage Bharata Muni, the Natyashastra
1s now regarded to be a conglomerate of writings by a number of scholars over a
period of several hundred years. Since many of the commentaries on the Natyashastra
keep referring to Bharata as the author rather than to a group of scholars, I will do so
as well for operational ease.” The Sanskrit word natya means dance drama, and
shastra stands for treatise or scripture, referring generally to knowledge, which is
based on principles that are held to be timeless.’ Using literary style and textual
references as indicator, core parts of the Natyashastra (NS) are dated as early as 500
BCE and later parts could have been added until about 400 CE® though some scholars
date it between 200 BCE and 200 CE.” The NS is a comprehensive compendium of
the performing arts, practical, theoretical and religious. Everything that comprised
Sanskrit drama, from poetry to music to architecture, from devotional practice to
acting, costume, make-up and audience involvement is considered here. All
performative elements together shape the encounter between performers and audience
»8

in order to achieve the “multisensorial, heightened aesthetic and emotional state

called rasa. It is both the performer’s process itself, as well as the resulting aesthetic

3 Bharata-Muni. The Natyashastra, transl., Manomohan Ghosh. Ch.6, in the different translations rasa
sometimes is also translated as “feeling” or “sentiment” instead of “emotion”. Different commentators
focus on the different aspects of meaning of the word rasa.

*In addition, this choice is based on Vatsyaya’s discussion of authorship, 1996: 2-12.

. Olivelle, P., “Explorations in the Early History of the Dharmasastra.” in Olivelle, P. ed. Between the
Empires: Society in India 300 BCE to 400 CE, New Y ork: Oxford University Press, 2006:169.

6 Singal, R.L. Aristotle and Bharata, Punjab, India: V.V.R.I. Press, 1977: 17-21.

7 This timeline is given for example by Sanskrit scholar Kapila Vatsyayan. Bharata The Natyasatsra.
New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1996, ch.1 -12; or in Zarrilli, P.B., McConachie, B., Sorgenfrei, C. F.,
Theatre Histories, ed. Williams, G.J., New York: Routledge, 2010: 103.

8 Chakravorty, Pallabi. “Dance, Pleasure, and Indian Women as Multisensorial Subjects.” Visual
Anthropology, March, Vol 17 (1), 1-17, 2004.
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experience, which in Sanskrit drama is equally shared between performer and
audience, between rasa and rasika.’

The word rasa has been used prominently in other contexts than the
performing arts, first and foremost it is associated with the flavor and taste of food.
“The crucial elements of rasa as they pertain to food are the process of refinement, the
balance of qualities, the blend of characteristics, the hidden or underlying basic
elements (as stock is to soup), the particular and specific ways in which foods create
physical life, and how food produces the transformation of the physical and
metaphysical at once. Rather than thinking of flavor as an enhancing additive, Indian
traditions view flavor as an essential, defining quality of food.” '° Secondly, rasa
refers to an element in Indian alchemy, specifically an Indian equivalent to
quicksilver or mercury, which functions as a curative agent.'' It also has a meaning in
ayurvedic medicine, but its main meaning leads back to “extract” or “essence”; and as

9912

its essential quality it came to mean “taste.” ~ Bharata when asked to explain rasa

answers:

Because it is enjoyably tasted it is called rasa. How does the enjoyment
come: Persons who eat prepared food mixed with different condiments
and sauces, etc., if they are sensitive, enjoy the different tastes and then
feel pleasure (or satisfaction); likewise, sensitive spectators, after enjoying
the various emotions expressed by the actors through words, gestures and
feelings, feel pleasure, etc. This (final) feeling by the spectators is here
explained as (various) rasas of natya.'

In the performance context rasa stands for that which is communicated
between the performer and the audience through means of a highly conventionalized
system of signs. Theatre historian Erika Fischer-Lichte suggests that rasa might be “a

human disposition activated by the sign.”"*

A similar notion is voiced by Sanskritists
Coomaraswamy and Duggirala in their 1917 translation of the Abhinaya Darpina, the
Mirror of Gesture. They state that “according to the Indian view, the power to

experience aesthetic emotion [rasa] is inborn, it cannot be acquired by mere

? Rasika is the enlightened observer. See: Schwartz, Susan L. Rasa: Performing the Divine in India.
New York: Columbia University Press, 2004: 26.

10 S chwartz 2004: 9
' Schwartz 2004: 7

12 Siegel, Lee. Sacred and Profane Dimensions of Love in Indian Traditions. New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1978: 43

13 Muni, Bharata. Natyashastra, transl. Adya Rangacharia. New Delhi: Munchiram Manoharial
Publishers, 1996: 55.
' personal commentary by Erika Fischer-Lichte, July, 2009.
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study...”"” In its highest form during the Sanskrit period, rasa was considered to be a
blissful state of union between humans and gods, rooted in the very bodily sensations
of flavor and taste.

The Natyashastra differentiates between eight natya rasas:'® sringara (love),
hasya (humor), karuna (pathos, sorrow), raudra (anger), vira (heroism), bhayanaka
(fear), bibhatsa (disgust) and adbhuta (wonder, surprise). A ninth rasa, shanta (white
light, bliss or nothingness),'” was added to the first eight some hundred years later by
scholars, who argued that Bharata had already mentioned shanta, embedded in a
clause in an early version of the text. The addition of shanta rasa was further
supported by Abhinavagupta (ca. 950-1020 CE) in his famous commentary on the
Natyashastra, the Abhinavabharati. Several of the currently available translations of
the Natyashastra however have not included the additions regarding shanta, despite
the high respect attributed to Abhinavagupta’s scholarship. Abhinavagupta is in many
cases considered one of the most important commentators of the Natyashastra. He
wrote during a period when an entire sub-caste (Alankarikas — scholars of ornate
poetry) was dedicated to scholarship of among other texts the Natyashastra. Some of
the primary and secondary sources available during that period are now lost."®

Another aspect of this discussion about the inclusion of shanta circles around
the fact that each rasa is paired with a so-called sthayi (dominant) bhava. Bharata
however does not list a sthayi bhava for shanta. So scholars have been suggesting
different bhavas that could be considered to be the sthayi bhavas for shanta, either
“nirveda (repose resulting from indifference from worldly pains and pleasures) or

sama (perfect tranquility).”"

15 Coomaraswamy and Duggirala 1970: 6. The Abhinaya Darpina is compared to the Natyashastra
(NS) a much abridged treatise on gesture, which is supposed to be based on the Bharatanarva, another
ancient treatise on dance that may have preceded the Natyasatra. Some scholars state that Basa’s work
is based on the Abhinaya Darpina, rather than the NS, as opposed to Kalidasa’s, who is considered to
be a master in the application of the dramatic rules of the NS.

16 pande 1996: 311. “It is worth noting here that the terms vibhava, anubhava and vhyabhicaribhava
refer to stage representations, not to the realities of life. It follows therefore, that the rasa they produce
must also be a stage effect rather than some aspect of real life. That is why the rasas are called natya-
rasas.”

'7 Translations of the rasas from compiled from Schwartz, 2004:15.

8 Singal 1977: 61; Schwartz 2004: 16-17. As with many details regarding early Indian history the
treatment of dates and time periods remains vague, and ultimately is not given the same importance as
in Western historic scholarship.

1 Singal 1977: 62.



Chapter 2, Is there Rasa in Rasaboxes? 56

Whether or not shanta may be considered one of the basic rasas still remains a
point of debate. “Abhinavgupta accepted the shanta text of the NS, and established
shanta not only as one of the rasas, but as a maharasa, the basic rasa. The relish of all
rasas, he maintains, comes to reside in tranquility, after the withdrawal of our senses
from their interests. All emotions when they come into contact with their stimuli [...]
emerge from shanta, and again merge into it, on the disappearance of those stimuli.
Shanta is thus the basic rasa, the all-embracing sentiment, the bliss which is the
annihilation of all ego.”*

In order to achieve rasa the performer expresses the corresponding sthayi
bhavas (conventionalized emotional states) by means of abhinaya (acting) in a
combination of highly differentiated facial, and body movements. Language, music,
and costume are also contributing elements to the rasic experience. Bhavas, and its
many sub-divisions, are the elements a performer uses to compose an emotional state;
the corresponding rasa is the experience of this state by both performer and spectator.

In the rasabox exercises the meaning of rasa and bhava is somewhat conflated.
The boxes are named with the Sanskrit term for the basic rasas, but for the instruction
given to the actor, the English translation of the corresponding sthayi bhava is used.
The English translation of the sthayi bhavas can be transformed directly into a
physical action and is thus more easily understood and applied by the performer rather
than the abstracted state that constitutes rasa, i.e. the rasa “bibhatsa” is translated as
“the odious”, the corresponding bhava “jugupsa” is translated as “disgust’. For the
performer, “disgust” can be played whereas “the odious” is an abstraction. In the
Natyashastra the bhavas concern the actor’s technique, specifically a technique that is
rooted in traditional Sanskrit drama, which has carried over to many of the classic
Indian styles of dance drama practiced today. The basic rasas and their corresponding

sthayi bhavas in their English translation are:*'

20 Singal 1977: 61

%! The names of rasas and bhavas are taken from two translations of the Natyashastra: Board of
Scholars, 1986: 71, and Rangashara, A., 1986: 54.
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Rasa Sthayi Bhava

Sringara the erotic Rati (erotic) love

Hasya the humorous Hasa merriment, joy,
humor, laughter

Karuna pathos Soka sorrow, grief,
compassion

Raudra impetuous anger | Khroda fury, horror,
anger

Vira the heroic Utsaha — enthusiasm,
courage

Bibhatsa the odious Jugupsa disgust

Adbhuta the mysterious | Vismaya astonishment,
wonder

Bhayanaka terrific Bhaya fear, dread,
terror

Each bhava is defined as a set combination of body movements, comprised of
directions for the feet, legs and hip (stance), arms, shoulders, and head, and in
particular detail, single movements of the fingers and hands (mudras), and the face,
including the eyes. The quality of the emotional states varies according to the gender,
age and social standing of a character, and can also be adjusted in tone to a character’s
overriding rasa within a play or an act of a play. Other determinants include the nature
of the emotional trigger and at whom the emotion is directed. In addition, rasa does
not only concern the expression of the individual performer but is a dramaturgical
concept which gives guidelines on how to artfully juxtapose specific rasic states in
order to achieve a guiding rasa for the whole of the performance. In many of the
extant Sanskrit dramas, for example in Kalidasa’s Sakuntala, that guiding rasa was
sringara rasa. In sringara the sensual and devotional love to another person is
expressed as well as the devotion to a deity, thus fulfilling the primary purpose of
performance as ritual offering.> Another rasa that became the main rasa for many

plays based on the Mahabharata was vira rasa, the

22 Schwartz 2004
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Figure 8. Facial expression of the nine rasas in Kathakali training. Photograper: Phillip B. Zarrilli.
1. Sringara, 2. Hasya, 3. Karuna, 4. Raudra, 5. Vira, 6. Bhayanaka, 7. Bibhatsa, 8. Adbhuta, 9. Shanta
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Figure 9. Sakuntala expressing sringara in loss in the forest of the hermitage.

heroic. The variations between different types of vira rasa, heroism, are exemplified
in the different members of the Pandava and Kauravas clans, such as the bright
heroism of Arjuna, leader of the Pandavas, and the much darker courage of Karna, his
illegitimate older brother, fighting for the Kauravas.

As I quoted already in chapter one, when further defining rasa it is stated in
the Natyasastra that “rasa is the cumulative result of vibhava (stimulus), anubhava
(involuntary reaction) and vyabhicari bhava (voluntary reaction).”” This dictum on
rasa or “rasa sutra” does not only lay out how Bharata®® analyzed the emotion process,
which is very similar to a contemporary cognitive definiton, but also details the
performative ingredients for this process. In other words the different kinds of bhavas,
vibhava, anubhava and vyabhicari bhava, combined in performance endlessly reiterate
this emotional process of stimulus, involuntary reaction and voluntary reaction. The
cause for the ensuing emotional state, vibhava (stimulus) is often embedded in the

story or text of the performed play. Anubhavas are the “involuntary” physical

2 Rangacharya 1986: 55.
24 Regarding my recurring reference to Bharata as the author of the Natyashastra see footnote 4
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. . . . 2
reactions to the stimulus, sometimes these are simply translated as “consequences.”*

The vyabhicari bhavas describe the “voluntary” reactions, the consciously chosen,
gender, age, and status appropriate outward signs of the emotional state. There are 33
vyabhicari bhavas described in the NS. In addition, there are the eight sattvika bhavas,
such as tears, change in skin color, or shaking. These bhavas could also be identified
as an involuntary response’® and they correspond to what is called in current North
American psychology somatic or somatovisceral events.”’ The sattvika bhavas are
performed with the help of stylization; the Sanskrit performer was not expected to
actually cry or change the color of his/her skin. So, even though there is a clear
differentiation made between two kinds of emotional reaction to the stimulus,
involuntary and voluntary, as can be observed in the emotion processes in everyday
life, in performance both types of reaction are performed using conventional means of
expression. All types of bhava are performed through words, gesture and facial
expression, that is through the means of abhinaya.

In the long line of interpretations of the rasa sutra above, opinions about the
meaning of the sutra vary. One of the questions that the rasa sutra brings up is how the
sthayi bhava is contained in this formula without being named. Gupt argues, since
“the second sutra explicitly states that sthayi bhavas are transformed into rasa when
they are combined with various bhavas which are expressed through the abhinaya of
verbal, gestural and sattvika types, [...] it can be presumed that the second sutra
covers vibhavas in its ambit. The mixture or union that leads to the emergence of rasa,
consists of four things; vhibavas, anubhavas, vyabhicaris and sthayi bhavas.”*®

Another aspect of the debate is mostly concerned with the relationship in
which the rasa sutra stands to the experience of emotions in everyday life. One of the

earliest known Sanskrit scholars, Lollata,29 1s said to have understood vibhava,

% Vatsyaya 1996: 87

%% In the NS and in the commentary the exact relationship between the different bhavas is not
completely clear, thus commentators have debated these interrelationships.

27 Caccioppo et al, “The Psychophysiology of Emotions,” in Lewis & Havilland-Jones, eds. Handbook
of Emotions. 2000: 173 — 191; Prinz 2004: 212-213

%8 Gupt 1994: 262

The second rasa sutra follows the first immediately through further references to food: “Just a s through
molasses and other articles, spices and herbs six kinds of tastes are produced so also the Sthayi Bhavas
in combination with different Bhavas attain the state of Rasa.” Natyashastra. Board of Scholars, 73.

2 Mukherjee, Sujit. A Dictionary of Indian Literature, Vol. 1. New Delhi: Baba Barkha Nath Printers,
1999: 207.
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anubhava and vyabhicribhava as rooted in real life experience:*° “We have here on
the one hand, a psychology of emotional attitudes. Under certain situations certain
trains of emotions are generated and developed into intense experiences.” Whereas
the later Abhinavagupta clearly points to the fact that those bhavas as well as the
resulting rasa are experiences exclusively resting in the realm of spiritual
metaphysics. “Feelings are not presented or represented through any imitation on the
stage. They are apprehended in terms of an immediate and subjective experience
brought about by the evocative power of acting or words.”*? This analysis of feeling
as not physically presented on stage corresponds to Damasio’s definition of feeling as
a mental rather than physically manifested state.*

Yet, another definition suggests that “Rasa is a depersonalized condition of the

3 The bhavas, or emotional states that the

self, an imaginary system of relations.
performer portrays become communicable through the process of abstraction and
aestheticization in form of stylized movement. They are not linked to the performer’s
personal feelings and memories but physically abstract representations of emotions
that are learned through imitation and repetition. The teacher/guru teaches the form,
the students has to learn it, repeat it, internalize it, until it becomes second nature, or
learned behavior, and then can be transformed by the performer into “filled”

expression.

Contemporary Practice
The contemporary Odissi dancer Nandini Sikand asks:

How does one ‘learn’ to express rasa in performance? Within the
performing arts, there is this idea of riaz or sadhna, the repetition of a
performed activitiy that is routine like. But it is not simply bodily habit
but rather this bodily practice is necessary to get to the evocation of rasa.
And unlike other schools of acting where the actor or performer draws on
similar emotional experiences to bring out a particular emotion during
performance, in this context the sheer repetition will ultimately result in
emotion.”

3% pande 1996: 314. See also: Gupt, Bharat. Dramatic Concepts Greek and Indian. New Delhi, D.K.
Printworld, 1994: 260-273.

3! pande 1996: 314.

32 Pande 1996: 318.

33 See chapter 1.

34 Ramanujan, A K. in Dimock et al. The Literatures of India: An Introduction. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press. 1974:128.

33 Sikand, Nandini. “Examining Intention: The Use of Rasa in Odissi Dance.” Unpublished paper
presented at PSI # 13, Happening/Performance/Event, NYC, 2006.
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Figure 10. Nandini Sikand. Odissi performance.

Anthropologist, practitioner and teacher of Kathak, Pallabi Chakravorty points
out that these artistically performed emotions are not automated or void of feeling. On
the contrary it is understood that a more mature performer with a greater realm of
emotional experiences will be able to achieve greater depth in expression.

During the period of Sanskrit drama the learning of this performance
technique required many years of strict schooling and had to be started at a young age
to guarantee the necessary suppleness of the body. The performer had to learn how to
control every movement of the body, and needed the time for riaz to become second
nature. In the so-called classical dance-drama of contemporary India some of these
principles of training and performance aesthetic can still be found, for example in
Kathak, Kathakali, Odissi, or the synthetically re-invented 20th century form,
Bharatanatyam.

However the overall change in lifestyles and societal organization in current
India is drastically altering the approach to training and performance practice and is

today producing many hybrid forms between the traditional and western forms,
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especially in the diaspora.’® Amongst North American performers one finds that many
first generation immigrants from India have trained in one of the so-called classical
dance-drama forms while growing up in India. As a consequence troupes performing
in the different styles can be found in the larger North American cities, mostly on the
East and West coast. Also immigrant Indian performers are often teaching either
privately or within college or university settings, and thus educating a new generation
of multi-racial performers. As a result both the first generation immigrants as well as
the American trained performers are branching out and collaborating with Western
trained performers in order to create hybrid theatrical events. Both Chakravorty and
Sikand, among many others, are actively involved in this trend.”’

When talking about the state of dance drama in contemporary India,
Chakravorty suggests that today’s practice of such forms as Kathak fulfills a variety
of needs for the practitioners, mostly young, urban, Indian women, who are often
students or housewives. They see their weekly practice not as primarily devotional or
as preparation for a career as professional performers, but as a social event outside
their domestic or professional obligations, that allows them to learn minute body
knowledge and to experience the pleasure of their bodies in performance. Chakravorty
documented in her study current Kathak practice in Calcutta during the late nineties
and early 2000’s. This study supports her point that Kathak practice had become
rather than devotional practice more of a social activity for women during their
pastime, an opportunity to get out of the house and come together with other
women.”®

To Chakravorty such reinterpretation of rasa theory allows for a new approach
to both practice and writing critical theory. In its evocation of food and flavor, rasa
aesthetic does not only privilege the visual and aural aspects of performance, but
suggest an alternative that includes other senses of perception. Because of the

connotation of food, one could think of smell and taste, but this seems too literal and

3% For example at the new annual Indo —American Dance festival, in New York City, sponsored by the
Indo- American arts council, http://www.iaac.us/, programs of the 2009 & 2010 festivals are listed.
Erasing Borders 2009: http://www.iaac.us/IAAC dance fest09/program_augl9 artist.htm, or some of
the works produced by Montreal-based company Teesri Dunja.

37 Chakravorty, Pallabi and Gupta, Nilanjana. Dance Matters: Performing India on Local and Global
Stages. New York: Routledge, 2010.

38 Chakravorty, Pallabi. Bells of Change: Kathak Dance, Women and Modernity In India. Seagull
Books, 2008.
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is only indirectly supported by the Natyashastra.>® Instead, she suggests that because
the emergence of rasa during performance implies a communal experience, involving
both performer and spectator, rasa acts on a more inclusive as well as heightened
perceptual level than for example Aristotle’s cathartic model.*® Sanskritist Lee Siegel
explains this co-relationship thus:

Rasa is at once an inner and an outer quality as the object of taste, the taste of
the object, the capacity of the taster to taste that taste and enjoy it, the
enjoyment, the tasting of the taste. The psychophysiological experience of
tasting provided the basis for a theory of the aesthetic experience which in turn
provideﬂ a basis for a systematization of a religious experience, devotion to
Krisna.

Together with other practitioners/theoreticians of classical Indian dance and
dance drama, Chakravorty reinvestigates the sexual/sensual empowerment of the
performers through their artful mastership of the rasas, and follows Uttala Asha
Coorlawala’s lead in re-reading Laura Mulvey’s gaze theory through rasa aesthetics.
By focusing on the communal experience of rasa the subject-object divide diminishes
and thus allows the performer to more fully embody emotional states. Instead of
viewing the performer as the object of desire, the audience member becomes
complicit with the performer and is equally transported. This complicity suggests that
as opposed to the Aristotelian idea of developing feelings vis-a-vis the characters’
sufferings, in Sanskrit drama a more direct transfer of the rasa is desired, in that the
spectator and the performer merge in the experience of rasa and thus the spectator
through the enjoyment and the tasting of the taste experiences devotion. As an
aesthetic principal it could well become a new paradigm for performance analysis. By
integrating postcolonial discourse as well as the developments in feminist theory, rasa
aesthetics foreground a more complete sensual and affective experience in addition to
visual and aural perception, an experience that includes both performer and audience
and thus closes the divide between them. In practice that means that

writer/practitioners in the performing arts like Chakravorty, Phillip Zarrilli, or myself

391 was not able to find direct reference to the use of incense (to activate the sense of smell) for
example, though I have seen its use in Katathakali and Odissi performances as part of the now much
abridged devotional practice or benediction before the beginning of the actual performance. In the NS
chapter five on purvaranga details the actions, from the set up of the musicians, to a number of songs
and dances, including the introduction of the play, in order to achieve a full benediction.

40 A more detailed discussion of catharsis can be found in chapter 5.

1 Siegel 1978: 43
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among others, attempt to produce scholarship that is both inclusive of critical theory
as well as empirical data and will turn performance experience into an analyzable
subject and equally valuable agent of knowledge. By refocusing the discourse towards
details of practice as embodied knowledge a reevaluation of the performer’s position
as equal participant in the writing of that discourse is again becoming more accepted,
as can be seen in the shift towards practice/research as topics for work-groups and

journals in the English speaking area.**

Figure 11. Pallabi Chakravorty with Courtyard Dancers in an hybrid kathak performance.

In the United States, several approaches to the practice of rasa in a variety of
traditional or hybrid Indian performing styles can be traced. A number of practitioners
many of whom have immigrated from India teach in colleges, universities, as well as
privately all across the United States and Canada. The purpose of their practice, in my
observation, has been multi-layered, from keeping up their performance practice to
passing on a skill, to building community, as well as to reach out beyond that specific
practice and collaborate with practitioners from a variety of other performing styles in

order to experiment with hybrid forms.

1 am referring to the growing number of working groups concerned with practice-based research at
ATHE, ASTR, CATR, ADSA conferences, or journals such as Theatre Topics, or the British TDPT
(Theatre Dance Performance Training).
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Among Western practitioners, Zarrilli achieved recognition over the many years
he taught both Kallaripayattu and Kathakali at the graduate level in both the US and
Great Britain.*> His book, published in 2000, Kathakali: Dance-Drama is a performance-
ethnography of Kathakali as practiced today in Kerala, India. In his book Zarrilli
explains the role of rasa aesthetics as intrinsically linked to the understanding and the
connoisseurship of its audiences, who are initiated into this particular form of dance-
drama. Though aware of the changes in contemporary Indian society and its effects on
performer training, Zarrilli implies and fosters the idea of a relatively intact and
homogenic art form, a view that has been challenged by cultural anthropologists.

In an article in The Drama Review in 2001, Richard Schechner is for the first
time publicly discussing the rasabox exercises. Here Schechner elaborates on his
adaptation of rasa aesthetic to Western actor training, an aesthetic that is ruled by rasa,
which in itself is an aesthetic concept of perception. Often criticized for his cultural
borrowing, Schechner is not attempting to create or imitate a codified body language for
the rasabox exercises as the precise poses and gestures that are described in the
Natyashastra. He is primarily interested in the exchange between performer and
audience, the experience of rasa, which is why the training is called rasabox and not
bhavabox exercises.

In the rasic system, there are “artistically performed emotions” which comprise
a distinct kind of behavior (different perhaps for each performance genre).
These performed emotions are separate from the “feelings” —the interior,
subjective experience of any given performer during a particular performance.
There is no necessary and ineluctable chain linking these “performed emotions”
with the “emotions of everyday life.” In the rasic system, the emotions in the
arts, not in ordinary life are knowable, manageable, and transmittable in roughly
the same way that the flavors and presentation of a meal are manageable by
following recipes and the conventions of presenting the meal.**

Schechner calls this the “mouth-belly-gut” experience, implied by the
connotation of food through the word rasa in its multiple meanings. As an educator, in

his theater practice and his writings, Schechner has been looking for ways to

participate in the project of reinvigorating the theatrical arts in North America. In rasa

® Zarrilli has taught at the Graduate Drama program at the University of Wisconsin in Madison and at
the University of Exeter in Great Britain.

* Ibid, 32.
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theory he found a form of performer-audience communication that tries to reach
beyond the visual and aural exchange that has been the focus of the North American
mainstream theater for the past century despite the experiments of the sixties and their

repercussions in contemporary performance.*’

The Rasabox Exercise

Aside from the practice and aesthetic of rasa, Schechner cites the emotion studies
by behavioral scientist Paul Ekman and Antonin Artaud’s concept of the actor as the
“Athlete of the Emotions” as his other most influential sources in developing the

exercises.

Figure 12. Emotion recognition practice in Ekman’s Unmasking the Face.

*> In his own theatrical work, Schechner has integrated multi-sensorial experiences for the audience,
i.e. the smells of different foods cooking throughout Faustgastronome. In performance art there has
also been a much franker approach to audience’s sensual involvement, famously done so by Annie
Sprinkle, when for example during the intermission of her performance pieces, such as Post Porn
Modernist, she invited audience members to step up one by one, and have pictures taken with
Sprinkle’s breasts draped over the audience member’s head.
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Ekman’s work on basic emotions and the accompanying facial expressions is
linked to the so-called hardwired, early evolutionary patterns of emotion processes.
His findings resonate with the ideas of conventionalized expressions of emotions as
described in the NS in that they scientifically prove that there are specific expressions
linked to an emotional state; but rather than to investigate the performed emotion,
Ekman looks at emotional expression in everyday life. In my experience of the
rasabox exercises however I have never worked with Ekman’s facial expression
charts. In his book Unmasking the Face®® that is particularly geared towards non-
specialized readers who want to be better equipped to read other people’s emotions,
such as nurses or police officers, there is an exercise, in which the reader can look at a
series of photographs and guess herself what particular emotion is portrayed. My
success with this exercise is based on my ability of imitating the expression in the
photograph, and through that process of imitation, and the resulting physiological
changes in my expression, [ am getting an internal “reading” of the emotion. Through
a process that might be linked to the activation of mirror neurons, I can imitate the
outer signs of the emotion, arouse the emotion in myself, and identify it. When we
tried to work on an analysis of facial expression in the lab however, the facial
expression between lab participants working on the same emotion varied
considerably. It quickly became clear that it was not in our interest to find
commonalities in expression between the performers, but to work on differences, or in
other words on specifics relating to a role or a part. Each lab participant had chosen
different triggers and goals for their emotion, different levels of intensity and outward
expressiveness, thus the expressions varied.

Artaud suggests in his essay Affective Athleticism (Un Athlétisme Affectif)*’
that the performer has “a kind of affective musculature which corresponds to the
physical localization of feelings.”*® He stresses the practice of specific breathing
patterns for the performer as described in the Cabbala. In his opinion, the expression
of emotions in performance can and should be trained, in ways analogous to the
athlete’s training of the muscles. In the lab we experimented repeatedly with rasa-

specific breathing patterns and found them both powerful and easily accessible. In this

46 Ekman, Paul and Friesen, Wallace V. Unmasking the Face. Cambridge: Malor Books, 2003.
*7 Artaud, Antonin. The Theatre and Its Double. New York: Grove Press, 1958: 133-141.
48 . .

Ibid, 133.
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case too, we neither followed cabbalistic breathing patterns, nor did we apply the
breathing patterns studied by Bloch in her acting technique called Alba Emoting.*’

When the participants in the emotion lab each had established clear, repeatable
breathing patterns for the different rasaboxes, we sat in a circle and demonstrated
these patterns, observing our own reactions to them. We then proceeded to repeat
some of those patterns as a group and found that we could stimulate emotive
responses in ourselves. These responses triggered by breathing patterns that were not
our own often called up a kind of variant of that emotional state that might not have
been part of our “personal” realm of experience or imagination, thus opening up each
person’s repertoire

A goal of the exercise itself is that through practice and repetition, and the
mapping of their individual techniques, the actors learn to immediately create distinct
emotional states. They can then infuse these states into a theatrical situation like an
extra layer. The technique is loosely based on the Pavlovian principle of conditioning
reflexes™® wherein an emotional state can be reached by using a specific “trigger.”
Techniques based on the principle of conditioning and reflexology have been used by
Stanislavsky, Meyerhold, and most prominently in the U.S. by Lee Strasberg in his
sense memory exercises. While Carnicke suggests that Stanislavsky was deeply
influenced by the French behaviorist, Ribot, his lip service to Pavlov was rather
forced by the political circumstances in the mid 1930’s.”" Meyerhold and his student
Eisenstein however, experimented extensively with the Pavlovian conditioning
principle.”? One could say that the excitability trained in the biomechanical etudes is

based on conditioned reflexes.

49 Bloch, Susana, Pedro Orthous and Guy Santibafiez-H. “Effector Patterns on Basic Emotions: a
psychophysiological method for training actors.” In: Zarrilli 1994: 197-218. Chahora, Pamela D.
“Emotion Training and the Mind/Body Connection: Alba Emoting and the Method.” In: Krasner 2000:
229-243.

% In the conditioning process, an unconditional stimulus (food) is given to the subject (dog), which
causes a reflex of its own (salivating). Now, the unconditional stimulus is given along with the stimulus
that is to be conditioned (the sound of the bell), which doesn’t cause a reflex. After a while, only the
conditional stimulus (the one that originally didn’t cause a reflex/the bell) is offered, and now it will
cause a reflex because the subject has associated that conditional stimulus with the unconditional
stimulus. http://schoolworkhelper.net/2010/08/the-life-and-work-of-ivan-pavlov/

>! Carnicke, 162-3

52 Law and Gordon, 1996, XX Law, Alma, and Mel Gordon,. Meyerhold, Eisenstein and
Biomechanics. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 1996.



Chapter 2, Is there Rasa in Rasaboxes? 70

Figures 13 & 14. Meyerhold’s biomechanical étude “stab with a dagger.”

In Strasberg’s sense memory exercise you begin by re-creating physical
objects through your sense memory, like for example a cup or a small personal object
such as a key chain. When recreating the sensual attributes of the object through
memory (smell, touch, taste, sound, sight) you might find that the memory of an
emotionally charged situation is attached to the object. You proceed to investigate and

define your emotional state within that situation, all the while keeping the sense of the
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triggering, remembered physical object alive. Once you find a trigger and the linked
emotional experience, you repeat the process, slowly reduce the trigger to just one
sensual aspect of it, i.e. a smell, or a sense of touch, so that eventually, in
performance, all you need to do is call up the sense trigger and the emotional state
will follow. In this case the performer conditions herself to respond to a specific sense
trigger with a corresponding emotion. “The notion that recall of emotion can become
easier with repetition amounts to self-conditioning on the part of the actor. ‘That’s

how we trained,” Strasberg said, ‘not from Freud, but from Pavlov.””>?

Figure 15. Anna and Lee Strasberg in a sense memory exercise.

Whereas it has become common practice within the realm of American
realism to train internal triggers, in the Rasabox exercise, the trigger can be a number
of different things, varying from physical to mental cues, for example specific

breathing patterns, a physical pose, a facial expression, a memory, an imagined

53 Carnicke, Sharon. Stanislavsky in Focus, 2" Edition. New York: Routledge, 2009: 163. Citation
within quote is from Munk, Erika, ed., Stanislavsky and America. New York: Hill and Wang, 1966:
198.
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situation, or anything else proven repeatedly successful. Performer/director Vernice
Miller pointed out during a talk-back at PSI 13°* that the actor who is in the run of a
show often creates an emotional map linked to the physical score, e.g. if an emotional
moment is preceded by a specific gesture, like lifting the arm in a certain way, then
this lift of the arm will work as a physical trigger for the following emotion. The
trigger is created through repetition. While this technique is certainly reminiscent of
Stanislavsky, I often ask myself if what we understand today as physical score can
simply be equated with Stanislavsky’s line of physical actions? In my mind a physical
score is the sequence of movement-actions the performer goes through during a
performance, this can take any form, abstract, realistic, non-sensical, interrupted, etc.
The line of physical actions on the other hand is the line of logical actions that is the
result of a deep understanding of the character and the given circumstances, based in a
realistic sequence of actions, i.e. first you wash your hands, then you dry them — not
the other way around.

In order to develop these triggers, specific training is required. The
Stanislavsky System of course considers emotions in depth but still does not really
explain in technical terms how to train for an emotionally truthful performance. The

techniques laid out in “An Actor Prepares™

are either based on recall of personal
memories, on imagination, or on imitation. How to exactly shape or treat the
remembered, imagined or imitated emotion in repetition is not discussed: “First
establish the Given Circumstances, genuinely believe in them, and then, “truth of the
passions” will arise of its own accord.”® Later adaptations of the System, such as
Strasberg’s Method,”’ base their emotion work on techniques usually referred to as
“emotional recall.” This process is hotly debated for its questionable efficacy and
effectiveness — especially in respect to stage acting. Not many acting teachers are

willing to explore the technique in the undergraduate classroom for fear of

psychological risks to the students.”® However, it can be said for Strasberg that he

3% PSI 13: Performance Studies International’s annual conference held at New York University in New
York City in November 2007.

33 Stanislavski, Konstantin. An Actor Prepares. Routledge: New York, 1961.

56 Stanislavski. An Actor’s Work, transl. & ed. Jean Benedetti. NY: Routledge, 2008: 53

37 Strasberg,Lee. Schauspieler Seminar. Bochum: Schauspielhaus Bochum, 1978.

% Because the students need to recall memories from their personal experiences, the immediate
reactions and psychological effects on the student are not foreseeable. Even when instructed only to

work with memories that lie in the distant past, students are tempted to work with what they consider to
be potent. Thus the exercise is commonly considered as too risky. See also Carnicke, 2009: 164-5.
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consequently developed his conditioning technique, and prescribed a very clear
method of how to call up remembered emotions.

Curious among the currently popular acting training methods, Anne Bogart
eliminated emotion as a category from the Viewpoint Training as opposed to Mary
Overlie’s original six viewpoints®® that did include emotion as one of the viewpoints.
Stephen Wangh, on the other hand, describes clearly in “An Acrobat of the Heart”®
how he works with his students on emotional awareness, yet here too, the translation
from the acting student’s emotional awareness in personal life and training to a
repeatable stage technique is not fully developed.

In many of these techniques and approaches not so different from the
Stanislavsky quote above, it seems that the actor is mostly expected to somehow
calibrate emotional expression by defining the circumstances surrounding the
emotion, such as character history, given circumstances and objectives; or the
performer is to simply follow the line of physical actions or the performance score.
By doing so she/he is expected to “naturally’ arrive at the appropriate emotional
expression. Or else, as in Bogart’s case, realistically motivated emotion is not
considered to be an intrinsic part of the performative expression.

Stanislavsky’s acting system and its various American offshoots have lead to a
realistic style that now dominates much of North American acting. In a counter-move,
the American avant-garde, emerging in the fifties and sixties, has continuously
investigated non-naturalistic styles. The current work on Rasa aesthetics as a practice
stands in that tradition. Within my realm of experience, Richard Schechner’s rasabox
matrix’®' enables the student to analyze and perform emotions in highly differentiated

shades without necessarily having to follow a line of realistic, i.e. internal motivation.

%9 See: “In 1993 Mary Overlie told me, (...) that the Viewpoints were conceived of and have always
been Space, Story, Time, Emotion, Movement, and Shape (with the mnemonic STEMSS)” 1998-2005,
Jucha, Brian: Working With The Viewpoints. www.jucha.com/viewpoints.html. See: Bogart, Anne: The
Viewpoint Book. New York: Theatre Communication Group, 2005: 5-6. See Anne Bogart on Emotions
in: Balancing Acts: Anne Bogart and Kristin Linklater Debate the Current Trends in American Actor
Training. Moderated by David Diamond, in American Theater, 2001 or at:
http://tcg.org/publications/at/2001/balancing.cfm

60 Wangh, Stephen. An Acrobat of the Heart. New York: Vintage Books, 2000: 125-135.

1 See my discussion of rasabox training in Ch. 2 as well as: Schechner, Richard: “Rasaesthetics.” In:
The Drama Review 45,3 (T171), MIT Press, Fall 2001.
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Within the class or lab context students most often raise the question whether
or not the experience of rasa can be stripped of its cultural context and applied to an
historically and geographically different actor training and audience-performer
relationship. So why do we talk about rasa rather than emotions, affect, or to stay
within the Sanskrit framework, the performer’s conventionalizing of emotion through
bhava? The answer may lie in the fact that the concept of rasa presents a much
broader, multi-layered perspective on the phenomenon of performed emotion than the
other terms imply. Not only does rasa, aside from emotion, connote flavor, taste and
essence, but it also refers to the communion between the performer, the performed
and the audience. Furthermore rasa is defined as an aesthetic principle referring
specifically to artistic expression. The use of the term is rooted in the performing arts,
specifically dance drama and music, but can also be applied to other arts such as
poetry and sculpture. Thus rasa refers to the artistically expressed emotion, emotion
mediated for performance and experienced through performance, rather than to just
the actor’s expression or to emotion in general.

Several students prefer to call the Schechner exercise simply emotion boxes —
as not to imply a level of physical practice not common in North American college
training or many if not most of the current Western acting practices. Another point of
ideological discomfort for the students is that Sanskrit drama was primarily a
devotional practice, in addition to its entertaining and educational goals, as are today
still many of the so-called classical Indian dance drama forms.®* In an exclusively
secular setting such as a Canadian university the idea of a (unified) devotional
practice in the classroom is out of place. The mixture of different beliefs and non-
beliefs, from the so-called great religions to small urban ritual practices, would allow
for individualized variations of devotion only. In regards to rasa and an adoption of
this aesthetic to a North American setting, the question arises of how devotional
practices and transformative performance styles might be connected. And this indeed
leads to further questions regarding the role of ecstatic performance and trance in the
North American context, which I will only briefly address in the conclusion of this

thesis.

62 At least a form of performed devotion is often part of classical performance tradition, such as the
blessing of the performance space.
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To me both the excitement and conundrum that is inherent in the rasabox
exercise is the possibility of working towards seemingly completely diverging goals.
On the one hand the exercises allow for a detailed analysis and practice of performed
emotions, using the findings almost like a new psychophysical alphabet that allows
for affective resonance in both performer and observer. Here the work is based on a
system of physical signs that when acted out fully will result in an emotional state, a
process that could be linked to Meyerhold or Eisenstein’s reading of Pavlov’s reflex
conditioning. Through repetitive motion, sound or breath this same grid of boxes can
become the gateway to ecstatic or trance-like states. This process resonates more with
the ecstatic transformation in the Indian bhakti tradition.®> On the other hand the grid
can be a place for scene work and realism-based character work, befitting American
realism. When exploring the grid with a comedic mindset the possibilities for comic
enlargement and overemphasis of the emotional state, and a parodic reversal between
trigger and reaction can become very clear. For the moment I will only investigate to
what degree the term rasa can be useful to the exercise.

Can a theater student in all seriousness be expected to experience and transmit
rasa? At the minimum, physiological change in the self and in the other can be
achieved, if we allow for Teresa Brennan’s provocative thesis to stand up. Brennan
suggests that the idea of a homogenic being with its skin as an absolute boundary
cannot hold up in emotion theory. As emotions create physical change in the body,
hormones are released into the bloodstream; blood pressure, breathing patterns, heart
rate, muscle tone change, pupils dilate or contract, sweat glands go to work, and a
multitude of other sensory signals, such as smell, voice tones and touch are emanated,
we automatically and involuntarily change the chemical make-up of those around us

1. Brennan talks here specifically about the excretion of ectohormones or

as wel
pheromones, which are perceptible via smell. This may explain one of the aspects that

make up the refined experience of rasa. If we accept Brennan’s thesis then not just a

63 The Bhakti movement flourished in Hindu devotional culture during the early middle ages as a
counter movement to the Sanskritized Vedic culture, co-fertilized by the increasing influence of Islam.
Kathak dance was very much influenced by the Bhakti tradition. Its influence can be seen for example
in the footwork and twirling typical for Kathak. See Chakravorty 2008: 35-39.

64 See Brennan, 2004: Introduction, 68-69, and footnote 165.
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visual and aural but also an olfactory exchange takes place between performers and
audience, as well as among the audience members.®

Methods like the rasabox exercises call into question the currently practiced
approach to acting in North America that for the most part appears to be still firmly
rooted in American realism. This psychologically motivated performance style
attempts to appear “natural” and resists a “boxing in” of separate emotions; rather a
smooth flow from beat to beat, “authentically” portraying what is considered an
imitation or recreation of “everyday behavior” is commonly demanded from the
contemporary American actor. Of course at many points over the past century this has
been put into question and the avant-garde, the countless “experimental” companies
and performance art has experimented with more theatricalized types of theater,
drawing attention to its artfulness as opposed to its naturalness through a number of
strategies. Behavior twice removed, restored behavior (Schechner) or the extra-daily
(Barba) are only a few of the expressions used to bring attention to this
constructedness, or simply heightened quality of staged behavior.

In the first research phase of the Emotion lab study (fall 2006), the student
performers only began to differentiate between “artistically performed” and “felt”
emotion, rather than to consider the integration of an audience. The idea of
transforming the performed into an aesthetic experience and consciously reaching for
a communion between audience and performer did not really come into play within
the early training process. “Rasa”, provocative as this aesthetic principle may be,
remains an abstract concept within the setting of the emo lab, a goal towards which to
work, but certainly not a common occurrence during this phase of actor training. The
students have renamed the training: working on the grid, or emo lab, in what I see as
an attempt to familiarize the technique.

Thus the term rasa in this context functions more as a catalyst of ideas than a
historically or culturally specific concept that is applied directly to the work. Of
course one could argue that as soon as there is an observer in the room, be it the
observing participants, the videographer, or myself as teacher and coach, the
possibility for rasa is given. It seems to me though that the performer first has to learn

to differentiate between emotion and performed emotion and then begin to hone her

63 Obviously this type of exchange would take place not jus between performers and audience but also
between the members of the audience and between the performers on stage. Brennan is using the
example to explain crowd behavior.
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craft before actively pursuing rasa. Rasa needs to be understood as artistically shaped
emotion performed to achieve a specific effect in the observer. Rasa implies not only
the knowledge of craft but its mastery and ultimately its sublimation. What takes
place in the studio could be called something like “dirty rasa”, an un-shaped,
accidental experience which is nevertheless not without effect to both participant and
observer.

For the purpose of this thesis I will mostly translate rasa, with its many layers
of meaning, as “performed emotion,” though its meaning is closer to “performed
emotion experienced by performer and observer,” whereas simply “performed
emotion” connotes bhava. In addition I will continue to use the term emotion, rather
than affect, passion, or feeling. It is also important to remember that rasa stands for a
group of related emotional states differing in intensity and duration and depending on<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>