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Mallika Prasad’, Ram Ganesh Kamatham’
Vachika & Actors Ensemble India Forum (AEIF)’
(Bangalore, India)

ENERGISING RASA THEORY: BREATH, EMPATHY, AND WELL-
BEING IN CONTEMPORARY ACTOR TRAINING

Annotation

Breath has emerged as the preferred locus of performance energy over the last two
decades, presenting a pragmatic approach to questions of contemporary actor training, post-
Stanislavskian approaches (such as psychophysical approaches) and vitalisation of
traditional performance practices (such as Kutiyattam and Kalaripayattu). In this paper, we
elaborate outwards from this “rediscovery” of breath, to offer a methodological base from
which to engage the concept of Rasa which occupies a pre-eminent position within Indian
aesthetics. We argue that the constellation of bodily practices arising from within this field
of knowledge, far from esoteric traditionalisms, inform the neuro-physiological basis for
empathy. Practical engagement with these neuro-physiological processes widens
understanding of the importance and role of well-being in contemporary actor training. We
argue that a shift towards this well-being based approach within conservatories and
performance training institutes, is a necessary adaptation to meet the challenges of a post-
pandemic world.

Key words: actor training, breath in performance, well-being, Rasa theory, theatre
pedagogy, mirror neurons, empathy.

Mannuxa Ipacao’, Pam Fanew Kamamxam®
Vachika Ynoi gpopymvinoiy akmepnix ancaméni (AEIF)!
(baneanop, Ynoicman)

KYATTAHJIBIPATBIH HOCLJI TEOPHUSICBI: KA3IPTT AKTEPJIIK
JANBIHIBIKTAFBI TBIHBIC AJTY, DMIIATHSI KOHE O.1-
AVKAT

AHHOTANUA

Conzbl  eKi OHICHLIOLIKMA MBIHLIC ANy Ka3ipel 3aMaHebl akmepaepoi OKbimy
Macenenepine, NOCM-CMAHUCIABANBIK KO3KAPACMAPEa (NCUXODUUKANBIK MACiN0ep CUAKMbL)
JicaHe 0aCMYPi OPLIHOAYUIBLILIK MadXCIpubeni dcandandvipyea (mvicanvi, Kymusmmam
orcone  Kanapunasamma) npasmamuxanely Ke3xKapacmsl YCblHA OMbIPbIN, OPbIHOAY
9HEPSUSICHIHBIY MAHOAYIbl KO3i 6010bl. Byn maxanaoa 6i3 yHOi acmemuracyinoa epexuie
OPbIH ANAMBIH HICI MYACHIPLIMOAMACHIH KOJLOAHYObIY d0ICHAMANbIK HEe2i3iH YCbIHY YULiH
MbIHbIC AnyObly ocbl "Katima dcayapyein” oamvimamvls. I30MepuKaibly, 0dCHypriniKmeH
anvlc OIIMHIY OCbl canacvlHoa nauda OONAmvIH OeHe MINCIPUOECIHIY JHCUbIHMbLZb
IMIAMUSAHBIY — HEUPODUIUOTOSUSILIK, — He2I3iH  Kypaiiovl. Ocbl  Heupo@pu3uonocusIblK
npoyecmepmer NpaKmuKaivlK e3apa apekemmecy Kasipel akmepiepli OKblmyod -
ayKammoly MAaybl30bLIbIebL MeH PpOoaiH mycinyodi keyetimedi. Koucepsamopusnap men
OLNIKMINIKMI apmmulpy UHCIUMYMMAPbLIHOARbL dN-AYKAMKA He2i30eN2eH 0Cbl MACLiee KOULY
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nanoemusoan Keuinei anemHiy Macerelepin weutyee Kaxcemmi Oeilimoeny 601bin
mabwliaowl.

Tyiiinoi cesdep: axmepOi OKbimy, CHeKMAaKibOe2i MbIHbIC ALy, A-AYKAm, HICII
MeopusiCbl, meamp neda202uKachl, aiiHa HetpoHOapbl, IMNAMUSL.

Mannuxa Hpacad’, Pam Fanew Kamamxam®
Axmepckuii ancambab unoutickozo ¢opyma Vachika (AEIF)!
(baneanop, Unous)

3APSIKAIOIIASI DHEPTUEM TEOPUS PACHI: JIBIXAHUE,
COIIEPEKMBAHME U BJIAT OIIOJIYYHUE B COBPEMEHHOI
AKTEPCKOMU ITOAI'OTOBKE

AHHOTAIUA

3a nocnednue 08a decsamunemus ObIXaHue CMAI0 NRPEONOYMUMENTbHbIM UCTHOYHUKOM
OHepeuU UCHONIHEeHUS, NPeOCMAGIsis NPAsMAmMUuyHbll N00X00 K 60NPOCAM COBPEMEHHOU
NOO2OMOBKU AKMEPOS, NOCM-0CMbICAEHUIO N00X0008 CmaHuciasckozo (Kax, Hanpumep,
ncuxogusuueckue nooxoovl) U ONCUBTEHUS. MPAOUYUOHHBIX UCHOIHUMENIbCKUX NPAKMUK
(makux xax Kymusmmam u Kanapunasmmy). B smoii cmamve Mmbl pazeueaem 35mo
“nosmopnoe omxpvimue”’ Ovixanus, Ymoosvl NPEOIOAHCUMb MEMOOOJIO2ULECKYIO OCHOBY 05
ucnonvzoeanus Kouyenyuu Pacel, komopas 3anumaem vloaioujeecs NON0ICEHUE 6
unoutickoii  acmemuxe. Mvl ymeepocoaem, uymo COBOKYAHOCMb MENIECHbIX NPAKMUK,
BOZHUKAIOWUX 6 DMOLL 0OACMU 3HANHUL, OANEKUX 0Nl 30MePUUECK020 MPAOUYUOHATUIMA,
Gopmupyem neiipopusuonrocuueckyro ocnogy smnamuu. [lpakmuueckoe g3aumooeticmaue ¢
IMUMU HEUPOPUIUOIOSUYECKUMU NPOYECCAMU PACUUUPSIENT NOHUMAHUE BANCHOCMU U POIU
O1a20N0NYYUSL 6 COBPEMEHHOM 00yHeHuU akmepos. Ml ymeepoicoaem, umo nepexoo K 3momy
OCHOBAHHOMY HA O]lA2ONOLYYUU NOOX00Y 8 KOHCEPEAMOPUSX U UHCIMUMYMAX NOSbIUEHUS
Keanupurayuyu  sA618emcss  HeoOXo0umou — adanmayuei 0N pewleHus  npoodaem
HOCMNAHOEMUYECKO20 MUPQ.

Kniouesvie cnosa: ob6yuenue akmepa, ovixanue 8 cnekmaiie, 01a20n0xyyue, meopus
Pacei, meampanvhas nedazocuxa, 3epranvhvle HEUPOHbL, SIMNAMUSL.

Introduction. Contemporary actor training stands to benefit from
recent advances in behavioural sciences and increasing global cross-
disciplinarity of performance practices. This article is an invitation to think
about actor training in a new way, aspiring towards an integrative and holistic
learning experience with the actor’s well-being central to the project. It builds
on the increasing popularity of integrating physical practices (for example
yoga and tai chi) into actor training in the service of specific pedagogical
aims.

The inclusion of these practices is necessarily reductive, since the
practice is dislocated from its context and philosophy to serve some other
instrumental aim — to increase physical flexibility or cultivate concentration
for example. It then becomes a subset or functional aspect of a larger
pedagogical structure, since it is invariably coupled with other practices or
forms and decoupled from its epistemological roots. This predatory and
extractive strategy invites critiques of cultural appropriation and the need to
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address inequities of representation when it comes to Eastern and Western
contributions to the field [1].

This article seeks to offer an alternative way of thinking about actor
training by locating within the convergence of contemporary behavioural
science and classical approaches — rooting both endeavours in the immersive
and ongoing study of the human condition. This is neither an ahistorical
strategy nor a return to an essentialised conception of human nature as
unchanging. The invitation is to consider the experimental impulses
embedded within various practices as potentially transformational, value-
based and guided by the human capacity to imagine.

Methodology. These reflections arise out of a practice-led research
process initiated in 2011 that began with the creative impulse to explore voice
as a dramaturgical tool to generate material for performance. Voice is often
considered a delivery system for the words to be spoken, or as a part of
building character - so it is either instrumentalised for clear communication
or arrives post-facto as an acting choice on how the character should speak.

In this creative process the “sound of the words” as uttered by the actor
was foregrounded - the turn of phrase, proper nouns, and the mantra-like
potential nascent in the utterance of a syllable released moment to moment
through breath, was explored. The stage performance that emerged titled
Hidden in Plain Sight first premiered in London in 2012, with public and
festival stagings in India in 2013. Elaboration of the post-humanist themes of
the performance in a case study, is the subject of a forthcoming publication.

An aspect of this exploration emerged from a profound dissatisfaction
with the discursive construction of the body as materiality in the field of
performance making. The counter-proposition was to explore the bodily
potential for musicality, as experienced through utterance of sound, resonance
and work with heightened physicality and the sonic properties of text. This
led away from the blank fabula rasa of physical matter and space, towards
Rasa theory and the exploration of performance energy!

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the theatrical performance was
reimagined as a digital theatre hybrid and streamed as part of the Edinburgh
Fringe Festival where it won an Infallibles Award for the Best Show in 2021.
The universal crisis of global health caused by the pandemic prompted a
renewed search for meaning making in a digital format, and a new
performative aesthetic emerged from an exploration of being isolated, with
mental health, voyeurism and the feeling of claustrophobia, as subject
material. A by-product of this creative process has also been a sustained
engagement with actor training pedagogy. The insights gleaned on well-being
in actor training, its wider implications for global health in a post-pandemic
educational ecosystem, and social resilience are therefore immediately
relevant.

From the memory of emotion to the “rediscovery” of breath.
Imaginative capacity in modern actor training is linked to “memory-based”
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approaches. These approaches were influenced by scientific movements in
psychology that took shape with the work of Pavlov, Watson and Skinner
among others. Their emphasis on forms of conditioning and the nature of the
stimulus-response loops, revealed powerful insights into mammalian
behaviour, for the time. It is no surprise then that Strasberg couches his
definition of acting in fairly explicit “behaviourist” terms - "Acting is
responding to imaginary stimuli”. Broadly, performance energy is to be
invoked through some form of emotional recall, a “memory of emotion”
based on past experience [2, p.152].

However, breath has emerged as the preferred locus of performance
energy over the last two decades, presenting a pragmatic approach to
philosophical and practical questions that have long dogged the field. These
post-Stanislavskian approaches or psychophysical approaches root
performance energy in the integration of breath and body, recognising that
emotional states can arise independent of mining the subconscious mind [3;
4; 5]. The vitalisation of traditional performance practices such as Kutiyattam
and Kalaripayattu, has also been informed by development of the patterns of
breath associated with various emotional states or dynamic movements [5; 6;
7]. Post-Stanislavskian here also implies pre-Strasberg, that is, a hermeneutic
approach to Stanislavsky’s work before the Anglo-American turn (and
fetishism!) associated with method acting. This close reading of Stanislavsky
might return the practitioner to focus on his engagement with yoga, breath
and the flow of energy, release of unnecessary muscular tension in the service
of expressivity, and connection to imaginative potential [11, p.64].

Contemporary actor training in some sense has returned to the
sustainable vitality of performance practices, reorienting towards embodied
perspectives. This trend, at least to some extent, took shape through the 1970s
New Age movements that cross-pollinated Jungian psychology with spiritual
practices linked to the vital energy potential implicit in the body. In some
instances this involves grafting an emancipatory project onto a popular
understanding of the chakra system to enable an increase in the actor’s
emotional and physical range [8]. In other instances an eclectic assemblage
of Reichian bioenergetics, yoga and shiatsu underpins the practice of
voicework for performance and increased well-being [4]. These
“intersections” West and East are charting new pathways into regulating the
nervous system, incorporating elements of therapy and insights about stress
resilience, for a holistic pedagogical framework for actors.

In the Western consciousness, the continental philosophical tradition
and the field of phenomenology is often the point of entry into the study of
affective response to an aesthetic experience, most notably in the work of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and his particular conception of embodied
experience [3, pp.44-46]. However, there are alternative ingresses into the
terrain of embodied consciousness and Rasa theory is one of them.
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Rasa theory: from pedagogy to practice. Rasa occupies a pre-eminent
position within Indian aesthetics, finding primary elaboration in the Natya
Shastra of Bharata Muni, and further development and elaboration in the
works of Anandavardhana and Abhinvagupta among others [9]. Rasa theory
has been applied to a variety of artistic fields, widening its application to the
evaluation of poetry, literature and aesthetics in general, from its origins
within the field of dramaturgy. Rasa theory’s basic elaboration — a definition
of rasa — in the sixth chapter of the Natya Shastra presents the actor-in-training
with a robust proposition. “Rasa is the cumulative result of vibhava
(stimulus), anubhava (involuntary reaction) and vyabhicari bhava (voluntary
reaction)” according to the Rangacharya translation [10, p.55]. An alternative
translation to these terms is: vibhava (determinants), anubhava (consequents)
and vyabhichari bhavas (transitory states) [7].

The philosophical implications of this aphorism lead to the heart of the
rasa theory and the resultant debates inflect the locus of rasa from actor to
character to audience, from dramaturgy to literary criticism and to a rich
historical tradition where Indian philosophical schools exerted their influence
through infusion of their particular ideas — for example the Samkhya school’s
guna theory or the samyoga of the Mimamsa school. The density of this
discourse meant that “explaining this compact statement remained for a full
millennium and a half what it meant to explain aesthetic experience” [9, p.7].

However, the explanation of the aesthetic experience of rasa is of
somewhat less significance to the contemporary performer than pragmatic
application in the field of performance. A productive point of entry for actor
training is therefore a curiosity towards the performative elements discernable
in this material on Rasa, and a dialogic relationship to the underlying
philosophical systems. One such source of performative elements is the
Kutiyattam tradition which formalised between the 11" or 12" century, with
a variety of actor training manuals available for scholarly analysis, as well as
contemporary performers developing the practice [6, p.30]. In many ways the
training manual as a textual source is richer in its insights on the “how to” of
performance than an elaborate intellectual history of Rasa!

At the level of practice, Rasa theory finds harmony and resonance with
contemporary psychophysical systems that work with the actor’s body and
breath to create affective states. It is noteworthy that Natya Shastra begins its
taxonomy with a caveat. This caveat is nested within a narrative frame, a
conversation between the author of Natya Shastra - Bharata and a group of
sages — who are cautioned when they seek a list of five foundational
definitions. Bhartha concedes that “it is impossible... to know all about natya
since there is no limit to bhavas and no end to the arts involved” [10, p.53].
While this can be dismissed as a form of rhetorical strategy to mark off the
unknowable realm of possibility from the knowable subject matter that is
about to be enumerated, this cautionary note is worth remembering when the
affective domain is constrained for pedagogical ends — be it in the form of
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five universal emotions, eight or nine bhavas or any mediating metaphor such
a wheel, spectrum or gradient. The energy generating “building blocks™ of
Rasa theory serve performance when they are observable and playable. Even
the notorious shanta rasa — the ninth “inert” state of peace or serenity arising
from equanimity and transcendence — has a dynamic and playable form.

In Rasa practise a series of breathing sequences are taught to actors in
training. These are typically very young learners who are still learning muscle
movement and control. For the purpose of training young actors, this selection
of 8 or 9 states of being are the basic building blocks for study and mastery.
However, it is really a practice of open and voluntary exploration of a
sequence of breathing patterns. This sequence mimics a set of 8 or 9 universal
human conditions — each a breath response to a physical or imaginary impulse
that leads the practitioner to unfolding subtler aspects of being. This is a
voluntary exploration, so pleasure is embedded in the practice of the sequence
and the practice enables the actor to experience the vast landscape of
consciousness and existence. This pleasure of the aesthetic experience has
very little to do with the sensation of taste (gustation) which in some literal
interpretations is derived from the act of savouring a work of art. In live
performance, breath becomes an outward expression of the internal reality of
the performer as it integrates with body, voice, language and human
connection. This manifests as heightened presence. Pleasure, linked with
expression of the heightened consciousness cultivated by the performer
through physical action [11], is also where healing and well-being reside.

Rasa, embodied simulation and empathy. Theorists have tried to
characterise the relationship between an aesthetic experience, and its effect
on social behaviour [12,13]. In 1873 Robert Vischer characterised empathy
arising from aesthetics through the German term Einfiihlung, literally
“feeling-in” [12, p.141, 13, p.198]. In the Ten Dramatic Forms of
Dhananjaya written in the 10" century, the consciousness arising from an
aesthetic experience was linked with bliss, so much so that the self-other
distinction vanished [9, p.24].

The formulation of Rasa from within the aesthetic experience shares
significant resonance with advances in the behavioural sciences linked to the
discovery of somatic mirroring mechanisms, resulting from a specialised
class of neurons: mirror neurons and canonical neurons. [13, p.199] These
neurons, from their discovery in macaques, have been linked to a variety of
phenomena in the field of human social cognition.

Their role in “embodied simulation” has been described as “a functional
mechanism through which the actions, emotions or sensations we see, activate
our own internal representations of the body states that are associated with
these social stimuli, as if we were engaged in a similar action or experiencing
a similar emotion or sensation” [13, p.198].

While this particular conception of embodied simulation has been
elaborated in the context of viewing visual art, it is not hard to see how a
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performer’s breath is also mirrored by the audience observing the performer.
Rasa, in its performative form as codification of breath and associated states
of being, elaborates the neuro-physiological basis for empathy. In practice,
Rasa is empathy.

Conclusion. The trauma inherent in training has a deep and lasting
impact on the actor, her autonomy, and self-image of body and voice [14].
When actor training becomes about “fixing” the problems in an actor - her
embodied experience is deprioritised. Bringing the focus back to a felt
experience of the actor will help orient the training towards well-being.

This deserves greater importance in actor training pedagogy. The
experience of an overwhelmed nervous system was felt across the world
during the global pandemic. One of the strategies to regulate the nervous
system was to bring the focus back to breathing. The practice of Rasa involves
a process of voluntary entry into simulated states and a safe way of exiting
them via breath. This becomes a means to initiate a charged state with a
heightened sensory awareness for performance, while also having the tools to
regulate the nervous system back to a place of ease. This is empowering and
healing for the actor, and the larger educational ecosystem.
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