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PREFACE

Turning points of an evolving practice

How can I facilitate a group working with Pulse? How will I know if I’m doing it right? What comes next? Where is the book? These are some of the questions I was asked by performers over the thirty-year evolution of Pulse. During those years I was too busy developing the practice to write it down. Then former students began creating companies and integrating Pulse into their own professional practice. I knew of some who were teaching Pulse, although they had only completed a week-long intensive, and I was fielding phone calls from others asking what to do next. It was clear to me that an instruction manual was needed. This book was borne of my desire to contribute to Pulse as a ‘living practice’.

Pulse is a performance strategy based on improvisational structures that can be used to train performers, develop original performance material and rehearse a dramatic script. The understanding of rhythm, kinaesthetically, and that of space, compositionally, are essential skills for actors and directors, but they are most often acquired through training in music and dance. Pulse offers a way for actors in a performance ensemble to develop these skills. During a text-based rehearsal process it is common for actors to struggle with the transition from the freedom of improvised speaking to the relative constriction of speaking interpretive text. As the improvisation during a Pulse rehearsal is wedded to the scripted text, this transition evaporates.

It was in the autumn of 1989 in New York that the idea of Pulse was born. I was working on a collaborative project with Lawrence ‘Butch’ Morris, a composer and jazz cornetist. During our creative development, Butch, who was also artist-in-residence at the Whitney Museum of Modern Art, invited me to observe his week-long residency with an ensemble of new music improvisors. He was evolving a vocabulary of signs and signals called Conduction, an innovative ensemble compositional method that he was sharing daily with the musicians. He would stand on the podium, and with a series of hand/body gestures and mid-air notations, ‘compose in action’ from the offers that the improvisors gave him. The performed result was called a Comprovisation (Composed Improvisation). As I witnessed, listened and watched, I questioned, imagined and invented. How could I conduct a group of improvising theatrical performers? How could I get each actor’s attention? What are the performance principles and then, the accompanying signals that need to be communicated to actors from a conductor/director? I wondered if an ensemble of actors could improvise a nonlinear narrative but give it profound structural coherence. Could a theatrical improvisation be held together primarily by aesthetic form? Could actors be the creators and the creation at the same time by internalizing a director’s instructions? And would that be a satisfying experience for an audience to watch? Pulse evolved in my attempt to answer these questions.

Over the next ten years through collaborations with students and fellow actors, I found a way to remove the conductor’s presence yet still have dramaturgical influence over the structure and aesthetic of the piece. I developed a system of concepts and principles that enabled a group of actors to internalize structure – be their own conductor/director. I searched for principles from abstract art forms such as music, dance and painting, and I discovered that actors, when given tools, could easily work with poetic association and create coalescing performative fragments instead of improvising narrative-driven realistic scenes. In 1999, when I began teaching at the Victorian College of the Arts (VCA), Melbourne, Pulse synthesized into an improvisation training for the first-year actors. They were already versed in Lindy Davies’s Impulse work, so Pulse could build upon this understanding. But it was my introduction to Davies’s ‘kinaesthetic approach’ to the speaking of text – the process employed to train an actor at VCA at that time – that significantly informed my directorial practice. It was this rehearsal training that gave me the key to bring Pulse towards a process for scripted plays – the horizontal layering of rehearsal, actors working in ‘extended time’, the trance nature of vertical immersion and working in the physical abstract with language were revelatory to me. Certain aspects of the way an actor in Davies’s process works to internalize and externalize the text came together with my compositional Principles, and my focus on rhythm and the heightened body to create a physical approach when staging a play text. I had found a way to energize the stage when actors were speaking and, as I had the opportunity to direct two and sometimes three plays a year with actors who had trained with me in Pulse, the rehearsal room became my laboratory.

I was searching for an alternative to the dominant staging style of dramatic realism (where realistic behavioural gesture constitutes the physical ‘world’ of the play), and I realized that I had developed a training approach, Pulse, to create the ‘physical acting’ that I wanted to see as a director. At the same time, Anne Bogart, an American theatre director was addressing similar concerns. Friends were returning to Australia from New York and speaking of the parallels between Pulse and Viewpoints. Both had evolved in different parts of the world, with different initiating influences – Pulse from new music and Viewpoints from post-modern dance – and yet the similarity in training concepts, the language used to describe process and ethos, and the impetus to disrupt the entrenchment of psychological realism is striking.

In 2008 I founded OpticNerve Performance Group, a performance/research company based in Melbourne, to continue working with a community of actors and designers who had trained with me and were then working in the profession. We trained, produced work and offered Pulse workshops and masterclasses as well as insights to the Pulse rehearsal process where audience members were invited to explore the script from page to stage by viewing rehearsals, talking vision with the director and process with the actors.

When I first met Mary Luckhurst through her research into global actor training methodologies, our collaboration began and ideas for the writing of this book took shape. In 2013 she conducted interviews with actors and directors who had trained with me in Pulse and with colleagues who offered reflections on viewing Pulse-created productions. The polyphonies of personal impressions revealed to me the essentials of Pulse and helped me understand it from diverse perspectives. Their voices framed the experienced outcomes of the work, so I have placed extracts from these interviews throughout the workbooks. Sometimes they explain, elucidate or reinforce a concept, they might describe struggles or the richness of an actor’s inner life, but they are always insightful.

This book is written from a practitioner’s point of view – what to do and how to do it. It offers a physically embodied alternative to Stanislavski-dominated approaches to text for actors and directors. Experimental ensembles have always used improvisation for collective creation but now the Pulse approach maps a focused, pragmatic and rigorous journey towards the integration of improvisation into the very fabric of a text-based theatre rehearsal.


In Europe there are companies which place emphasis on movement, but they haven’t necessarily solved the challenges of working text in with movement. The Pulse approach explores that relationship constantly and, I believe, pushes it to exciting frontiers.

Richard Murphet





FOREWORD

I met the formidable Tanya Gerstle when I was leading the UK Higher Education Academy’s largest ever research project on actor training, investigating methods offered in both conservatoires and universities. To be accurate, I should say, I unashamedly buttonholed Tanya and asked her straight out whether she would come to England and disseminate her training methods as there was an urgent need for them. This exchange occurred at a conference at Melbourne University in 2010. Having heard her deconstruct the challenges facing actors; articulate the skillsets actors need and the importance of a shared analytical vocabulary; discuss her techniques and emphasize the intellectual and physical rigour required for applied improvisation; I knew I had found the person and an approach to acting that I had been seeking my whole career. Tanya found my request strange but, fortunately for me, was intrigued. In Australia she had answers to many of the conundrums directors and actor trainers have been battling for decades. But European and Northern American practitioners knew nothing about Tanya’s approach. It was a life-changing meeting for both of us. Tanya came to England, became a pivotal part of my research project, and taught Pulse principles in the UK and Europe. Three years later I moved to Australia and to a post at the University of Melbourne to further my research, to watch Tanya at work, and to interview some of the many actors trained by her. I began to appreciate the extent to which Australian approaches to actor training have been widely neglected in Europe and the United States. In turn, Tanya began the project of articulating her practice in written form for this book. Anyone who has ever tried to translate physical techniques into words will know how painstaking a task this is. To articulate a life’s work and a philosophy of acting into a succinct, accessible account is monumentally difficult and has been brilliantly achieved.

The Pulse approach offers a new way forward for actors and directors of theatre and screen who want integrated training based on improvisatory techniques that can be applied to both theatre and screen performance. Tanya’s method offers strong structural and choreographic foundations, and a precise critical vocabulary for explaining those foundations and the evolution of an actor’s development. In many forums improvisation has traditionally been presented as a tool that is detached from play texts and film scripts. Tanya’s unique improvisation method can be used to make purely physical pieces or those that involve text or sound; but importantly, this method can also be applied to the production of pre-existing classical and contemporary texts. This multiplicity of applied uses is highly unusual – indeed virtually unknown in Europe. Tanya provides an exciting proposition by which improvisation becomes an applied technique for performing play/film scripts. She also offers a highly evolved critical vocabulary rooted in the body.

It is a pleasure and a privilege to be asked to introduce Tanya and her techniques to new international audiences. I have no doubt that this book will go on to transform even more lives and shape even more careers in the performance industries.

Dr Mary Luckhurst
Honorary Professor of Theatre and Screen Performance,
Bristol University
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INTRODUCTION

What is pulse?

A group of performers undertake Pulse training by improvising together with a shared language of working concepts. The concepts are combined with a performance and compositional vocabulary that I call Principles. As the Principles are introduced to the ensemble, one by one, they are worked with and embodied by the performers, enabling them to recognize and play with structures. Performative material may include language, action, image, sound or song; elements that can be combined to create a performance improvisation or Pulse Sketch. The content of a Pulse Sketch is associative and poetic, rather than linear or narrative driven. Once performers have trained and gained skill, Pulse structures can enable an ensemble to develop original performance material. When performers take ideas, themes and research into the Pulse improvisation, images, recurring motifs, scenarios, vignettes, monologues and dialogues emerge that can be recalled and repeated to make new work. When it comes to working on a dramatic script; the approach to ensemble practice and the embodiment of working concepts, Principles and ethos of Pulse training inform the rehearsal process. Pulse, in the rehearsal context, involves one layer of ensemble improvisation in response to the reading of the dramatic text (in which non-verbal scenarios and relationship images occur), and another layer in which individual actors improvise as they verbalize their character’s thoughts (revealing a character’s inner life through action), producing a heightened physicality which is then used for the staging of the work.

This book was conceived as two complementary practical workbooks, one for training an ensemble using Pulse and the other for directing and staging text-based plays using the Pulse rehearsal process. Ostensibly, they are two separate activities connected through the evolution of process. These workbooks can be read and used independently, but the content of each workbook enhances understanding of the other. If you only want to rehearse a play using the Directing Workbook you will need to read the Training Workbook to understand the premise of the work, and probably facilitate some phases of training with your actors to introduce them to the application of Pulse improvisation. If you are simply training a group of actors using the Training Workbook, it is helpful to understand practical outcomes and possibilities for the work, which case studies in the Directing Workbook will give you.

The Training Workbook speaks to emerging practitioners, from those who may never have taught before or teachers who have not encountered Pulse before, to actors who want to train in a group or to actors who want to become facilitators of Pulse training. The Directing Workbook will be of interest to actors who wish to direct and want to be physically engaged on the rehearsal floor, but also for any practitioner searching for a physical approach to the staging of text. These workbooks address practitioners wanting to work within the context of ensemble practice, such as conservatoire trainers and directors, drama and acting teachers at high schools and/or in the university sector, groups of actors training outside institutions and independent theatre practitioners directing with ensembles. The Pulse approach presents a model for ensemble practice where large cast size and diversity are a given and where learning the skill of collaborative practice is essential. I will not go into detail here about what you will find in each chapter as the nature of each workbook needs its own description. Chapters 1 and 7 begin with instructions on how to use respective workbooks (Training and Directing), where I have clearly set out how the content is organized and offer advice on how to proceed. Here I will give a brief overview of what you will find in each workbook and what you will not find.

The Training Workbook begins with advice on preparing the group and the training space. Chapter 2 guides you through the eight phases of Pulse training, focusing upon the application of Performance and Compositional Principles from group improvisation through to execution of Performance improvisations. The aesthetic of this practice is implicitly encoded in the style and structure of the work, as are the ethics of practice that underpin the application of each phase. Chapter 3 contains a series of ensemble practice tasks that prepare a group of individual performers to begin the Pulse phases. Chapter 4 supplies skill-focus tasks, offering a condensed and more defined context in which to practise specific skills. Chapter 5 outlines how to integrate design elements into the final phases. This integration will be useful if an ensemble is training to execute performance improvisations for an audience. Chapter 6 gives information on how to practise Pulse independently without a trainer; it also offers strategies for the development of new work and culminates with a case study of the creation of an original performance text – Invisible Stains. The Training Workbook takes a particular approach to improvisation rather than instruction on a specific system or acting technique. It will enable an ensemble to structure an improvisation for the purpose of presentation. And it is through the learning of this process that each ensemble actor becomes trained in spatial and dramaturgical composition, sensory engagement, working with ambiguity and non-literal association, rhythmic awareness, and the capacity to perform and create simultaneously. The resultant performance style is physical, the body and action are central and the skills have been embodied kinaesthetically.

The Directing Workbook describes in detail how to apply Pulse improvisation to the rehearsal of a scripted text. Chapter 7 outlines the four layers of the rehearsal process: Intuitive Investigation, Immersion, Mapping and Rendering. It builds on the shared language of process and skills developed by an ensemble and a trainer/director through Pulse training. Accompanying the rehearsal process, I discuss culture, attitude and structure, as well as rehearsal concepts and how they interface with the process. Chapter 8 shows how I have applied the process outlined in Chapter 7. Using case studies of productions – classical and contemporary texts – I describe how each of the rehearsal layers was used by offering detailed examples of rehearsal outcomes. A short documentary was made during rehearsals of one of the case studies, The Mill on the Floss produced in 2016. It offers examples of actors working through Immersion, Mapping and Rendering towards the final production and will help you visualize the physical nature of the work. It can be found on the Bloomsbury companion website (https://www.bloomsburyonlineresources.com/the-pulse-approach).

The Directing Workbook is not about conventional play directing and does not intend to be inclusive of all rehearsal demands. It does not involve the type of rehearsal where actors focus primarily upon script analysis and character development and where the director ‘blocks’ the play. It gives pragmatic instruction to a director wanting to use improvisation to realize a dynamic, energetically staged outcome with an ensemble of actors. In this process, character evolves through physical actions that emerge during improvisational layers. The staged outcome will involve heightened physicality if the director’s curatorial choices are aligned with the Pulse aesthetic. If, however, the physical ‘world’ of the play is based on ‘realist’ principles, this approach will still assist the actor to develop the physical embodiment of character.

The evolution of Pulse is rooted in the Australian performance training ecology but there are many methods and artists that employ physical improvisation on scripted text; for example, Stanislavski’s Active Analysis, Michael Chekhov’s psychological gestures and practitioners such as Anne Bogart, Mike Alfreds and Mike Leigh come to mind. You can also work with emotions using the body through Alba Technique and the Perdekamp Method. The Pulse approach is simply an account of how I have systemized my use of such performance tools. As the reader may be an emerging practitioner and not yet experienced at guiding a performance group; I have erred on the side of caution and perhaps at times been overzealous when repeating advice about working safely and with consent. This is the difference between doing it and writing about it. The best I can do is give the reader my perspective and alert them to possible challenges.

A group of improvisors must be responsive to what happens, moment to moment. The ‘call and response’ from trainer to ensemble, director to actor, cannot be planned or anticipated, and the development of skill in an ensemble happens for individual players at different times. There is an organic evolution of group consciousness that moves the work forward, but the work can also crash without warning. With Pulse improvisation, the application of Principles, concepts and structures is not linear, and yet I must describe these complex phenomena in a linear fashion when I translate them into writing here. The pragmatic delivery of information on the page cannot encompass the intuitive subjectivity of a trainer or director who ‘reads the room’ and must make choices about what the group needs next. Notions of chance, timing, subjective perception and random associative collisions affect what happens on the Pulse floor and serve to dislodge attempts to create a prescriptive methodology. In its written and performative form, Pulse must be considered as an approach that is fluid and will evolve to serve the needs of every practitioner who uses it.

I searched for many years for a way to articulate the progression of this organic process. At the very least, I hope this book provides a conceptual and practical framework to refer to while you are exploring and playing with Pulse, and that it encourages you to create your own collaborative performance culture.




PART ONE

TRAINING WORKBOOK
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Figure 1 Joshua Ryan, Emily Thomas, Kevin Fa’asitua Hofbauer and Kade Greenland, Invisible Stains, October 2009
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1 

THE PULSE CANVAS

How to use this workbook

The Training Workbook is a practical, step-by-step guide through the phases of training on the Canvas (the playing space), referred to as Pulse Canvas work. In this chapter I explain how Pulse is different from free improvisation; I provide advice on how to introduce this approach to your ensemble as well as how to prepare the space before you begin to work. In Chapter 2, ‘The Pulse Phases’, I introduce each of the eight phases of Canvas work consecutively. I describe how to set up each phase, give definitions of each Principle to be introduced and suggest what to say when side coaching the actors as they are working. I identify the most common challenges and how to debrief each Pulse to take the actors to the next stage.

The nature of Pulse training is organic and evolves as the group absorbs the Principles. As the conceptual and ethical framework of Pulse is fundamental to the work, I have described these aspects throughout the delivery of phases rather than explaining them at the outset. Key working concepts and advice to the performers and trainer are also dispersed throughout the progression of the phases and not found in a separate category. It is important that some concepts and attitudinal strategies are not introduced too early and that others are only introduced when the trainer perceives the need for them. Each phase builds upon the one before. An overview may appear in this way. In Phase One a group begins moving choreographically in silence which develops through Phases Two and Three. By Phase Four Performance Principles are introduced, in Phase Five, physical action and gestures, and in Phase Six, Compositional Principles are layered. From Phase Seven onward, vocal sound and speaking are integrated. I have described the Canvas tasks in the general order in which they usually happen, but the best way for a trainer to use this workbook would be to read it in its entirety, gain an understanding of why I have put the phases in this order and then work instinctively as the phases evolve.

In Chapter 3, ‘Ensemble Practice Tasks’, you will find a series of exercises that will instil the notion of ensemble practice in a group. If you are unfamiliar with Pulse work, or working with a group of individuals who have not worked together before it is a good idea to start with these tasks. Do a couple of sessions with selected tasks before you begin the Canvas work. I have suggested certain emphasis with side coaching and debriefing, to introduce Pulse concepts, and alerted you to a performer’s tendencies that can be learning opportunities. Chapter 4, ‘Skill Focus Tasks’, also has a set of exercises, but of a different nature and design. They all involve practising integration of words, physical gesture, emotion and speaking. These group exercises offer an opportunity to focus on a particular element that is about to be introduced in one of the phases on the Canvas. There are clear instructions in Chapter 2, during Pulse phases, about where and how to do this. As the Pulse Canvas work progresses you will need to continually dip into them. I have included extensions (supplementary exercises) for most of the tasks, so each time you return to them there can be a development. If you are not in a position to commence the Pulse Canvas work but you want to train an actor’s physical imagination and verbal improvisatory skills, all the exercises in Chapters 3 and 4 will serve that function. Chapter 5, ‘Integrating Design Elements and Audience’, will take you through the practical aspects of introducing objects, costume, music, light and audience if Performance Pulse is the outcome you desire. Chapter 6, ‘Alternative Applications’, offers frameworks for independent practice, strategies for making new work and a case study – Invisible Stains, describing the process of making an original performance text including the challenges faced.

I have written through the lens of my own teaching and side coaching in a class. This means I am talking to the trainer or the person guiding the group. Occasionally, mostly with the tasks in Chapters 3 and 4, I find myself directly addressing the actors, as if I am teaching. I drift and become the trainer’s voice in a class: ‘Focus on your breath and watch it returning to its normal rhythm.’ Occasionally, I will address both trainer and actor simultaneously: ‘Notice how using these shapes on the edges of the Canvas can lead to “story” moments.’ Hopefully, writing in this mode reflects the very nature of Pulse where performers move fluidly with ease from micro to macro and from subjective to objective, constantly dancing with this duality.

The language of training

In Pulse, a tension may appear when describing the notions of ‘intellect’, ‘rational’, ‘instinct’, ‘intuition’, ‘emotion’ and ‘imagination’ separately, as this is not what is literally happening; the divisions are metaphorical. During training, however, referencing them separately is a way of prioritizing an aspect and bringing greater focus to it. When the actor has gained skill, the feeling of coalescence is a sign for them that embodiment is occurring. There are no literal boundaries to begin with, but as embodiment takes place the metaphorical boundaries dissolve. Neurologist Antonio Damasio (2000, 26) refers to the ‘feeling of knowing’, which may be another way of recognizing synthesized skill. Such kinaesthetic perception is a useful training benchmark for the actor.

Communication through side coaching while actors are working needs to be simple and precise. The physiological processes involving the brain, mind and consciousness that take place during a psycho-physical training1 such as Pulse are complex. Your choice of words needs to be practical, as the actor must be able to immediately process the idea. For this reason, my use of language is mostly metaphoric and creates an image to pursue rather than a concept to enact: words that focus the actor on feeling rather than literal understanding or analysis of process. Using a phrase such as ‘by-pass the rational mind’ means to let go of trying to make logical connections between what is happening. It encourages an actor to make poetic associations. ‘Activate your composer’ refers to the part of the performer’s consciousness able to focus upon composition while the actor’s body is in action. I refer to the actor ‘playing their instrument’ (their integrated selves) and ask them to access their ‘physical imagination’ (prioritizing imaginative physical responses).

You will find that I have, at times, given examples for tasks that refer to gender identities (a man chases a woman) or that are heteronormative (she/he kisses them). This is purely to emphasize to practitioners the generic (not personal) nature of the imagery emerging. You may wish to replace the pronouns. In practice, Pulse begins with an empty Canvas, and will reflect diversity and social/gender fluidity of the world we live in. The Canvas work reflects, includes and uses, as material, whatever identities (gender, sexuality, ethnicity) exist within the ensemble that are brought to the floor.

Many of the exercises I have described in Chapters 3 and 4 were originated by others. The way I use them is specific, and this is important to note. They have been passed down as a legacy in the great tradition of artists absorbing ideas and making them their own. I don’t remember how they came to me. Perhaps a workshop with Richard Schechner, Pina Bausch, Playback or KISS Theatre Research Group, but I know that I experienced these exercises decades ago when I was an actor, and that I adapted them, shifted their focus and then repurposed them to supplement Pulse Canvas training. You might even recognize or practice some yourselves. For this I am eternally grateful to my theatrical ancestors. I hope that contemporary emerging practitioners will similarly take Pulse in their own direction.

Before you begin

Doing Pulse is participating in the training.

A Pulse Canvas is the playing space.

A Pulse Sketch is a structured improvisation which takes place on the Pulse Canvas.

This workbook takes you through the full sweep of Pulse Canvas work: from beginning with four actions in the space with a group who may never have worked together before, to finally executing a multilayered performance improvisation in the form of a Pulse Sketch. Below, I have outlined an integrated framework that will train an ensemble to embed performance and compositional Principles and key working concepts incrementally. The following phases can, however, be explored separately and independently, and although the training uses the idea of an audience (observers) and is conceptually performance oriented, you can also use these tools simply for rehearsal and the creation of material.

Improvisation and Pulse

Often improvisation used in theatrical rehearsal is free and open-ended with no parameters. In his book Free Play: The Power of Improvisation in Life and the Arts, Stephen Nachmanovich describes it like this:

Play is different from ‘game.’ Play is the free spirit of exploration, doing and being for its own pure joy. Game is an activity defined by a set of rules, like baseball, sonnet, symphony, diplomacy. Play is an attitude, a spirit, a way of doing things, whereas game is a defined activity with rules and a playing field and participants.

(Nachmanovich 1990, 43)

In our context, I think of free improvisation as ‘play’ and Pulse as ‘game’. Free improvisation is like a bunch of friends going to the park to chuck the ball around. Pulse is like playing a championship match with objectives, rules and strategies. ‘The most common form of improvisation is ordinary speech. As we talk and listen, we are drawing on a set of building blocks (vocabulary) and rules for combining them (grammar) … the sentences we make with them may never have been said before and may never be said again’ (Nachmanovich 1990, 17).

When we converse, we communicate successfully with each other because we recognize and apply the same rules. Different languages have their own rules. Within the world of improvisation practice, Pulse has its own vocabulary (actions) and grammar (Principles), and just as language has a style – poetic, prose, heightened or ordinary speech – Key Working Concepts influence the style of improvisation. Principles, like the grammar of language, are applied by a group of improvisors to the actions that are taking place in the space. The culture of Pulse is built through the performer’s kinaesthetic understanding of the ‘grammar’, which makes future collaborations with any performer who knows this ‘language’ possible. The Principles can be understood dramaturgically under the following categories:

SPACE Geometry of Space, Architecture of the Space, Depth of Field

RHYTHM Sustaining Action, Development to Climax, Dynamic Tension, Shattering the Space, Plateau

STRUCTURE Commencement, Jo, Ha, Kyu, Denouement, Form and Chaos, Finding the Ending

CONTENT Contrast, Repetition, Unit of Action, Recurring Motif, Juxtaposition

They will be introduced to the group of improvisors once the group has established the action ‘building blocks’ (Scales), in Phases One and Two.

The floor of the studio on which you are about to work is called a Canvas. In the literal sense, it is an empty space where actors improvise, but the language I use for describing Pulse work is intentional. I want the actor to look at this space as if they are visual artists contemplating their canvas. As the painter applies different coloured paint or collage materials to the canvas they will apply performative elements in a spatial composition comprised of movement, vocal sound and language. It may help them to imagine seeing the Canvas from the perspective of a drone hovering above the space. In this way they can practise becoming aware of the picture they are in. The four fundamental actions practised on the Pulse Canvas are called Scales. Just as the actors visualize the space through the lens of a painter, I’d like them to hear and sense the rhythm of the actions like a musician. The musical scale is a set of tones from which you can build melodies, harmonies, disharmonies and musical phrases. Similarly, the four actions are the building blocks of a Pulse Sketch. It is a Sketch because it is fluid, spontaneously executed and it takes place upon the Canvas.

In re-iterating notions, that will be familiar from abstract art forms, I am hoping that they will seep into the actor’s creative sensibilities. This will encourage them to be associative rather than linear in their thinking, and attend to shape and form rather than content and narrative with language dominating. When I teach Pulse to dancers and musicians they understand it instinctively. For actors to take on Pulse they need to initially put down their theatrical tools – dialogue, character, behavioural gesture and psychological congruence – in favour of attention to shape, position, rhythm and sensation.

The Space

You will need a studio space where the group can run full pelt and fall to the floor safely. Safety is the most important guiding parameter; but working with physical freedom is key; so, until the participant’s physical awareness develops sufficiently, the space must be large enough for each member of the group to safely take risks. In my experience Australian training spaces are much larger than those in Europe and North America, so use your discretion. All this is relative depending upon the size of the group. If it is a group of twenty, I would recommend working in halves. If your group is larger, split the group into four. Often a dance studio can work well. If there is a wall of mirrors, make sure there is a curtain to cover them. It is important that the actors are not watching themselves work. The space needs to be empty, preferably with three clear walls. The actors who are observing will sit watching from the invisible fourth wall side of the space. A sprung wooden floor is optimum. Concrete is too harsh on the joints and carpet too rough on the skin.

The Light

Whenever possible I work with theatre lights. Working in a bright and sunny studio will be fine for initial phases of training, but as performance improvisations (Pulse Sketches) begin to consolidate, try to create performance conditions. I have been known to black out the windows and use a few lights fixed on floor stands or trees if I can get them. Of course, you can progress without these conditions, but I discovered early on that actors were braver and less tentative when Pulsing under stage lighting. It creates a ‘theatrical womb’ that makes them feel safe, unself-conscious and less exposed. It also helps them to pretend they are performing to an audience. The other benefit is that stage lights create an aesthetic bubble; everything looks beautiful and actors will play with the shadows, creating a generative source for content as well as a spatial dynamic.

The Body

It is preferable to Pulse in loose, relaxed clothing of a block colour. All black is useful to begin with, as it neutralizes individuality and focuses the group’s attention on form. Later, wearing different block colours can become a generative source for a Pulse theme. Don’t wear clothes with writing or symbols on them. This would introduce content into the improvisation. Similarly, florals and patterns are too visually busy. Performers will be absorbing an understanding of structure by witnessing others work and visual clarity makes this easier. The space you have set up is like a blank canvas. Whatever goes onto it will create meaning. It is best to work with bare feet, but if that is not possible, soft shoes are essential.

Respect

I suggest that there is no social conversation after entering the space. The working space is a sacred place dedicated to the support of an ensemble consciousness: a heightened awareness of the state of the ‘other’. Learning to be comfortable with silence in a group is a valuable skill for an actor and needs to be practised. Sharing with words takes place in the form of group verbal reflection at the end of a task. If a session begins in silence, it creates a ritual commencement, which sets the tone for working, as it encourages respect for the space and for the preparative creative state each performer must find before commencing the work. Choose a task such as Walk/Stop (Task Two) in Chapter 3 to frame the early working sessions. This clearly announces that Pulse is a group physical experience rather than one where static thinking and talking are the primary modes of learning.

Safety and shared responsibility

It is a good idea to ‘commence the way you intend to proceed’. Begin the conversation about personal and group safety before it becomes a necessity. When the imagination takes hold of an inexperienced actor, they can lose all sense of limitations. This is the glorious thing about improvisation. ‘Letting go’ is crucial to the performer’s kinaesthetic learning, but it can also present some risky behaviour. The performer’s will and imagination can push them beyond their physical limits. As a facilitator you will learn to anticipate this from certain individuals. You should also bring this to the attention of the ensemble to make them aware of this tendency. Once, I was facilitating a blindfold exercise and an actor ran into a concrete wall. After that, the safety conversation became a priority. I learnt that lesson so you don’t have to.

When engaging in improvisation the ‘what’ and ‘how’ are not prescribed.
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