
Rethinking The Actor Body: Embracing New
Perspectives on Physicality
In the world of theater and film, the actor's body has always played a crucial role
in storytelling. From the graceful movements of a dancer to the powerful gestures
of a Shakespearean actor, physicality is a fundamental component of bringing
characters to life. However, in recent years, there has been a growing movement
to redefine and rethink the actor's body, opening up new possibilities for
performers to express themselves and challenge traditional notions of what it
means to be a physical actor.

The Evolution of the Actor's Body

Traditionally, the emphasis in actor training has been on developing a well-trained
body capable of executing precise movements and portraying characters
effectively. Techniques like Stanislavski's system and Laban Movement Analysis
have long been used to train actors to use their bodies as expressive tools.
However, a shift has occurred in recent years as artists explore alternative
approaches to physicality, questioning established norms and seeking new
avenues for creative expression.

One such approach gaining popularity is somatic training, which focuses on the
internal experience of movement and the connection between mind, body, and
emotions. Somatic practices like the Alexander Technique and Feldenkrais
Method help actors develop a heightened awareness of their bodies, enabling
them to move with greater freedom and authenticity on stage or in front of a
camera. By focusing on the actor's internal experience rather than external
appearance, somatic training allows performers to tap into a deeper level of
authenticity in their physicality.
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Embracing Diversity and Inclusivity

The traditional notion of an "ideal" actor's body has often excluded those who do
not fit into narrowly defined physical standards. However, today's performing arts
world is increasingly embracing diversity and inclusivity, recognizing that every
body has its own unique potential for expression. Actors of different body types,
sizes, and abilities are now being celebrated for their individuality and the
richness they bring to their performances.

This new wave of inclusivity has given rise to groundbreaking productions that
challenge societal norms and stretch the boundaries of what is considered
"typical" for an actor's body. Theater companies and film studios are actively
seeking out diverse actors and creating works that showcase the beauty and
power of different physicalities. This shift allows audiences to see themselves
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represented on stage and screen, fostering a more inclusive and empowering
space for everyone involved.

Exploring New Physical Techniques

As the actor's body is reimagined, new physical techniques are emerging that
push the boundaries of traditional training methods. Physical theater, for example,
combines elements of movement, dance, and non-verbal communication to
create highly visual and visceral performances. This genre allows actors to
explore the full potential of their bodies as they communicate emotions, stories,
and ideas without relying solely on dialogue.

Dance and contact improvisation, normally associated with the world of dance,
are also finding their way into actor training. By incorporating these techniques,
performers develop a heightened sense of physicality, fluidity, and connection
with their bodies and with others. The integration of these practices challenges
the traditional notion that actors must primarily focus on verbal communication
and highlights the importance of non-verbal expression in theatrical works.

The Digital Age and Virtual Bodies

In today's digital age, technology is revolutionizing the way stories are told and
the possibilities for the actor's body. Motion capture technology, for instance,
allows actors to embody digital avatars and bring animated characters to life.
Through this technology, the actor's physical movements are translated into a
virtual world, blurring the lines between the physical and the digital.

Virtual reality (VR) is another emerging frontier that is reshaping the actor's body
in the digital realm. With VR, performers can immerse themselves in virtual
environments, interacting with digital characters and objects in ways that were
previously impossible. This technology opens up exciting new possibilities for



physical storytelling, inviting actors to explore and experiment within a limitless
digital space.

The Future of the Actor's Body

As the performing arts continue to evolve and embrace new perspectives, the
actor's body is undergoing a profound transformation. From somatic training to
the celebration of diversity and the integration of new physical techniques,
performers are redefining what it means to inhabit a character physically. The
digital age's influence further expands the horizons of physicality, offering novel
avenues for self-expression and immersion in virtual worlds.

It is an exciting time for actors and audiences alike, as the possibilities for the
actor's body become more expansive and inclusive. The days of a narrow
physical ideal are waning, making way for a more diverse, authentic, and
innovative approach to physicality in the performing arts.
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How does an actor embody a character? How do they use their body as an
instrument of expression?

Rethinking the Actor's Body offers an accessible to the fields of neurophysiology
and embodied knowledge through a detailed examination of what an actor does
with their body.

Built on almost a decade of conversations and public seminars by the author Dick
McCaw in partnership with John Rothwell (Professor of Neurophysiology at
University College London, UK),Rethinking the Actor's Body explores a set of
questions and preoccupations concerning the actor's body and examines
overlaps in research and practice in the fields of actor training, embodied
knowledge and neurophysiology.
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