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“(This) is the fundamental paradox that exists in all acting: …because you are in safety, you can go into danger. It is very strange, but all theatre is based on that. Because there is a greater security, you can take greater risks; and because here it is not you, and therefore everything about you is hidden, you can let yourself appear…the thing you are more afraid of losing, you lose right away—your ordinary defenses, your ordinary expressions, your ordinary face that you hide behind.”

Peter Brook

“What do you mean by risking more in my physical work in class?” The question came as a result of a post-semester conference with a first year graduate student. This student’s class was quite adept physically as a whole, but all appeared to be at the same juncture in their development with a similar question at heart – “what more can be expected when I am giving what I feel to be 100% physically in movement class?”

We spend much time in studio classes creating a safe environment so that the student feels free to push the physical limits of what they know and how they interact. Oftentimes this results, at least for a period of time in their development, in work that only explores what they are comfortable with. While this may include true achievement and development, it seems that the actor that creates truly compelling performance is able to go beyond this comfort level and provide a sense of unpredictability and risk.

Students sometimes interpret this idea of risk as purely physical. They develop a sense of pushing the body as an athlete and tackle either actual risk or create the perception of accomplishing feats the less physically adept can only dream of. While this quality can be exciting to a certain extent in performance, it only brings us to the level of pure sport. It seems the actor/artist should strive for more.

We coach students in the movement studio to discover what is unknown to them: not only physically, but mentally, emotionally and spiritually as well. Though certainly not the first to do so, I have tried to impress that audiences love to see what the actor doesn’t know as opposed to what they do. We want to be ‘in’ on the discovery – not just of the character, but of the vital actor as they continue to develop his or her perception of what it is that they are doing onstage.

Maintaining this sense of high stakes and constant discovery seems to involve never taking anything for granted. Images developed in many types of abstract physical work can feed this attitude. Fiona Laird, in workshops with the NTStudio-London, constantly stressed the idea of maintaining positive and negative fantasy to fight for and against in a scene. I think this idea is applicable to all abstract movement work as well: in order to create a sense of both daring and discovery in the work we must fight for something even when moving abstractly. Any movement choice can occur with extremely high stakes or none at all within the context of the exercise.

But seemingly as important as developing these conceptual ideas in students is the idea of modeling them as well. Although it can be challenging to maintain a role as the “keeper of the safe environment” who protects, monitors and nurtures the students’ ability to experiment and explore, it seems doubly challenging to occasionally abandon that role in order to model the acceptance of risk in the work. 

Sometimes this takes the form of being the critical eye even when the students do not totally understand what they are eventually reaching for in an exercise. The risk is that the student will shut out the exercise and refuse to develop out of frustration, even in the presence of this ‘safe’ studio environment where all are permitted and encouraged to fail. The choice is to only give the student the type of criticism they appear ready to ‘handle’ (thus safe-guarding the studio environment), or to insure that the criticism has an appropriate level of honesty regardless of the students temperament. 

Sometimes this challenge takes the form of the risk of demonstration – having the students attempt to copy what is demonstrated as opposed to gleaning the concepts that could illuminate their work. Or the challenge may involve the accepting of the fact that a demonstration by an instructor has the potential to fail. Understanding this possibility of instructor fallibility, its additionally challenging to allow that risk to be a part of the atmosphere of class.

At still other times, risk may take the form of exploring the ways in which you relate to students. While appearing to be non-abrasive, the attitude of a neutral, detached referee (adopted for the sake of a safe studio environment) seems to foster the same attitude in the students’ work. At times the risk of the roles of participant, comrade, etc, (while still maintaining that safe environment) can encourage the students to risk more in the studio.

All in all, the attitude of risk and daring balanced by an awareness of safety essential to creative discovery seems to be one that can be fostered not only by creating a safe ‘incubator’ for students, but also by modeling that sense in relation to both artistic work and the work of teaching. Through the acceptance of this risk, I believe that you can maintain not merely a safe environment, but a vital one as well. 
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