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ACT AS A FEMINIST

Act as a Feminist maps a female genealogy of UK actor training practices from 1970 to 2020 as an alternative to traditional male lineages. It re-orientates thinking about acting through its intersections with feminisms and positions it as a critical pedagogy, fit for purpose in the twenty-first century.

The book draws attention to the pioneering contributions women have made to actor training, highlights the importance of recognising the political potential of acting, and problematises the inequities for a female majority inspired to work in an industry where they remain a minority. Part One opens up the epistemic scope, shaping a methodology to evaluate the critical potential of pedagogic practice. It argues that feminist approaches offer an alternative affirmative position for training, a via positiva and a way to re-make mimesis. In Part Two, the methodology is applied to the work of UK women practitioners through analysis of the pedagogic exchange in training grounds. Each chapter focuses on how the broad curriculum of acting intersects with gender as technique to produce a hidden curriculum, with case studies on Jane Boston and Nadine George (voice), Niamh Dowling and Vanessa Ewan (movement), Alison Hodge and Kristine Landon-Smith (acting) and Katie Mitchell and Emma Rice (directing). The book concludes with a feminist manifesto for change in acting.

Written for students, actors, directors, teachers of acting, voice and movement, and anyone with an interest in feminisms and critical pedagogies, Act as a Feminist offers new ways of thinking and approaches to practice.

Lisa Peck is Lecturer in Theatre Practice at University of Sussex and Associate Tutor at Royal Central School of Speech and Drama. She has worked in drama education for over twenty-five years as a teacher educator in universities and drama schools and as a consultant for The National Theatre and Digital Theatre Plus. She researches pedagogic practices in actor training in relation with feminisms, working at the intersection between social science and humanities.
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PREFACE

This book is a call to arms. To Act as a Feminist we need to re-consider acting in its broadest terms, beyond the patriarchal structures that limit how the field is understood and experienced. The practitioners I write about include women working in fields that constitute a UK actor training curriculum: Jane Boston and Nadine George (voice); Vanessa Ewan and Niamh Dowling (movement); Kristine Landon-Smith and Alison Hodge (acting); and, recognising the life-long learning of the actor, Katie Mitchell and Emma Rice (director pedagogues). Whilst these women do not necessarily identify as feminist, or work with approaches consciously formed by their gendered position, I assess the potential of their pedagogies through a feminist methodology. Working at the intersection between feminist critical theory and education, I re-conceptualise the knowledges of acting to propose a Critical Acting Pedagogy (CAP), informed by the work of women whose perspectives have been marginalised in actor training.

I have worked in the UK for three decades as a theatre-maker and educator in a range of contexts: secondary and further education, drama teacher education, drama school and university theatre and performance programmes. I apply my expertise as a feminist teacher educator to actor training practices and my position of ‘between-ness’, with one foot in social science and the other in humanities, offers a particular vantage point. I’m driven by Eve Sedgwick’s provocation that ‘thinking beside’ might be a more productive way to ignite change than ‘thinking beyond’.1 My ‘beside’ investigation resists the faultlines that maneuver thinking into one or other camp – social science or humanities. I intersect new feminist materialisms with acting pedagogies to propose new paradigms for training.2

This enquiry began over ten years ago when I undertook post-graduate study at a UK drama school. I was provoked by a number of silences heard loudly in the field. The first was the absence of women in the recognised lineages of actor training.3 My aim is to draw attention to the important contributions of women and to highlight the inequities for a female majority inspired to become actors in an industry where, in terms of employment, they remain a minority. Working from the premise that women navigate a marginal space, I speculate on what this position might enable in acting by starting to map an alternative female genealogy of training. The second silence concerns the pedagogy of acting, the processes of teaching and learning, where how an actor learns is eclipsed by methodology or methods of practice; in other words, what an actor does.4 I’m particularly interested in the personal and social knowledges of an acting curriculum that come into being through the interactions between actor and teacher/pedagogue. Although previous studies have examined acting pedagogies, few offer specific examples of practice to analyse the teaching and learning.5 The third silence is the voice of the actor reflecting on her/his/their learning; wherever possible I give space to hear the actor’s voice. The fourth is the neutering of gender in the discourse of pedagogy in acting and theatre-making. I problematise assumptions of the ‘neutral’ acting body by pointing to frameworks in theory and practice where techniques of acting and gender converge.6 Collectively, attending to these four silences opens up the epistemic scope of actor training through the innovative pedagogic practices of women.

Notes

1  Eve Sedgwick offers us a different way of thinking. She states, ‘“Beside” permits a spacious agnosticism about several of the linear logics that enforce dualistic thinking: non-contradiction or the law of the excluded middle, cause versus effect, subject versus object’, in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003) 8.

2  Frank Camilleri identifies four approaches to writing about performance training: essentialist perspectives, which offer methods (as opposed to paradigms) such as practitioner focused studies; cross-sectional perspectives, which are conceptual, such as genre/discipline-based studies; performers’ unique perspectives; and post-human perspectives, which look for models at the crossroads of psycho-physicality. To some extent my hybrid project slips and slides among all of these, but its ambition is to reconceptualise acting pedagogies in relation to new feminist materialisms.Frank Camilleri, Performer Training Reconfigured: Post-Psychophysical Perspectives for the 21st Century (London & New York: Methuen, 2019) 13–20.

3  Jonathan Pitches, The Actor Training Reader, ed. Mark Evans (London & New York: Routledge, 2015) 56.

4  Here I am thinking of the tendency to document actor training as a series of exercises or approaches.

5  When using the term ‘pedagogy’ I refer to the changing consciousness between the person controlling the learning environment (in this case the teacher/director) and the learner (in this case the actor), and the changing knowledge that they produce together. I adopt this understanding of the term, as it neither privileges one agency over the other, nor denies the teacher/director as a neutral transmitter or the student as a passive receiver. In this way pedagogy is a fruitful site for uniting research, methodology and praxis as through pedagogical practices new paradigms for training are produced. The recent collection of essays in Approaches to Actor Training: International Perspectives, ed. John Freeman (London & New York: Macmillan International Higher Education, 2019), offers examples of pedagogy in practice. Scholars working to develop this enquiry in the UK include, but are not limited to: Maria Kapsali, ‘Editorial’, ‘Training Politics and Ideology’, Theatre, Dance and Performance Training 5(2), (2014): 104; Evi Stamatio, ‘A Materialist Feminist Perspective on Time in Actor Training: The Commodity of Illusion’ in Time and Performer Training (London & New York: Routledge, 2019) 50–62; Sherrill Gow, ‘Queering Brechtian Feminism: Breaking Down Gender Binaries in Musical Theatre Pedagogical Practices’, Studies in Musical Theatre 12 (3), (2018): 343–353.

6  In this way my project responds to Ben Spatz, What a Body Can Do: Technique as Knowledge. Practice as Research (London & New York: Routledge, 2015) 157.





INTRODUCTION


I hope that the title of this book, Act as a Feminist: Towards a Critical Acting Pedagogy immediately provokes the reader with questions about terms of reference. Why acting? Why pedagogy? Why feminism? What are the contexts, constraints and complexities in choosing these words? How do they shape this book’s topographies? Forms of pedagogy and feminism, in relation to the development of UK acting since the 1970s, are the layers of sediment that run throughout.1 Both are produced by the mechanisms of power that shape the parameters of the field. In marking the boundaries in the discourse of acting and noting what is absent, we can question what is and what isn’t valued to push against closed systems. In setting up the context for UK actor training I start with the questions facing an aspiring actor: Where to learn? How to learn? What to learn? This draws attention to the seismic ruptures which have shaped the fault lines in acting over the last five decades.



Acting



Where to learn?

In the context of this study it is important to note that many of the original London drama schools, flourishing in the 1900s and in the post-war years, were started by pioneering women.2 Drama schools offered vocational actor training, were accredited by the Conference of Drama Schools (CDS)3 and funded differently from universities. The first opportunity to study Drama at a university was at Bristol in 1948. During the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s more people aspired to act, and market forces responded with a growing number of training opportunities. In 1975, the Gulbenkian Report, Going on The Stage, was commissioned in response to concern about the growth of various acting courses in Higher Education (HE), where the distinction between vocational training providers was blurred. This raised difficulties for local authorities when students applied for grants to train at an accredited drama school when they had access to a drama course locally and, whilst recognising the inevitable crossover in teaching a practice-based subject, the report recommended that distinction should be maintained between the vocational training provided in drama schools and universities.4 In 1975, there were seven universities in England and Wales offering drama degrees, either as single or joint honours, described as falling within the ‘Liberal Arts – Humanistic’ category.5 This number swelled during the next fifteen years at undergraduate and postgraduate levels, in part due to the expansion of universities and the proliferation of courses reflecting the growth of Performance Studies as an academic discipline, which radically changed the field of study and research. By the 1990s, students in the UK could do a three-year Bachelor of Arts degree at University in a wide variety of related subjects: acting, drama, theatre studies, performance studies, performing arts, applied theatre, devised and collaborative theatre, musical theatre, theatre-in-education and community theatre. The market was saturated and fault lines in the landscape between drama school training and university education were threatened.

During the following decade, the shifts in funding strategies at HE, in particular the loss of student discretionary awards, altered the terrain completely and the clear distinction between institutions became blurred. In 2002, drama schools affiliated with universities to secure their funding systems and acting diplomas changed currency to become acting degree courses in line with national benchmarks and abiding with assessment requirements set by the then regulator Higher Education Funding Council of England (HEFCE), with written assignments, agreed assessment criteria and graded degree classifications. In 2002, 15 out of 21 CDS drama schools were offering degrees and by 2012 all the UK drama schools (not including private institutions), were attached to universities. For example, East 15 is part of The University of Essex, Guilford School of Acting is part of The University of Surrey and The Royal Birmingham Conservatoire is part of Birmingham City University. The 2012 economic change to student fees significantly transformed the HE landscape, with parity between the cost of an acting degree at drama school and a degree at university and grants available for both. Employability became a success criteria for ‘multiversities’, where vocational training became a necessary part of education.6 In blurring its distinction through affiliation with the University of London, Royal Central School of Speech and Drama (RCSSD), one of the UK’s oldest conservatoires, proclaimed its hybridity, ‘Central is a unity of opposites; it is the entire ethos around the conservatoire delivery on one hand, and the entire ethos around HE delivery on the other hand. And we see this as a productive tension’.7 Currently, there are over 2,500 undergraduate degree options, which include either/or/a combination of acting, drama, theatre, performance in their titles.8The obfuscation has moved to a new level, with an increasing number of independent Acting degrees now offered by universities: on the south coast you can do an Acting BA at Falmouth, Bournemouth and Chichester Universities. More students currently undertake vocational actor training at universities than at drama schools, and it is easy to see why confusion abounds.9





How to learn?

Whilst drama schools might proclaim ‘unity’ with universities, there remains a number of practical and pragmatic differences: how you get accepted into a course, how you learn and how you are assessed. Firstly, the entry criteria. All acting degrees require an audition, which in the case of the most revered drama schools, remains fiercely competitive with only one in seven applicants successful.10 To attend an audition you must pay a fee and your previous qualifications will not determine your offer. In comparison, if you want to study Drama, Theatre and Performance at university you are unlikely to be required to audition but you may be offered an interview or a workshop. There is no direct fee and your offer will depend on achieving certain grades in order to secure your place. Secondly, the contact time. Drama schools, still funded differently due to their vocational status, offer a minimum of 30 hours tuition a week, whilst most universities offer around 10–12.11 Thirdly, there are no industry showcases at the end of a drama degree at university, which many lecturers see as a welcome emancipation from serving a conservative and defunct notion of ‘industry’. Fourthly, a university degree tends to place more onus on the assessment of academic research and writing, whilst the purpose of drama schools remains to train actors for the profession through practice. Inevitably, when two very different institutions (the academy and the conservatoire) attempt to unite, tensions and hierarchies emerge: academic versus vocational, theory versus practice, radicalism versus conservatism. Whilst over the last twenty years drama schools and universities have found ways to make these tensions productive, different perceptions around actor training – what it is, how it should be taught, who should have access to it and, in an industry with 90% unemployment, if such numbers should be taught – remain engrained for many. Indeed, ‘acting’ itself has become a contested term, re-understood and re-defined through the emergence of Performance Studies.





What to learn?

Through the 1980s and 1990s the development of Performance Studies, originating in U.S. scholarship, changed the drama/theatre curricular at UK universities. In 1992, Richard Schechner called for ‘A New Paradigm for Theatre in the Academy’ with a move away from ‘outmoded’ theatre studies and the potential blurring of boundaries between vocational and academic theatre education, towards a Performance Studies curriculum.12 This interdisciplinary approach, which intersected anthropology, sociology and ecology, interrogated performance as a form of every-day meaning making and, in its engagement with critical theory, served an academic curriculum. Performance Studies, both theoretically and through the experimental performance of the time, drew a distinction between ‘performance’, seen to be kinetic and politicised, and ‘acting’, which many viewed as tied to mimesis and industry expectations of representation, implicitly inscribing oppressive structures. As boundaries were drawn around the discourses of Theatre Studies and acting, Performance Studies and performing, the possible cross-fertilisation of knowledge, in particular the intersection of pedagogical practices, was closed down and territories were marked.

Certain texts instill these divisions. U.S. scholar and practitioner Michael Kirby, in his 1972 essay ‘Acting and Not Acting’, draws distinctions between different types of performing, where ‘Acting means to feign, to simulate, to represent, to impersonate’.13 Kirby’s continuum moves from ‘non matrixed’ performance, such as stage-hands moving scenery, to, at the other end of the scale, ‘simple acting’, where ‘one element or dimension of acting is used’;14 then to ‘complex acting’, where there is an onus on emotional embodiment. This much-cited essay, whilst acknowledging the matrix as a continuum where one category might bleed into another, reduces acting in attempting to categorise it. Whilst recognising that acting changes depending on style, Kirby places it firmly in the realm of pretense, built on the premise that the actor is ‘other’ than themselves, ‘feigning’ when ‘being’ in character or expressing an emotion.15 In contrast to acting, performance is task based, kinetic and behavioural, ‘doing’ as opposed to ‘being’. In this case, the performer is not ‘in’ character but is seen to be ‘themselves’. Whilst Kirby maintains that the only value system applied to his matrix should be one of personal taste, to my mind a value system is inherent and a number of problems emerge:16 his consideration of acting and performing is orientated towards the receiver/audience/critic, rather than the actor/performer themselves, focusing more on the product than the process, with little distinction made between technique and style; I find his explanations about ‘simple’ or ‘complex’ acting to be generalised, with the suggestion that the more business involved the more ‘complex’ the acting; through its re-production of emotion, which reflects the dominant U.S. method acting tradition at the time, acting is orientated towards the representative and the mimetic, inherently cultivating homogeneity and conformity. Consequently, the actor necessarily ‘disappears herself’, which is met with suspicion and skepticism in a post-modern context and implicitly de-politicises acting. This perspective has infiltrated contemporary attitudes; a performer in Anglo-German performance collective Gob Squad states:


I was offered a place at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art to learn to act like Kate Winslet and Laurence Olivier but I never went. During an audition they said to me: ‘Have you ever actually been in a theatre? Because what you are doing here has nothing to do with acting – you’re just playing yourself!’17


Opinions like this perpetuate the idea that acting is tied to division from self, whilst performing supports agency. Consequentially, acting is inextricably linked to the historical figure of Stanislavski and the naturalistic demands of the early twentieth century text-based acting, with an assumption of what that means. So, why have perceptions of what acting is and what an acting curriculum might enable been reduced in this way?

The post-structuralist rejection of psychology spurred a movement away from states of being to doing. Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic theories, with their linear deterministic narratives, are problematic when searching for self-actualisation and our capacity for change. In 1997, theatre and performance scholar Phillip Auslander mapped this shift in From Acting to Performance: Essays in Modernism and Post-Modernism, interrogating the shift to performance through a variety of post-structuralist positions.18 The title immediately places acting in a historicised position. Whilst examining the acting/performing of Willem Defoe, Auslander, like Kirby, considers the subject from the position of performance scholar/spectator and lacks the perspective of the acting process. It’s important to note that when Defoe himself examines his own practice he points to the lack of distinction for him between acting and performing, as both are intrinsically structured through task. Referring to the three roles he played in the three parts of The Wooster Group’s L.S.D (himself, the character of John Proctor, and himself rehearsing John Proctor), Defoe reflects that ‘“he” is me because “John Proctor” means nothing to me. There’s no real pretending, there’s no transformation … Just different action is required of him’.19 Unfortunately, we rarely get insights like this from actors exploring the complex embodied experience of acting and the lack of clean categorisations. The field of performance can seem to divorce itself from acting lineages when, as Yana Meerzon identifies in her discussion on the Wooster Group, training and onstage behaviour ‘can be traced back to the major twentieth-century pedagogical schools in acting.20 Stanislavski’s method of physical acting with its focus on discovering a logical score of actions and Grotowski’s staging of the actor’s self through psychophysical impulses can be recognised in the Wooster Group’s performance approaches. Stanislavski scholar Sharon Karnicke critiques the way that performance scholars ‘advance alternative performance theories and techniques that inadvertently seem to reinvent Stanislavski’.21 In the hands of performance scholars, acting tends to be reduced to a historicised style, which forecloses the process itself and the experience of the actor. Consequently, whilst performing is seen to enable agency and be committed to questions of ‘otherness’ and identity, the reductive representation of acting negates agency and perpetuates oppressive structures. In this way, the political potential that the acting curriculum offers is closed down and perceptions about what is and is not acting are locked in outmoded traditions. When we attend to the personal and social knowledges of acting that are taught beside technique we can open up its epistemic scope and release it from these fetters. This knowledge has been referred to variously as ‘dispositional attitudes’,22 ‘transferable skills’23 and ‘the invisible dimension’ of a ‘bigger life project’.24 I’m interested in how these knowledges of acting, which are difficult to qualify, come into being as embodied knowing.







Pedagogy



Anti-pedagogical prejudice

How is pedagogy positioned in the field of acting and what does this disclose? Whilst acting practitioners offer methodologies to enable a remote dissemination of practical knowledge, few studies focus on the learning partnership between the actor and the teacher. We have to look to early twentieth-century accounts to find such examples. Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares, published in 1936, arguably the most seminal book on learning to act because it was the first to systematically narrate a technique, is structured around the reciprocal dialogue between teacher/director and actor.25 The split persona of learner and teacher allows for a pedagogical enquiry that moves beyond methodology to focus on the learning exchange. Another pedagogical process, this one infused with a gendered position of power, is Boleslavski’s Acting the First Six Lessons, first published in 1933, between the teacher (referred to as ‘I’) and a young female actor, shockingly referred to as ‘the Creature’.26 Recently, performers have documented their own process of learning, but I have yet to find a text that offers a similar exchange.27 In order to change the ways we think about acting we need to look through methods of practice to focus on how learning happens.

This is necessary as the stakes are high. In 2013, theatre critic Lyn Gardner asked the question ‘Are Actors Just Puppets?’ suggesting that by listing actors as ‘cast’, separate from the ‘creatives’, the actor’s agency was diminished.28 In 2014, The Standing Conference of University Drama Departments (SCUDD), which represents the interests of Drama, Theatre and Performance in the UK Higher Education sector, generated an online thread in response to the question, ‘Are we experiencing the death of the professional actor?’29 In recognition that ideas about what constitutes acting have changed, the SCUDD thread cautioned that traditional perceptions about training urgently needed review. Accordingly, the July 2014 edition of the journal Theatre, Dance and Performance Training, entitled ‘Training, Politics and Ideology’, called for a political turn, where the actor might be reconsidered as a ‘cultural worker’. The key concern was that pedagogies reaffirm existing conditions when they should offer resistance.30

Part of the ongoing challenge for scholarship is that the ways of learning in acting are too diverse to suggest a common pedagogy. Actors work in highly idiosyncratic ways, drawing on the modes of performance and types of training they have experienced to address specific problems in particular contexts.31 Life-long learning is contingent on the communities of practice and the form and aesthetic of the work. There is limited access for researchers to rehearsal rooms and training grounds as directors and teachers are rarely comfortable having an observer in the room as it changes the dynamic. Moreover, there is an underlying sense that theatre/acting/stagecraft is a practical magic that cannot be articulated and should guard its mystique. Consequently, until recently, the majority of studies on processes have tended to rely on interviews without the added perspective of observer or participant.32 By continuing to avoid these challenges pedagogy is sidelined and the development of alternative approaches is shut down. In its broader context, the possibility for cross-fertilisation of knowledge is denied.

Ross Prior’s 2012 study, Teaching Actors, highlights the resistance to notions of pedagogy in UK and Australian conservatoire training.33 According to Prior there is a lack of value placed on articulating teaching and learning processes in a vocational setting where ‘professionals do their job, they don’t define it’.34 He critiques the prevailing view that learning to act happens by osmosis and that acting cannot be taught, only coached. The idea that actor training is ‘completely organic’ replaces explicit pedagogic language with words such as ‘passion’ and ‘inspiration’ to describe the learning process.35 The trainers rarely had specific educational knowledge, as their capital came from their experience of working in the industry. As a result there was no acknowledged division between what they taught and how they taught and their pedagogy was ‘the methodology of particular acting processes employed, which adhered to heroes or idols’.36 The actor trainers talked about their practice synoptically, replicating their own experience of learning so that tacit meanings prevailed, which were metaphorical and anecdotal rather than theoretically discursive or critically evaluative.

When teaching and learning approaches are tacit it is impossible to critically examine, develop or efficiently pass on a body of teaching knowledge, resulting in practices that are vulnerable to hit-and-miss approaches. Over the last two decades a number of international and national organisations have been set up to share perspectives on training. These include, but are not limited to: The International Platform for Performer Training, The Standing Conference of Drama Departments, Practice as Research in Performance, and Performing Arts Learning and Teaching Innovation Network. The journal, Theatre Dance and Performance Training, started in 2010, has been a vital contributor to sharing and developing networks of pedagogic research. Recently, scholarship has examined acting pedagogies more explicitly with Ellen Margolis and Lisa Tyler Renard’s edited collection, The Politics of American Actor Training,37 Camilleri’s Performer Training Reconfigured38 and Approaches to Actor Training: International Perspectives39 reclaiming the politics of acting in thinking through training practices. There is a movement to explore the how and why of acting and progressive pedagogies are starting to emerge.40 In 2019, a roundtable discussion at RCSSD brought together course leaders of one-year MA actor training programmes from across conservatoires in the UK to discuss the future of training.41 A common goal emerged: to facilitate the creative artist through inclusive curriculums that challenge outmoded notions of industry with a willingness to share pedagogical approaches. There is recognition that the lack of attention given to pedagogy stifles development in the field and the capital of the actor suffers the legacy of this neglect. At worst, this perpetuates oppressive power structures that can disempower, disembody and ‘disembrain’ (or de-intellectualise) the actor.





Disembody, disempower, ‘disembrain’

Empowerment can be seen to be something one undertakes for oneself; it is not done ‘to’ or ‘for’ someone. Education should enable us to consider our own power in relation to our contexts. As such, if we don’t make the processes of learning explicit for actors we can be seen to disempower them. Brazilian educationalist Paulo Freire theorised the construct of empowerment in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, to offer a critical pedagogy for education.42 His consideration of power recognises that certain forms of knowledge and ways of knowing are privileged by the dominant economic imperatives, which ensure that education functions to serve the needs of those in power. Consequently, pedagogy is always political.43 Without explicit engagement with and awareness of pedagogy, actors are depoliticised and disempowered. Historically, theatre-making required that the actor serve the text, the writer, the director, the company, the industry with her/his/their body, emotions and vulnerabilities. The relegation of pedagogy maintains an acceptance of this service to the industry. Kapsali notes that, ‘by following the guidelines of the industry, training reinforces the status quo by preparing artists that are disciplined and passionate enough to accept the working conditions’.44 In the UK, where there is a surplus of actors and twice as many male to female roles, actors remain economically vulnerable to mechanisms of control.45 In a field where unemployment is seen as a matter of course, the concept of servitude becomes a professional trait. Actor and director Fiona Shaw observes, ‘Where I’ve worked in various theatres the passivity of actors shocks me […] there’s a lot in the culture of actors that needs to be run in a different way’.46 The idea of the ‘passive actor’ recalls the ‘docile bodies’ of Foucault’s critique of the mechanisms of power.47 Applying a Foucauldian lens, the actor’s body is the site of complex inscriptions of power, a phenomenological and hermeneutic embodiment of knowledge, technique and attitudes.

Roanna Mitchell, in problematising acting as aesthetic labour, cites Cressida Hayes’ use of the term ‘aspectal captivity’ to describe the way that power operates on the actor’s body through surveillance.48 The body, as primary capital, is objectified and the expectation to embody the idealised image disembodies the actor.49 Mitchell’s research positions the ‘Body as Servant’ and points to a culture of servitude and captivity inherent in the field, citing common sayings such as the ‘show must go on’ and ‘no pain no gain’.50 If the actor is not ‘suffering for the art’ then they are not evidencing the necessary qualities of sacrifice and this acting mythology is borne out through the psychological exposure of the American Method system51 or Eastern traditions of durational physical stamina.52 These traditions have grown from guru-type male lineages, which neuter the actor’s body.

The gendered implications of this perception of training are difficult to measure. However, taking for example the circumstances of entry into UK drama schools (where the female is immediately at a disadvantage, with a 2:1 female/male ratio at audition), women are marginalised in an environment where the power of the trainer/auditioner/viewer is pervasive. The actor is produced as a commodity within the industry and these conditions become exaggerated for the female due to the phallogocentric systems of control.53

Mark Seton’s research into the ethics of embodiment in acting exposes how, in a teaching environment where the teacher/student ‘profoundly form each other and are formed by each other’, vital ethical training practices are neglected.54 One of the expectations of actors is that they demonstrate their vulnerability physically and emotionally, learning to be ‘accessible’, ‘porous’ or more ‘truthful’. There is a dangerous risk of an abuse of power in a climate where fostering vulnerability is a condition of success. As one trainer in Prior’s study expressed, ‘You’ve got to look out for the person and try not to destroy them. That’s my pedagogy really’.55 This questionable reading of pedagogy and the vocabulary of violence is worrying. The notion of being ‘destroyed’ was also present in Seton’s study where one female trainer asserted that the training experience at her institution would ‘seduce’ rather than ‘rape’ the students.56 Learning to act has been mythologised as a ‘painful’ and ‘penetrative’ process, suggesting violent acts of abuse. The idea that actors must supplicate themselves, both physically and psychologically, is seen as part of the legitimised knowledge of the profession and appears to sanction painful experience within acting pedagogy.

It is encouraging that in the last few years, responding to actors’ complaints about inequality and oppression, a number of initiatives have emerged that seem to herald change: in 2017, ‘Acting Up’, a government strategy, presented recommendations to address the lack of diversity in training grounds;57 in 2018, Equity’s ‘Manifesto for Casting’ prompted a new code of conduct for casting directors, which acknowledged potentially exploitative structures and inequality in casting and audition practices;58 in 2018, the Federation of Drama Schools confronted issues of consent in training, prompting drama schools to agree to a critical code for consent. This recognised ‘the complexities of permission, ethical caring, appropriate physical contact and personal integrity in and out of classes, and the rehearsal room, particularly in circumstances where there is a power imbalance’;59 in 2020, responding to the consciousness raising of the Black Lives Matter movement, UK drama schools were forced to openly acknowledge ongoing issues of systemic racism and commit to change in structural practices and behaviours.60 These initiatives demonstrate that disempowerment and dis-embodiment in training will no longer be tolerated.

Finally, the repeated trope to ‘Get out of your head!’ or ‘Don’t think about it, just do it!’ alluding to the inhibition of impulses where the actor becomes frozen in thinking about what to do, perpetuates a discourse of outmoded dualisms. Playing on the term ‘disembodied’, such directions ‘dis-embrain’ the actor. The Cartesian separation of the body and the mind relegates the brain/mind/intelligence as an obstacle to somatic knowledge. In his critique of training practices, Kent Sjostrom argues that by rejecting the value of theorising or questioning pedagogy, new ways of learning are closed down. He suggests that instead of telling actors not to think about it, it might be more useful to guide them towards what they should think about.61

Whilst some point to the damaging ethical neglect in actor training and agitate for institutions to improve their policies, I propose that a more explicit understanding and sharing of pedagogy can empower, embody and ‘embrain’ the actor. The feminist potential in the practices of women points to a Critical Acting Pedagogy as a vital antidote to patriarchal systems, which reduce acting to ‘another branch of study of the dead white males’.62







Feminism

Why is taking a feminist position so important in this context and how do I understand this term? Sarah Ahmed explains feminism as, ‘how we pick each other up. So much history in a word; so much it too has picked up’.63 The word itself is contextual and contingent, an adhesive surface sticking to the unique particles of personal experience. My understanding of feminism is material, produced through actions and attitudes with a common intention, to resist oppression and exploitation of all people. The troubling notion of ‘post feminism’, which came to the fore in cultural studies discourse in the mid-1980s, deemed feminism redundant within the neoliberal ideology of personal success, where gender equality was falsely seen to be happening. However, whilst some Western women have certainly benefited from a perceived culture shift, the vast majority of women across the world continue to be discriminated against because of their sex/gender.64 How can the actor’s training enable her/him/them as cultural agent, to challenge prejudice? Rather than seeing training as re-inscribing oppressive norms I’m interested in its ability to transform culture. How might training be re-imagined for the future? I use gender difference as my primary lens with a particular commitment to address inequalities affecting women in the field, but I’m attentive to all differences including race, age, sexuality, class and able-ism. For me, acting as a feminist agitates beyond notions of equality and idealistic intentions. Indeed, it thinks beyond humans. It is an ecological, ethical and epistemic shift in thinking about being in the world. A way to navigate, make sense of things and to keep our balance. Following Ahmed, in my attempt to map an alternative female genealogy of actor training, I’m picking up what has been sidelined, marginalised and hushed up.



Where are the women?

The absence of women in actor training lineages is striking. Jonathan Pitches, recognising this gap in The Actor Training Reader, where Kristine Linklater is the only female to be represented amongst thirteen international practitioners, notes how issues of gender in training are too often overlooked.65 Pitches observes that in Alison Hodge’s first edition of Twentieth Century Actor Training two out of fourteen practitioners were female, which subsequently increased to six in the second edition with the inclusion of: Monika Pagneux, Stella Adler, Anne Bogart, Joan Littlewood, Maria Knebel and Arianne Mnouchkine.66 Hodge’s mapping of a more equally gendered landscape offers an alternative to the dominant male lineages of established gurus and acolytes: Stanislavski, Chekhov, Meyerhold, Grotowski, Strasberg, Meisner, Lecoq and Gaulier. Indeed, until recently, some UK drama schools continued to refer to teachers as ‘Masters’. The male domain of training can be seen to espouse a guru tradition, built on the premise that the master holds all the answers and that the student is in their thrall, dependent on their instruction. This gendered power dynamic and the expectation that practitioners reproduce rather than challenge received knowledge stifles pedagogical development and infantalises acting. Actor trainers bemoan the androcentric, heterocentric, ableist and Eurocentric traditions of training curriculums.67 A gendered reframing of the landscape, its foundations, fault lines and genealogies can re-focus perspectives.

One way of addressing the relative absence of women’s practice is to document their histories, which, as Susan Bassnett argues, ensures that the traces will not disappear altogether.68 There are a number of organisations in the UK that document women’s work: The Women’s Library housed at the London School of Economics; The Women’s Theatre Collection at The University of Bristol; and The Magdelena Project, an international body based in Wales, which represents the work of women in theatre.69 Sue Parrish, Artistic Director of pioneering UK feminist theatre company Sphinx, draws attention to what is lost when women are ‘hidden from history’.70 Without these histories the cultural struggles of women’s work are marginalised and important developmental pedagogies are lost. Through witnessing the teaching/learning exchange this book gives space to document the formative contributions of women’s pedagogic practices.





‘Being’ female

Of course, when it comes to gender, terms of reference are particularly slippery, described by Spatz as ‘riddled with danger’.71 In deciding to focus on the work of women it is not my intention to homogenise or to mythologise women as more emotionally intelligent, better listeners, more maternal, more instinctive, more generous, more emotional or more corporeal. However, I am interested in how qualities or states situated as female, or feminine, operate and are produced within the developing pedagogies of acting. Naturally, being a feminist is not a ‘women only’ domain and a feminist lens can be applied to the work of men, but my particular concern is to foreground women’s practices, under-represented in training lineages. In doing so, I work from an intersectional feminism, recognising the multiple expressions and preoccupations that the term ‘woman’ includes and the differences between women, as opposed to reducing ‘woman’ to sameness.72 Some scholars have cautioned that intersectionality fixes identity and presumes stable categories.73 Rosi Braidotti looks towards a post-intersectional position when she cautions that we don’t just consider differences between women but recognize the differences within ‘woman’, which challenges notions of the fixed self.74 In this way ‘woman’ signals the contingent nature of the term.

One challenge to the gender specificity of this book is that it will ghettoise practice into some sort of essentialist women-only domain. Elaine Aston and Geraldine Harris place [Women] in square brackets in the title of their study: Performance Practice and Process. Contemporary [Women] Practitioners, to present the term as an expansive category.75 Whilst, to my mind, the use of brackets seems to entrap, more than liberate; it points to how gender fluidity and gender re-alignment have significantly shifted our assumptions about gender/sex normativity and binaries. What does ‘being’ female mean in an LGBT+ society? Cis females, might be in transition to becoming trans males; they might be gender neutral, or gender fluid, identifying with the plural pronoun ‘they’ as opposed to ‘she’ or ‘he’ and vice-a-versa for cis men. As such, twenty-first-century cultural and social assumptions about who is included and, most importantly, excluded from this category are expanded to recognise hybrid identities and the body in its fluid states of becoming. Therefore, I use the term female to include all those who identify with ‘being’ female.

A key concern is to attend to the neutering of gender in the discourse of acting pedagogy, looking at the ways that teachers teach, directors direct and actors learn through a gendered lens. The neutering of the ‘actor’ is addressed in the re-orientated title of Rosemary Malague’s important feminist study of American acting, An Actress Prepares.76 However, unlike Malague, my project is not solely concerned with the female condition in training, but relates to all those in a marginal position, focusing as much on difference – difference in bodies, difference in pedagogies – as sameness in women’s approaches. In a symposium in 2016, Malague, referring to her ongoing project, ‘Act like a feminist: empowering strategies for actresses and their teachers’ provoked me to question what it means to act as a feminist in the field of acting?77 In this book, I’m not so much seeking feminist acting techniques as I am pursuing a feminist methodology to assess the feminist potential of pedagogies – thinking through how we might act as a feminist within a Critical Acting Pedagogy.





Post-feminist equality?

A feminist re-thinking of actor training seems particularly timely. The post-feminist claim can be viewed as an unhelpful smoke screen, obscuring the degrees of sexism experienced on a daily basis by women in all areas of life. At this cultural moment feminism seems to have become mainstream through popular culture and social media: Laura Bates leads the Everyday Sexism Project on Twitter inviting women to share stories of their daily encounters with sexism. The Me Too or #Me Too movement, started by Alyssa Milano in 2006, a global campaign to speak out about sexual violence, which garnered huge attention in 2017, was prompted by the public accusations from many high-profile female actors of sexual harassment and assault by Harvey Weinstein, an influential U.S. film producer, who by 2020 was convicted. It appears that misogyny and sexual exploitation, viewed by some to be a professional condition of the acting industry, will no longer be hushed up. This movement has no doubt propelled the previously mentioned codes of conduct for casting and issues of consent in UK acting. The idea of ‘the casting couch’, where a female actor will offer a male director/producer sexual favours to secure employment, reifies the unspoken contract whereby women are exchanged as goods in the hands of men. One must question the extent to which there are ingrained assumptions around the sexual permissiveness of female actors, harking back to the seventeenth century when acting and prostitution were conflated. The British idiom, ‘said the actress to the bishop’, is a double entendre, producing sexual innuendo from an innocent remark. The equivalent American expression is ‘that's what she said’. The assumptions inherent in these expressions require consideration in relation to contemporary perceptions around acting. To what extent have training practices in the twenty-first century redefined perceptions of acting for women?

At this time the acting profession offers little post-feminist equality for the aspiring female actor. Let us consider this narrative in light of the data. When a young woman decides that she wants to enter the profession and train she will be competing with over twice as many females to males for a place.78 This inequity will continue should she enter the profession in any field (writer, director, producer, actor), where her male peer is twice as likely to gain employment. Purple Seven’s ‘Gender and Theatre’ report considered 6000 plays across 159 UK venues between 2012 and 2015; during this time there has been a slow increase in female directors (34%–39%) and female writers (27%–32%) but casting has remained static (39%).79 If she does get work, it will be unlikely that she will perform in a play written by a woman and she is almost three times as likely to be directed by a male. As her career progresses she may find it difficult to balance the possibility of a family life with the working structures of performing. If she is able to continue working through her forties she will struggle to maintain a career, as the number of female parts become increasingly limited. It may be that, at some point, she considers teaching as an option, or directing. Finding more secure employment allows for greater stability of family life and the possibility for more control over her work. In the case of teaching, she is most likely to work in the fields of voice or movement. If she does teach acting, it is unlikely that she will become course leader and affect changes to the curriculum.80 As a director, she will be a more risky proposition for theatres and if she does achieve early success, it will be a challenge to maintain her career through her later years. She will earn less than her male peers doing exactly the same job.81 Although, undoubtedly, during the last decade there have been improvements, the stubborn disparity of this picture remains.

And to what extent might her work as a female actor confront and challenge discrimination? The field of cultural reproduction produces and solidifies meanings in the cultural consciousness through its representations. When most of the stories we see on our screens and stages are about white, young, able-bodied cis male protagonists what are we being told about the world? How do the stories we are given access to represent and help us to understand our experiences? When the majority of the audience are female why do we continue to accept that theatre and film will prioritise men’s stories, situations and dilemmas? Vicky Featherstone, artistic director of the Royal Court Theatre in London, points to a gendered cultural psyche. She asks:


Do we know how to write and watch plays that have complex, flawed female characters? Is there something in our cultural DNA that makes us respond differently when a play has a central male character?82


When what is popular continues to reproduce the ‘logic of the same’ the hegemony grows stronger.83 For feminists, be they men or women, the powerful potentiality of theatre and performance to affect change can’t be underestimated; indeed it is an urgent responsibility. Responding to this, I turn to ‘mattering feminisms’ (feminist theories that interrogate the body as matter) intersecting with acting pedagogies, in order to foreground the positivity of difference in actor training.84







Overview of chapters

You can encounter this book from many entrances. You might want to jump straight to Part Two and the practice that most interests you or meet the practice through the critical feminist framings that are explained in Part One. Each chapter has been conceived as a discrete entity and so speaks to a distinct set of challenges, a particular type of knowledge and practices.

The first two chapters, which form Part One, set up the theoretical groundwork that underpins how I think about practice. Chapter 1, ‘Feminist Underpinnings in Acting: Re-Making Mimesis’, overviews particular shifts in feminist critical and performance theories over the last three decades to consider how this has impacted the changing knowledges of acting, re-conceptualising the anti-pedagogical stance through feminist epistemologies. I open up ideas of technique to point to the hidden curriculum of acting, the personal and social knowledge which foregrounds the in-between, relational space of becoming. Returning to feminist constructs of visibility and doubling allows me to speculate on ideas of female knowledge in relation to acting. Taking performativity as my tool, I consider gender technique beside acting technique to explain how feminist new materialisms, which re-conceptualise the body as matter, offer ways to ‘re-make’ mimesis.85 In Chapter 2, ‘Feminist Interventions: Via Positiva and Critical Acting Pedagogy’, I consider how pleasure and discipline operate beside each other in feminist pedagogies, to re-think endurance and sustainability in positive ways. In ‘Acting and Pedagogical Frameworks’ I identify two foundational pedagogies in acting – ‘play’ and the via negativa. Re-orientating these constructs from a feminist position enables a liberatory practice that, drawing on Braidotti’s affirmative politics, produces a via positiva.86 Finally, I foreground the ‘positivity of difference’ to reconsider acting as a critical pedagogy, with the actor as cultural worker.87 Part One works to open up the epistemic field in order to advance pedagogical perspectives; it constructs a methodology to assess the feminist potential of pedagogic practices, which I apply in Part Two.

Part Two turns to practice, to overview the field of actor training in its broadest sense, with chapters on women working in voice, movement and acting, including text and devising practices in rehearsal with directors. I acknowledge that this structure appears to re-affirm the separatist divide in the curriculum of actor training. A feminist position would be more likely to pursue the integrated nature of these fields.88 However, as I overview each discipline I consider what may be lost and/or gained around this separatist approach, questioning why certain fields have become gendered. Each chapter addresses the hidden histories of women with two case studies from different contexts, training grounds and industry practice, focusing on particular aspects of pedagogy through the lens of new feminist materialisms. Collectively, these chapters map a female genealogy of actor training which shows the potential of a Critical Acting Pedagogy.

I have selected practitioners whose significant body of work and contribution to UK training or theatre-making has been recognised professionally and in scholarship and whose practice seems particularly pertinent to developing personal and social knowledge beside technique. Most of these women are positioned within traditional training/theatre settings and, as such, can be seen to be part of the status quo, needing to bend to institutional pressures at the expense of radicalism. However, through their pedagogies they enact feminisms which enable actors to make politicised choices. The process of selection has been organic – over the last decade I have bumped into their work, as opposed to seeking it out. Each encounter has stayed with me and called me to return again and again: I was taught by Ali Hodge and Nadine George; first observed the work of Vanessa Ewan, Katie Mitchell and Jane Boston as part of my MA thesis; first came to the work of Kristine Landon-Smith and Emma Rice through symposiums. I am greatly indebted to these women for generously opening up their studios and rehearsal rooms to me as I progressed this study. I must stress that I am not necessarily expressing their views, as some do not position their work as feminist. The position I take, the lens I apply and analysis I work with enables me to be in conversation with and writing through their practices, thinking about the ways that their pedagogies enact feminisms. Inevitably, within the parameters of this book, I have had to be selective and will have missed important initiatives and contributions.89 A particular regret is that I have only been able to include the work of one BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) practitioner. This illuminates another gaping absence in the training landscape – the distinct lack of diversity. Ahmed talks of ‘diversity work’ as pushing through walls – walls that are only obstacles for some bodies.90 As we illuminate one absence we shine a light on another; as we push through one wall another appears. Recent accounts of systemic racism in UK drama schools expose structures and practices which will no longer be tolerated and there is a commitment to improve diversity amongst staff and students and to decolonise the curriculum.91 I hope that my efforts might act as a spur for others to confront this challenge in future research; moreover, that a critical acting pedagogy might sharpen perspectives for all minoritarian positions in the politics of acting.

In Chapter 3, ‘Women and The Matter of Voice’, I overview the field of voice training in the UK to speculate on why this is a female domain. Voice teaching emerges as deeply politicised and potentially radical in its liberatory potential. Jane Boston, Head of the International Centre of Voice at RSCCD, uses her feminism to shape her pedagogy. Nadine George, founder of Voice Studio International, implements a gendered architecture to queer the voice, harnessing its potential for holistic self-development. Chapter 4: ‘Woman and the Matter of Movement’ points to the ways that feminist articulations of the body emerge in movement for actors. Vanessa Ewan has developed a training process which helps the actor discover the expression of the physical being through the cultural body.92 Considering Ewan’s practice, I focus on the way she teaches actors how to ‘see’ through movement with a particular focus on gender and intimacy. Niamh Dowling has developed international training collaborations which foreground choice for the actor through a nomadic pedagogy that enables the ecological body. Chapter 5, ‘Women and the Matter of Acting’, draws on the work of two practitioners working in different contexts in UK actor training. Kristine Landon-Smith has developed an intra-cultural practice, which tackles the particular problem of enabling the actor to work with the multiplicity of the self, to access their culture operating from the positivity of difference. She developed her approach through her education work with Tamasha, a UK company working with British Asian artists. I focus on how she liberates the actor by accessing each individual’s multiple cultural identity. Alison Hodge, to whose memory I dedicate this book, worked for most of her career teaching in universities and drama schools in the UK. Her scholarship has made a major contribution to the understanding of actor training approaches and her practice, Core Training for the Relational Actor, builds an actor’s relational awareness.93 Here I consider how she develops the ‘feeling’, or emotional accessibility of the actor through different forms of touch. Chapter 6, ‘Women and the Matter of Directing’ considers the work of Katie Mitchell and Emma Rice, two self- proclaimed feminist UK directors who have made a significant impact on the way that theatre is made and the way that actors learn to act. The pedagogic exchange with certain directors can be formative to the life-long learning of the actor and consequently I position Mitchell and Rice as director/pedagogues. Through observations and interviews, I unpick the foundational pedagogic features of their practice to identify emergent feminist acting approaches.

A call to arms demands a manifesto – a declaration, statement of principle or mission statement. According to Ahmed, ‘A manifesto not only causes a disturbance, it aims to cause this disturbance’,94 In the Conclusion I offer a feminist manifesto for acting in the twenty-first century that challenges institutions to re-consider their positions. Speculating on what a re-imagined critical acting curriculum might look like I ask a series of ‘what if’s’. What if we did things differently? How might learning objectives, curriculum content, pedagogical approaches and scaffolding structures meet the demands of acting for the future, whatever challenges that presents us with? Underpinning a Critical ActingPedagogy’ is an affirmative politics, that confronts patriarchal systems to propose a different way of thinking about being with each other in the world.





Notes

1  I confine my focus to the UK, which at the time of writing includes England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, where actor training is acknowledged to be world class and yet, until recently, there has been a lack of research interrogating the politics and implications of its pedagogy.

2  For example: Elsie Fogerty (1865–1945) founded the Central School of Speech and Drama in 1906 in the Albert Hall. Ruth Conti (1874–1936) founded the Italia Conti Academy of Theatre Arts in 1911 at the Savoy Theatre. In 1950, Rose Bruford, a female actor and voice and speech teacher who taught at the Royal Academy of Music, founded Rose Bruford in Kent. Margaret Bury and Jean Newlove founded East 15 in 1961 in Essex.

3  The Conference of Drama Schools represented the top 21 accredited UK Drama schools, and it ran between 1969 and 2012. In was succeeded by Drama UK, 2012–2106 and currently by The Federation of Drama Schools.

4   Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, Going on the Stage: A Report to the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation on Professional Training for Drama (Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1975).

5  Ben Francombe, ‘Falling Off a Wall: Degrees of Change in British Actor Training’, Studies in Theatre and Performance, 21(3), (2002): 176–187.

6  Ross Prior, workshop for actor trainers at Royal Central School of Speech and Drama (06.10.13).

7  Simon Sheppard, from a talk at Birkbeck with Drama UK (18.04.13).

8  This was in the years 2019–2020 https://www.ucas.com/explore/subjects/creative-arts [accessed 20.06.20].

9  John Freeman (ed.), Approaches to Actor Training: International Perspectives, (London & New York: Macmillan International Higher Education, 2019) 3.
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