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‘These three interviews give rich insights not just into Grotowski’s last phase of research but also into the flesh, nerves, soul, brain and heart of an actor at work; offering revelations for the actor, director and theatre student alike.’

Professor Paul Allain, University of Kent/Director of the British Grotowski Project

‘Cultural and political revolutions begin in small rooms. Thomas Richards and his collaborators approach the theater from the beating heart of the art form’s DNA. Their book is highly readable and directly addresses our most central concerns.’

Professor Anne Bogart, Columbia University, USA

Heart of Practice is a unique and invaluable insight into the workings of one of theatre’s true pioneers, presented by his closest collaborator. This book charts the development of Grotowski’s dramatic research through a decade of conversations with his apprentice, Thomas Richards.

Tuscany’s Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas Richards is the enduring legacy of a master teacher, director and theorist, and home to much of Grotowski’s most significant work. Interviewed by leading scholars, and offering his own intimate accounts, Richards gives a vivid and detailed view of the Workcenter’s evolution, providing:

• concrete illustration of the Workcenter’s distinctive creative practices

• rigorous discussion of over 20 years of world-renowned research

• previously unpublished performance photos

• privileged insight into what Grotowski considered to be the culmination of his life’s work.

Thomas Richards, a performing artist, earned a degree in Music and Theatre Studies from Yale University as an undergraduate, a Master’s Degree in Art, Music and Performance from the University of Bologna, and a Ph.D. from the University of Paris VIII in the discipline of Art, Theatre and Dance Studies. Designated by Grotowski as his ‘essential collaborator’ and the person to whom he transmitted the ‘inner aspect’ of his work throughout a thirteen year practical apprenticeship, Richards is today the Artistic Director of the Workcenter, carrying forward a world-renowned performing arts research in which he has conducted a sustained investigation for more than 20 years. He is the author of At Work with Grotowski on Physical Actions, now published in seven languages.


Heart of Practice

Within the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas Richards

 

 

 

Thomas Richards



[image: ]






First published 2008

by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

 

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada

by Routledge

270 Madison Ave, New York, NY 10016

 

Transferred to Digital Printing 2008

 

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

 

© 2008 Thomas Richards

 

Cover image credits for paperback edition only

(counter-clockwise starting at the top left):

1. Dies Iræ (2003) – (a detail of a photo by Cem Ardik);

2. A detail of a photo of Thomas Richards (2006) during a conference in Wroclaw at the Grotowski Institute introducing the Workcenter’s project Horizons – (photo from the Grotowski Institute’s Archive; photo by Lukasz Giza);

3. Action (2005) – (a detail of a photo by Marcella Scopelliti);

4. Action (2005) – (a detail of a photo by Frits Meyst);

5. A detail of a photo of Thomas Richards – (see credit number 2).

 

Typeset in Meridien and Regula by

RefineCatch Limited, Bungay, Suffolk

Printed and bound in Great Britain by

Antony Rowe Ltd, Chippenham, Wiltshire

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

 

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

 

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Richards, Thomas, 1962-Heart of practice : within the Workcentre of Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas Richards / Thomas Richards.

p. cm.

Filmography of the Workcentre Research: p. Includes bibliographical references and index. 1. Richards, Thomas, 1962—Interviews. 2. Theatrical producers and directors—United States—Interviews. 3. Grotowski, Jerzy, 1933–1999. I. Title.

PN2287.R48A3 2007

792.02′33092—dc222007025250

 

ISBN10: 0–415–44147–1 (hbk)

ISBN10: 0–415–44148–X (pbk)

ISBN10: 0–203–93333–8 (ebk)

 

ISBN13: 978–0–415–44147–6 (hbk)

ISBN13: 978–0–415–44148–3 (pbk)

ISBN13: 978–0–203–93333–6 (ebk)




 

To my father, Lloyd Richards


Contents

 

 

 

List of Figures

Non-Preface by André Gregory

Acknowledgements

 

1 The Edge-Point of Performance


Interviewer: Lisa Wolford



 

2 As an Unbroken Stream


Interviewer: Tatiana Motta Lima



 

3 In the Territory of Something Third


Interviewer: Kris Salata



 

Interviewers’ Biographies

Bibliography

Filmography of the Workcenter Research


Figures

 

 

 

1.1 Downstairs Action (1989) – Thomas Richards and Nitaya Singsengsouvanh. (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.2 Downstairs Action (1989) – Nitinchandra Ganatra, Nitaya Singsengsouvanh, Piotr Borowski, Mario Biagini, and Thomas Richards. (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.3 Downstairs Action (1989) – Nitaya Singsengsouvanh, Thomas Richards, Piotr Borowski, Mario Biagini, and Nitinchandra Ganatra. (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.4 Downstairs Action (1989) – Nitaya Singsengsouvanh and Thomas Richards. (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.5 Downstairs Action (1989) – Nitaya Singsengsouvanh and Thomas Richards. (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.6 Downstairs Action (1989) – (Still from the rushes of the film Art as Vehicle by Mercedes Gregory.)

1.7 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.8 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards, Nhandan Chirco, Przemyslaw Wasilkowski, and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.9 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Przemyslaw Wasilkowski. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.10 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.11 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.12 Action (1995) – Przemyslaw Wasilkowski, Mario Biagini, Nhandan Chirco, and Thomas Richards. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.13 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.14 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

1.15 Action (1995) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.1 Motions at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – Mario Biagini, Przemyslaw Wasilkowski, and Thomas Richards. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.2 Motions at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.3 Motions at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.4 Motions at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.5 Training at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – Thomas Richards, Nhandan Chirco, Przemyslaw Wasilkowski, and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.6 Training at the Workcenter of Jerzy Grotowski (1995) – (Photo by Alain Volut.)

2.7 Action (2005) in the church of St John the Baptist in Cappadocia, Turkey – Francesc Torrent Gironella, Thomas Richards, and Marie De Clerck. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

2.8 Action (2005) – Thomas Richards, Pere Sais Martínez, Francesc Torrent Gironella, and Marie De Clerck. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

2.9 Action (2005) – Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Marie De Clerck, Thomas Richards, and Francesc Torrent Gironella. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

2.10 Action (2005) – Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Pere Sais Martínez, Thomas Richards, and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

2.11 Action (2005) – Pere Sais Martínez, Marie De Clerck, Thomas Richards, Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Mario Biagini, and Francesc Torrent Gironella. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

2.12 Action (2005) – Mario Biagini. (Photo by Marcella Scopelliti.)

3.1 Dies Iræ (2003) in the church of St Irene in Istanbul, Turkey – Gey Pin Ang and Pei Hwee Tan. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.2 Dies Iræ (2003) – Gey Pin Ang. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.3 Dies Iræ (2003) – Mario Biagini, Cécile Berthe, Elisa Poggelli, Geneviève Meera Lavigne, Souphiène Amiar, Johanna Porkola, and Jørn Riegels Wimpel. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.4 Dies Iræ (2003) – Gey Pin Ang, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Mario Biagini, and Jørn Riegels Wimpel. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.5 Dies Iræ (2003) – Mario Biagini and Jørn Riegels Wimpel. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.6 Dies Iræ (2003) – Francesc Torrent Gironella and Gey Pin Ang. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.7 Dies Iræ (2003) – Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Gey Pin Ang, and Souphiéne Amiar. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.8 Dies Iræ (2005) in Rose Valley, Cappadocia, Turkey – Souphiène Amiar, Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Elisa Poggelli, Gey Pin Ang, Johanna Porkola, Pei Hwee Tan, and Cécile Berthe. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.9 Dies Iræ (2005) – Gey Pin Ang. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.10 Dies Iræ (2003) in the church of St Irene in Istanbul, Turkey – Gey Pin Ang. (Photo by Cem Ardik.)

3.11 Action (2005) in the church of St John the Baptist in Cappadocia, Turkey – Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Pere Sais Martínez, Marie De Clerck, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Mario Biagini, and Thomas Richards. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.12 Action (2005) – Thomas Richards. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.13 Action (2005) – Marie De Clerck. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.14 Action (2005) – Marie De Clerck. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.15 Action (2005) – Marie De Clerck, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Mario Biagini, Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Thomas Richards, and Pere Sais Martínez. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.16 Action (2005) – Pere Sais Martínez, Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Thomas Richards, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Marie De Clerck, and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.17 Action (2005) – Thomas Richards and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)

3.18 Action (2005) – Pere Sais Martínez, Jørn Riegels Wimpel, Francesc Torrent Gironella, Thomas Richards, Marie De Clerck, and Mario Biagini. (Photo by Frits Meyst.)


Non-Preface

 

 

 

Some 25 years ago I was asked to go to Dharamsala to train young Tibetan refugees as part of the process to prepare them to perform the ancient, sacred dances. After we had completed our work together the Tibetans, wanting to thank me, offered to send me to Ladakh, a rough three-day voyage to the top of the world. I would be the first Westerner to journey to Ladakh in over 40 years. I lived on a farm at 10,000 feet. A monk took me on a long, arduous hike through the mountains to one of the most ancient monasteries in the Tibetan world. I walked into an unusually high room with very tiny windows high, high up, sawdust on the floor, and the walls thick with objects pressed layer upon layer, the gifts of countless pilgrims. Seated on the floor opposite each other and facing each other were 24 monks chanting and playing the sacred instruments. I felt the air go out of my lungs as if a horse had kicked me in the chest. I could not breathe. Much later I learned why. It seems that when one monk needed to sleep, he would leave the space and another would enter. When one died, another would take his place. Year after year, this had been going on uninterruptedly for over 900 years. Prayer Song.

Thomas Richards and his colleagues are in a similar tradition, a similar lineage. They return the theatre to its origins – a place of mystery and a place of sanctity. A place of meditation. There’s an invisible prayer rug on the floor of their space woven from the warp and weft of their most passionate and arduous work. It’s their vocation. Their calling. It’s their way. Day after day. Night after night. Year in, year out. This is what they do.

Almost half a century ago, on my first honeymoon, a Frenchman showed me a pink jade elephant the size of a thumbnail. Inside the tiny elephant were 30 even tinier elephants, like those Russian wooden babushkas, elephant within elephant, seed within seed, the tiniest almost microscopic. One man in India had spent a lifetime carving this one amazing gem as a gift to Shiva. It was never to be sold.

The work of Richards and his colleagues is an offering. It can be seen. Or unseen. But it too can never be sold. It’s a gift of the body. The gift of the voice. One might even say it’s a gift of the soul.

The Mother in collaboration with Sri Aurobindo spent a lifetime researching the possibility of God as a cellular presence in the body. The Dance of the cells. Her life work, her findings, exist in 12 lovely, red bound volumes. You can buy them in many ‘new age’ bookshops. It’s a good sign, a healthy sign, that almost no one ever takes the trouble to open the books, let alone buy them.

Richards and his colleagues do a similar research. Re. Search. A cellular dance. A prayer in our darkness, lit by candles. A practice that helps to keep the world going. Like the 12 just men in the Hebrew tradition, 12 in every generation. Twelve who do real work in the real world and have no idea they are in fact angels.

While giving a workshop in Jerusalem a quarter century ago, I was asked if I would like to see a very holy man who had just returned from Mecca. I was told to meet my young guide at lunchtime at a tiny cafe which specialized in hummus. I spent a disappointing hour there since I never saw the holy man. I was told later that the holy man was the hummus maker. Supposedly, you could feel the divine in the way he made and stirred the hummus. It was in the movements of his entire body.

So too with Thomas and his work. So still and still moving. So too the exquisite architectonics of the voice. It all takes enormous discipline and dedication.

Thirty-five years ago, I participated in a Grotowski workshop in Aix en Provence. An actor asked Jerzy what he thought was the most important ingredient for an actor: ‘Sincerité in extremis mais les détails en crystal.’ Buckminster Fuller also said that. God is in the details. This is what I feel in the research at the Pontedera Work- center – an extraordinary tension between an almost feverish intensity, an inner burning authenticity on the one hand, and a luminous clarity on the other hand. Hand in hand, these modest celebrants welcome the gift of Life and they do it with nothing less than total simplicity.

Artaud said that the actor should be a martyr signaling to us through the flames.

In China, it was said that one person sitting alone in a room thinking the right thoughts could change the world.

I am sure you have heard the joke: a young violinist asks a taxi driver how to get to Carnegie Hall. The driver answers, ‘practice, practice, practice.’ It’s a question of Time. It takes great patience. It takes hard work. It takes forever.

We live in dark times, biblical times, Old Testament times. We worship false idols. There is pestilence and there are floods. There are wars and like all wars, they are unjust and horrific. Yet somewhere, here and there, in the darkness almost invisible, small groups of artists – let us not be ashamed of the word – and celebrants – let us recognize them for what they are – follow their calling, do their work, together, for themselves, and for us. They show us that the darkness is not the whole story. They light a candle. They show us a way. They inspire by example. They are moving and still moving.

I am happy to say, Dear Reader, that I have never read a preface to a book so it’s somewhat odd to write a preface. I don’t like prefaces because I don’t like explanations, theories, or commentaries. I have no appetite for answers. It’s the questions I love. I would never ever attempt to explain or clarify the work of another artist, let alone my own work. So hopefully, Dear Reader, you have passed this preface by.

Skip the preface and read the book. If you are motivated, make the pilgrimage to see the work.

So do not ask what is it. Let us go and make our visit.

André Gregory
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Lisa Wolford: During one conference Grotowski talked about what he calls ‘actual work’ (the current work here in Italy) as ‘having two chiefs.’ More recently, he has said that you are the true creator of the recent performance structure, Action, and that he is more an ‘advising ancestor’ to you. Could you talk about how you and he have worked together practically, and how the dynamics of your work together have changed over the years?

Thomas Richards: There are many different steps that led me toward the work of Jerzy Grotowski. The first was a work encounter with Ryszard Cieslak that took place at Yale University when I was in my senior year as an undergraduate in 1984. This relatively brief work encounter – two weeks – turned my head around totally. Through Cieslak I began to perceive the practical possibilities in the art of the actor from a whole other angle. He had extraordinary presence, it was flowing from him. And this charged human warmth, together with all his mastery, led me to seek out Grotowski. It’s funny, but just a few days after I started to look for information concerning Grotowski’s whereabouts, the head of our Theatre Studies Department announced that Grotowski himself was going to come to Yale to conduct a selection of students to participate in his Focused Research Program in Objective Drama at the University of California-Irvine (U.C. Irvine).

While at Yale, Grotowski gave a lecture/conference. Many undergraduates interested in theatre were present, and also many professors and students from the Drama school. I was struck by the way Grotowski answered our questions. There was a specific quality of silence before each of his responses that was not at all artificial. It was as if he were really thinking, taking the time needed; the habitual rhythm of quotidian conversation, with questions and immediate answers, was broken, and in that dynamic silence something passed. After the conference, I ran to my job (I was working in a Japanese restaurant) filled with some sort of excitement. I was laughing a little.

I passed the selection and participated that summer at U.C. Irvine in the seminar, which lasted two weeks. I found the work extremely interesting. Grotowski was working with different practitioners from around the world, among them Tiga (Jean-Claude) Garoute and Maud Robart from Haiti. When I heard the songs of Haiti, the traditional songs, it was like hearing the voice of my grandmother, whom I’d never before heard sing. My grandmother’s line on my father’s side comes from the Caribbean; his parents come from Jamaica. During the two weeks when I heard these songs, it was like … touching in me something that had really never been touched up to that point. It’s hard to explain but even the melodies, this kind of sound and its vibration – which in that moment gave me the feeling I was hearing a tree sing – was shocking. It was the way Grotowski dealt with these songs: testing around them and through them something that seemed to me very ancient and at the same time very new; looking through them, as if in their background something might be hidden comparable to Greek or rather Egyptian antique Mysteries; discovering in their melodies and rhythms a coded potentiality of organic presence for the human being, almost an organic score. All this opened a door for me toward an unknown possibility that previously I did not even suppose existed.

After that two-week seminar I worked with Grotowski, still as a participant, in a two-month workshop he held a year later in Italy in the summer of 1985. Grotowski was trying to teach the participating actors the basic elements of performance craft. He criticized me strongly for my dilettantism. His attacks were so persistent and accurate that finally I couldn’t bear it. I left the work after only one month. I went on a journey, first to see the work of Peter Brook, then to participate in workshops by Rena Mirecka, a remarkable actress of Grotowski’s Laboratory Theatre of Wroclaw, and later to Denmark to observe the Odin Teatret. At the Odin, I saw the documentaries of the Laboratory Theatre’s old theatre performances. I was completely blown away. Really, in Grotowski’s work I was seeing something like an awakening of a potential, almost like a hidden, unconscious potential in the human being that became like a river flowing through a person, and at the same time this river was entering a structure, a theatre piece, so precise. And these two aspects were meeting on such a high level. All of this pulled me likea magnet to the telephone to contact Grotowski again and ask if I could work with him the following year at his research program at U.C. Irvine. I was accepted on the condition that I would stay oneyear.

When I arrived in California in October 1985, of the nine actorson the team, I think I was really on the lowest level in terms of craft.An extraordinary Korean actor, Du Yee Chang, was in the group, and also an actor from China, Chen Wei Cheng, who was very competentin the work on the body. In fact, most of the actors were extremely proficient in some traditional performative practice, and I, being  the most dilettante, received many blows. It was difficult for me in the beginning. I often thought I was about to be kicked out of the group. I could not create any fragments on the level needed to be included in the Action that we were creating. (At Irvine, between October 1985 and June 1986, we created an Action, meaning a precise performative structure, an opus, which was called Main Action.)

That year, the day-to-day work was led by Jim Slowiak, who worked as Grotowski’s assistant director. One day, when we had already created the initial structure of Main Action, Grotowski came to see it. After a short time, he stopped us and began working practically with one of the actors on a small fragment. This was the first time I had ever seen Grotowski working directly with an actor. I was fascinated and terrified at the same time. He entered the space like a volcano and began giving indications to the actor – again, again, asking him to repeat his score, driving the actor without any hesitation, like a rider guiding a horse in some way. The actor immediately jumped to another level of quality in his work. The force with which Grotowski entered the situation and demanded and pushed this actor – pushed not in a negative sense but in the sense of request – made this person engage immediately and deeply. I watched, and something in me said, ‘Ah! There is something.’ And in that moment, within me, my way of fighting to discover something from the work changed. Really, I thought, ‘If I could work with him directly …’. I began to mobilize myself in another way. A short time later, Grotowski was watching a draft of Main Action, and I had a small fragment in which I was walking, carrying an object for another actor. Grotowski stopped us. He said there was something in my work, in what I had done. For me this was strange because I had just been walking. He said, no, there was organicity, the seeds of organicity in me in that moment. He asked what my association was, what I was thinking as I walked, for whom I was walking. … As he questioned me, a memory came to me about a time in my youth when I was carrying an object for my father in the hospital. I wrote down the memory in my notebook.

This was the turning point in his relationship with me. It was as if he had seen in me some possibility, and from that moment on he began to work with me directly. First I joined a separate mini-team that had already been working individually with Grotowski, Jairo Cuesta and Pablo Jimenez. Grotowski worked with us to create the central motif of Main Action, and then on our line of actions, which would later become the principal line. I entered into a relationship with him that was … before, in some way, it was as if in the work I didn’t exist. And then, from that moment on, through his eyes and his attention, I really began to exist. We would work together almost every day, in the team of three or two, or with me alone, many hours, even ten, twelve hours a day. Then he would invite me to a restaurant and we would go and speak for another two or three hours. It was as if he were looking to find the way to unearth in me this possibility that he was sensing, what he had called organicity.

My mother is white; my father is black. Half of my heritage comes from European culture and half from African. Though my skin is a lighter color, in my physicality there is something of my father’s line, the African line. I grew up in New York City, educated in a Western way, and something in me that I associated with this African line related to a special kind of fluidity and continuity of movement, a flow of vitality through the movement, which I would later discover to be a rich and creative channel for me. This had to a great extent been blocked, not yet discovered. Grotowski began to look for a way to unblock this through practical work and also through conversations with me, in order that I might begin to accept in the working situation this resource in the body.

Soon, I began to accept this totally. And then, in certain fragments of Main Action, especially the ones on which he worked with me directly, it became as if my body began to conduct me – absolutely byitself – in a flow of movement that was coming from inside, a stream of impulses running through the body. It was a discovery that was flowing like a river. I was a little detached, watching it. My mind was no longer manipulating my body, telling it, ‘Go here, go there;’ now my body was conducting me. Even the source of the impulses seemed not to be muscular. I was like a rider on a horse, not telling the horse where and how to go but just watching the horse fly, and in some way guiding it without manipulating. This stream of life in the body began to flow strongly, a really youthful flow (I was in my 20s), and the totality of Main Action became for me the discovery of this African aspect, and the aspect of organicity. The story of Main Action, if you looked at it from the outside as spectator, was the initiation of a young man, a ‘native boy.’ We saw him (meaning me, I was in that role in Main Action) go through certain tests with which he was confronted by other members of the group.

After that year, Grotowski was going to transfer his work to Italy, where Roberto Bacci and the Centro per la Sperimentazione e la Ricerca Teatrale (now Fondazione Pontedera Teatro) had offered him a home and support for his research. They had proposed to found his Workcenter in Pontedera, Italy. Grotowski asked three people from the team in California to be his assistants, travel to Italy, and begin work with him there. I was among them. This was the first time I was to be no longer just a participant in the group but would be working with him as an assistant.

When we arrived in Italy in August 1986, we had to construct everything from scratch. Here, what is now the central aspect of the work began to crystallize – the work on ancient vibratory songs. We approached the African and Afro-Caribbean field of holy songs as the core for our work (of course, when referring to the Afro-Caribbean tradition, Grotowski does not limit it to a geographical territory; for example, he considers Candomblé to belong to the same family even though it appears in Brazil). When Grotowski speaks about Caribbean songs of tradition, he sees them as songs with a very long heritage. The slaves in the Caribbean had, to a great extent, developed them from African sources. So do the songs then find their roots in West Africa? Yes, they do. But, on the other hand, certain Afro-Caribbean and African songs (some of which we approach in our work), Grotowski feels, have a long and complex heritage that may branch back to ritual sources not limited only to western Africa. Grotowski continues in his reflection to say that he intuits that this large tree of tradition with many branches may even have something in common with the ritual traditions of ancient Egypt, or even with what might have existed before. He sees this field of songs on which we are working as having developed over a very long arc of time.

From this field of songs, the Haitian ones were worked on at Irvine in the Objective Drama Project and, at the beginning of the work in Italy, Grotowski put into my hands the responsibility for these songs. The level at which I worked on them, in 1986, was rather elementary. Grotowski had made great efforts before we moved from California to Italy in order that I might really learn these songs and the way of singing them. A month before we left, he put me alone in a room with I Wayan Lendra from Bali, who was conducting the work on the songs at that moment, and had Lendra sing them with me for hours. I had to repeat and repeat them: ‘No, again, not like that, wrong vibration of voice … No, again.’ Lendra was very frustrated with me. I remember him sitting down one day when we were working after, maybe, three or four hours of singing. Lendra sat against the wall in total defeat and said, ‘Do you really think Grotowski thinks you can sing?!’ I said, ‘uh … I dunno.’ We kept trying.

So, in 1986, when we moved to Italy, my level of singing was rather elementary. Over the following nine years, however, I worked on these songs with Grotowski: first on the Haitian songs, then West African, then African and Afro-Caribbean (but not Haitian), and then on an entire line of some African and Afro- Caribbean ancient vibratory songs. I worked with Grotowski on the development of performing structures with and around these songs, and – which is the main issue – on a process that can happen, let’s say, inside the human being through all this work. I began to receive from him practical knowledge about this. And, step by step, what was elementary in my capacity nine years ago developed to a certain level of knowing how to work with these tools – because these songs really are tools, or rather can be tools for the human being to work on himself. They can become tools that help the organism in a process of what we can call a transformation of energy.

I know that the word energy is in circulation today and that, to a certain extent, it has become banal. In spite of this, Grotowski feels that the banality of this word is rather positive for our vocabulary because it diminishes the danger of too much ‘mumbo jumbo’ mystical terminology. He underlines, however, that we use the word ‘energy’ not referring to big, crude quantities of force (or, strictly speaking, the magnitude of available force), which would rather be related to vitality in a quasi-biological meaning of tonus. Whens peaking about energy, we are speaking about the qualities and not the quantity of energy. We are not speaking about being energetic. We are speaking in terms of qualities of energy, and the transformation from one quality of energy (coarse) to another (subtle).

These songs coming from the ritual tradition can work as tools for this transformation of energy. In my intimate language, for myself, I call this the ‘inner action.’ The doer begins to sing. The melody is precise. The rhythm is precise. The doer begins to let the song descend into the organism, and the sonic vibration begins to change. The syllables and the melody of these songs begin to touch and activate something I perceive to be like energy seats in the organism. An energy seat seems to me to be something like a center of energy inside the organism. These centers can become activated. In my perception, one energy center exists around what’s called the solar plexus, around the area of the stomach. It relates to vitality, as if the life force is seated there. In some moment it’s as if this begins to open, and is becoming receptive through the stream of life impulses in the body related to the songs. The melody is precise, the rhythm is precise, but it’s like some force is collecting in the plexus. And then through this place, this very strong energy which is collecting can find its way, as if entering a channel in the organism, toward a seat slightly above it, for me related to what in my intimate world is ‘heart.’ Here, what is in the vital pool begins to flow upward into this other resource and transform itself into a quality of energy that is more subtle. When I say subtle I mean more light, more luminous. Its flow now is different, its way of touching the body is different – these energy pools can be perceived as touching the body. From this pool related, let’s say, to the ‘heart,’ something opens which permits a passage upward, and it’s as if a level of energy begins to be touched around the head, in front of the head, behind it. I don’t mean this to be a general formula that should be the same for everyone. But in someone’s perception it can be all connected, like a river which is flowing from the vitality to this very subtle energy someone might perceive as being behind the head and above, even above, touching something that is no longer just related to the physical frame, but is as if above the physical frame. As if some source, when touched, begins to be activated, and something like a very subtle rain is descending and washing every cell of the body. This journey from one quality of energy, dense and vital, up and up toward a very subtle quality of energy, and then that subtle some thing descending back into the basic physicality… . It’s as if these songs were made or discovered hundreds or thousands of years ago for waking up some kind of energy (or energies) in the human being and for dealing with it.

The energy transformation – all this process – I perceive as the ‘inner action.’ But I should clarify terminology because, if not, what I mean can be misunderstood when I use the word ‘action’ in different domains. In our present terminology, the word Action with a capital letter refers to the totality of a performing structure. When in italics (Action), it functions for us as a title to indicate a specific opus; for example, the performing structure developed during our last year of work in Irvine was called Main Action, the performing structure we developed five years ago at the Workcenter, which is documented in the film by Mercedes Gregory, was called Downstairs Action, and the performing structure you have seen now at the Workcenter we call, simply, Action. So these are the titles of distinct structures, each a different opus. The word action with a small ‘a’ often in plural, refers only to the basic beats of acting, the tangible elements of behavior, for example, little actions or physical actions in the sense relatively similar to Stanislavski’s terminology. And even though all of these notions are different, they are all connected with the root-notion of ‘to do,’ ‘doing,’ ‘doings.’ In English or French the differences between the meanings of these terms can seem confusing, but it’s important to realize that in Russian or Polish there are different words. For example, in Polish, what we mean by Action (with a capital ‘A’), the totality of a performing structure, would be Akcja, while action in the sense of simple physical actions would be dzialanie. All of these terms you should see as distinct from what I mean by ‘inner action.’ This appeared for me as a doer; it’s a very personal term that I use when referring to the process of energy transformation in performing with and around these ancient vibratory songs.

Grotowski began to transmit this practice to me step by step through the work on these songs. And when he began to sense in me a strong need to be in and living this process, the ‘inner action,’ again and again, it became a natural joining between him and me, since he was looking to teach this, to pass on to someone the knowledge of this energy transformation.

The group work in the first years in Italy at the Workcenter was mainly focused on the basic elements of performing craft, on acting. This I described in my book At Work with Grotowski on Physical Actions. But concurrently, Grotowski also worked with me alone and it was not the same program as with the group. In the first year, it was the two of us alone in the room and we created two Actions, meaning precise performative structures, with myself as the only doer. Each Action lasted about an hour-and-a-half and was related to a flow of songs from one to another, with a precise score of impulses related to them. At the end of this year, two other people joined one of these Actions, assisting/performing.

During the next period in Italy Grotowski said, ‘Now, Thomas, you begin to look to pass on something which is appearing in your work to your colleagues.’ So I began to lead a work group, and to create within it a performing structure with four other actors, that might become for them a place for the discovery of this transformation of energy – not in words but in practice – on the ground of the ancient vibratory songs. Grotowski put more responsibility in my hands. I would now be in the Action we were to create as a doer and also guide the group in the process of creation. That was the next step. Grotowski was undergoing a critical period with his health (heart problems) and he felt it was necessary as quickly as possible that I learn not only how to do, but also how to pass that practical doing to someone else. The result of that phase of work is Downstairs Action (called thus simply because our group was working downstairs in our building), filmed in 1989 by Mercedes Gregory (in the film Downstairs Action is entitled ‘The Action,’ but the name we were using was Downstairs Action). From that point on it developed naturally – the more my practical knowledge of the work grew, the more Grotowski took some distance. Because, if he were always present in the workspace, I might just use him as a continual reference point and thus to a certain extent remain passive and not learn how to confront obstacles alone. Once when Grotowski was at a conference and someone asked him in a rather polemical way, ‘What good are you? I understand that often you leave the work to be done by your assistants, and that actually you are not even systematically present in the workroom. Why?’ Grotowski said, ‘When a watch works, don’t fix it.’

LW: I think the way you speak about what you call ‘inner action’ is perhaps the clearest way of distinguishing between Art as vehicle and the theatre of public performance. For me, this is an even more essential distinction than when Grotowski gives an example of the difference between the two kinds of work as being in the seat of montage, that in performance-oriented theatre the montage is in the mind of the spectator, and in this work the montage is among those who are doing.

TR: I would like to avoid saying or implying that some inner process, which I consider very special, can be in one place of work and not in another.
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