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Introduction

It was an important day when I recognized that I did not teach
Dance, I taught People....my primary interest might have to do
with process, not results, that it might not be art I was after but

another kind of human development.

— Mary Whitehouse (1999, p. 59)

Walk up a road in a small village in Switzerland, away from the town center,
toward the surrounding mountains, and you will find a signpost. It is a pole with several
clearly printed signs, pointing the way to several different paths, each with an estimate of
the time it will take to walk to the next village, or the top of the next peak. Standing there,
deciding which way to go, you have no idea exactly what you will encounter on the
way—but you have some idea that the walk will be worthwhile, filled with the
unexpected: goats, waterfalls, wildflowers.

The ideas and activities you will find in this book are like the signs on those trails.
Insight Improvisation is what remains from the journeys I’ve taken in the realms of
meditation, theater, and drama therapy. For me, each Insight Improv exercise is an
invitation to the unexpected, a marker pointing toward a path into my psyche. And if [ am

present, if I open my eyes and ears and all the senses of my body, if I open my
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imagination and listen to my feelings, the journey will be worthwhile—I may learn
something new about myself, and about the process of being alive.

My intention is to share these experiences of self-discovery with others—to share
these path-signs, these maps—in the hope that others will follow the trails, and find
something new for themselves: a new way of seeing the world, a new way of
understanding their feelings, a new way of interacting with others, a new way to notice
their suffering and choose a different path.

Of course, these “new ways” are really very old. These trails through the
mountains have been here for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years. 2,500 years ago, the
Buddha walked these paths. Many have walked since. But in every age, a new generation
needs to get out and go hiking, take along some paint and wood and nails, and repair and
update the signs.

So here we are.

Let’s go for a walk...

What is Insight Improvisation?

Insight Improvisation is an integration of meditation with theater and drama
therapy.

In practice, Insight Improvisation can take the form of a workshop, a class, an
individual session, or a meeting between two peers. It provides an environment for
creative growth by connecting active, expressive techniques—such as authentic

movement, storytelling, improvisation, writing, solo performance, and collaboration with
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partners and groups—with the skills and concepts underlying meditation, including
mindfulness, choiceless awareness, and lovingkindness.

As one practitioner put it: “By being experienced in the body via meditation,
movement and theater methods, Insight Improvisation opens up participants to an
intersection of creativity, therapy, and spirituality which can illuminate and enrich their
lives.”

As an art form, Insight Improvisation differs from most forms of scripted or
improvised theater (Blatner, 2007) in that it replaces the focus on “performance”—that is,
presenting an artistic work for an audience—with a focus on the actor’s mind-body
experience. The art that results from an Insight Improvisation activity is a byproduct of
the performer’s process of being mindful, moment by moment, of his or her own body,
senses, thoughts and feelings, as well as his or her relationship to others onstage or in the
audience. Insight Improvisation helps one access intuition, drawing upon the inspiration
of each moment, and creating freedom from the pressure of “performing.” In fact, often
in this work the improviser will work with his or her eyes closed to better tap into subtle
sensations and inner imagery. What gets communicated to an audience or witness is
authentic, self-expressed, and unexpected.

As a form of therapy, Insight Improvisation combines meditative and theatrical
practices for the purposes of personal healing, learning, growth, and transformation—one
could call it “contemplative drama therapy.” Over the last few decades it has become
evident that experiential techniques are among the most powerful in addressing the
effects of trauma (van der Kolk as cited in Hudgins, 2000, p. 230), and in helping patients

shift challenging patterns of thought and behavior. Among the most favored experiential



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 8

approaches are mindfulness—as seen in John Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Stress
Reduction (1990), and in Marsha Linehan’s Dialectical Behavior Therapy (1993)—and
creative arts therapy—ranging from Jacob Moreno’s psychodrama (Moreno, 2000) to the
proliferation of expressive arts methods used today. Insight Improvisation is one of a
number of new approaches that combine creative arts therapy with
mindfulness/meditation (Rappaport, 2013), tapping into the power of creativity and self-
expression, while inviting practitioners to look deeply within themselves. This marriage

of contrasting approaches creates a unique vehicle for self-exploration and self-discovery.

Meditation
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Whom This Book is For

Insight Improvisation is for anyone who would like to deepen his or her own self-
awareness; better understand his or her own body, mind, emotions, and personal patterns;
and find new ways of being, playing, and creating in relationship with others.

This book is both an introduction to Insight Improvisation and a practical guide
for anyone who would like to practice the form, facilitate a group, or teach it to others.

Those drawn to Insight Improvisation tend to come to it from one of four paths:

Meditators. For many in the West, the path of meditation has proven to be a rich
spiritual journey. But a regular practice of meditation can sometimes feel dry,
disconnected. By building a bridge between meditation and day-to-day life, Insight
Improvisation helps meditators bring the insights and the skills they have acquired “on
the cushion” into action in the real world through body and voice as well as mind. For
those who find sitting meditation a challenge or simply do not like it, Insight
Improvisation provides access to some of the same benefits as meditation through myriad
forms of active meditation and other, more dynamic activities. I have also seen those new
to meditation be inspired to begin a regular practice of sitting after being exposed to
meditative ideas through Insight Improvisation.

Theater artists. Actors (and performers/communicators in general) often
encounter nerves, self-critique, and tension when appearing before an audience. Insight
Improvisation can help actors and improvisers break free of habits and the need to
“perform” onstage, offering a different paradigm of theater as an act of awareness—
increasing one’s ability to be present, relaxed, and open in front of an audience. It also

offers techniques for sourcing self-revelatory material, for writing original plays and one-
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person shows. For theater instructors and directors, Insight Improvisation provides a new
set of tools and approaches for working with actors and helping them perform mindfully
with greater authenticity.

Therapists. For drama therapists, psychodramatists, and others incorporating
improvisation or role-play into therapeutic work, Insight Improvisation offers a fresh
approach. With its combination of meditative awareness and dramatic play, Insight
Improvisation can help create a safe container within which personal exploration, insight,
and growth can occur. It provides a systematic, organic progression of exercises—
encompassing meditation, movement, improvisation, role-play, and dramatic
enactment—which can be introduced to a client over the course of multiple sessions,
inviting a journey of increasing self-reflection and self-expression.

For therapists of all backgrounds, Insight Improv offers new ways to add
meditation and mindfulness to more traditional creative arts therapy or psychotherapy
approaches. And for non-therapists, Insight Improv provides tools which can be used to
engage in richly meaningful peer work, a kind of embodied co-therapy.

Learners, Leaders, and Communicators of all kinds. Of course, not everyone
coming to Insight Improv is a meditator, actor, or therapist/therapy client. As one person
wrote: “I would like to see you add another category to which I might relate most directly.
That would be someone who is curious about life and reflective about living. A seeker
into life’s mysteries but without specifically being on a spiritual path. An adult interested
in growth, perhaps at mid-life and wanting to open up. Someone working with a life
coach.” Someone in any of these categories may find that Insight Improvisation can help

them grow, explore, and enrich their life. By helping one to be more present, aware, and
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relaxed in day-to-day communication and interaction, Insight Improvisation can improve
one’s response to work environments, personal relationships, difficult or reactive
emotions, and other life challenges. Insight Improvisation trains individuals to be more
spontaneous and flexible, more empathic listeners, and better attuned to their own
intuition and inner wisdom—ultimately preparing them for the challenges of leadership

and social action in society.

How to Use This Book

This book is divided into a few big chunks, each with a different purpose in mind.
Depending on your reasons for reading, you may wish to focus more on certain parts than
others.

Part One is concerned with meditation and active meditation. If you are new to
these ideas, I encourage you to spend some time learning about meditation and authentic
movement, two important foundational practices for Insight Improvisation. Part One also
introduces shared vipassana, which is both a practice in itself, and one step in the
progression toward psolodrama (discussed in Part Three). There are also some creative,
new approaches in Part One, which can help any meditator refresh their practice, as well
as offer new ways of meditating with partners and groups.

Part Two focuses on theater and improvisation. Filled with ideas and techniques
for actors, improvisers, theater instructors, directors, etc., there is a lot in Part Two to
play with, from Scott Kelman’s “Zen” approach to improvisation, to Jean-Claude van

Itallie’s storytelling techniques, to original exercises such as The Three States,
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Amplification, Role Stream and Scene Stream (the latter two further steps on the path to
psolodrama). The focus here is more on performance than in the other parts of the book;
however, any of the techniques covered work equally well as forms of active meditation
and self-exploration.

Part Three is about drama therapy, with an emphasis on psolodrama. This is
where the journey through this work deepens considerably. Part Three is focused on
combining meditation and theater for personal growth, and contains detailed instruction
and examples illustrating how to practice psolodrama—an approach that marries
meditative awareness, authentic movement, and psychodrama. The foundations of
psolodrama are explored—its roots in relation to other forms of psychotherapy (including
the work of Jung, Mindell, Moreno, Perls, and Gendlin). Particular emphasis is given to
the role of a supportive witness in fostering another’s growth and learning.

Part Four concerns application—how to use these ideas and approaches in the
real world. Whereas Parts One through Three are written from the perspective of an
individual or two peers taking these exercises into the studio and exploring them, Part
Four looks at other ways of applying Insight Improvisation: in individual therapy, in a
workshop or class, and in other contexts.

At the back of the book you’ll find an appendix listing all Insight Improv
activities and their variations, as well as a glossary of terms. The appendix and glossary
are good places to turn to if you skipped to a later chapter and missed the introduction of
a certain concept or approach.

I wish you a deep and fruitful journey as you find your own way through these

pages. My hope is that you sample some of the meditations and exercises, ideally
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incorporating a few into your own regular practices. Find a friend you think would be a
good witness, meet in an empty room, and try out authentic movement, the three states,
shared vipassana, role stream, or even psolodrama. Let me know what you discover!
May you—may we—may all beings—bring the qualities of mindfulness,
openness, and lovingkindness into how we live our lives and interact with others, each

and every day.

Joel Gluck
Belmont, Massachusetts
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Part I: Laying the Foundation

Meditation in Action
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Happiness cannot be found through great effort and willpower,
but is already there, in relaxation and letting-go.

— The Venerable Lama Gendiin Rinpoche
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Meditation

@3 If you are already familiar with meditation, feel free to

skim this chapter, and focus on those parts that look
new to you.

Why Meditate?

1 am lying on the rough wooden floor of an artist’s loft in downtown
Boston. The workshop instructor, a Polish man, has given very few
instructions—notice sound, if you are thinking, just come back to the
sound. I and the others lie in silence. I have so many thoughts. But, for a
moment here and there, I notice the traffic noise coming up from the
Street—a racing engine, car horns. I hear pigeon coos and feathers
rustling coming from a window at the back of the loft. I hear the single
exhalation of breath of someone lying near me. I notice the soft late-
afternoon light streaming in through the windows. There is a feeling of

spaciousness in the room.

It is fitting that my first encounter with meditation was in a theater workshop.
Meditation is a conscious practice of heightened awareness—and awareness is one of the
primary qualities an actor must develop: awareness of self, of other actors, and of the

audience.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 20

As a therapist, the quality of my awareness is perhaps my most essential attribute:
am [ present, focused, listening, empathic—alive to the possibilities of this moment?

Meditation can be defined as the act of bringing sustained, focused, present-
moment awareness to an object, phenomenon, process, or idea. It can be a powerful
training tool for actors and therapists. But it is not only a training for the mind—
meditation is also a life-path, a journey of development, an opportunity to connect with
oneself (and with others) in the most intimate way: by simply being present.

In a sense, meditation is the opposite of “acting.” Whereas an actor is typically
focused on a character’s action or goal—or on pleasing the audience—and feels strongly
committed to succeeding, the meditator is letting go of goals, letting go of pleasing others,
and is instead cultivating the ability to witness whatever enters the field of awareness
with equanimity and detachment.

In Insight Improvisation, we find that bringing the awareness of the meditator into
acting allows us to relax and center ourselves while opening to rich sources of inspiration
we have tended to ignore—the senses, the body, emotions, and inner imagery. From this
place we are led to new discoveries and a greater ability to act and react in the present
moment.

As a therapist using Insight Improvisation in my private practice, I often
incorporate meditation very early in my work with a client—both as an introductory
experiential exercise and as an ongoing approach. Meditation offers clients a practice
they can use at home that is grounding, peaceful, and healing, one that also heightens
their awareness of their own reactivity and personal patterns. Combining meditation with

experiential techniques from the theater world has proven equally powerful; clients enjoy
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and benefit from a few minutes of pure mindfulness before taking that awareness into
more active exercises. The result is often therapeutic work that is deeper and more

impactful than it might otherwise have been.

Much has been written about meditation. The purpose of this chapter is to
introduce three types of awareness—each with a corresponding meditation practice—that
together comprise the foundation of Insight Improvisation, and all the concepts and

exercises that follow in this book.

Type of Mindfulness Choicelessness Lovingkindness
Awareness
Meditation samadhi Vipassana Metta

Practice

Mindfulness: Meditating on a Single Object

Try this: in a quiet room, find a comfortable place to sit—a chair is fine, or a
sitting cushion. Sit with the back straight. Allow the body to relax. It can help to close
your eyes—or, if you prefer, you can gaze down toward the floor at a 45-degree angle,
with a gentle focus, eyes half-open. Notice your breathing. You may notice the belly
rising and falling with each breath, or you may be aware of the sensation of breath in and
out of the nostrils. Pick one area to focus on. Do not try to change or control the breath,

just notice it.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 22

Here is what makes this a meditation: if you find yourself thinking, about
anything—past, future, judging, planning, fantasizing, etc.—just notice you are thinking
(you can say “thinking” in your mind), and then return to the breath. It is normal to
think—do not judge yourself for this—but simply return your awareness to the breath.

This remembering to return to the object of the meditation (in this case, the
breath)—and thereby remembering to return to the present moment—is called
“mindfulness.”

As you continue, let your awareness deepen. Instead of being like a cork which
floats on top of the pond, allow your awareness to be like a stone that sinks right to the
bottom. With each in-breath, each out-breath, notice the details—what changes are there,
is the breath deep, shallow, rough, smooth, fast, slow? Become fascinated with the breath.

If you are having difficulty focusing, try counting each breath (“one in, one out,
two in, two out...”) up to ten, and then return to one. Using the counting as a measure,
see if you can extend the length of time during which you remain aware of the breath.
When you no longer need the counting, let it go.

Continue this meditation for 5-10 minutes.

When you are finished, make a gentle transition—stretch, yawn, move slowly,
whatever you need to do to return. See what happens if you maintain this quality of
mindfulness beyond the meditation. For example, try remaining aware of your breathing
as you enter your next activity.

(See Appendix D for answers to frequently asked questions about meditation.)
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What is Mindfulness?

Mindfulness in a general sense is “the quality or state of being conscious or aware
of something” (“Mindfulness” 2013, para. 1). For a meditator, mindfulness can be
described more specifically as “a mental state achieved by focusing one’s awareness on
the present moment, while calmly acknowledging and accepting one’s feelings, thoughts,
and bodily sensations” (“Mindfulness” 2013, para. 2).

Mindfulness can also be described as remembering. I remember to return to this
moment—to ask the question “what is happening right now?”” When practicing forms of
samadhi, or concentration meditation, mindfulness is the ability to repeatedly return to
the object of the meditation, such as the breath (as in the anapanasati meditation
described above). Returning to the breath is not what is challenging—it is remembering

to do so, over and over, despite the pull of new thoughts and distractions.

The Importance of Mindfulness

The experience of being a human being on this planet has changed dramatically
over the last few decades. The pace of life has quickened, the demands placed on
individuals to be responsive communicators have increased, and the presence of
technology and media in our lives has expanded to fill every moment, every silence.

But much of the human experience has not changed. There is, and will always be,
human pain and hardship—illness, aging, and death; the injustices of poverty, hunger,
war, abuse, prejudice, corruption and crime; the propensity toward addiction of all kinds.

There is, underlying all of this, a basic human suffering the Buddha described,

which we all experience daily: all the ways we desire what is pleasant and are ultimately
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disappointed when we cannot attain or perpetuate it; and all the ways in which we avoid

what is unpleasant, push it away or deny it.

As [ sit on an airplane taking off, my mind fills with thoughts:
“What if something goes wrong? The engines sound strange—what was
that noise? Bumpy...bumpy...is something wrong...we re tilting...do they
have control of the plane?” As I have these thoughts, my body is tense, my

palms sweaty, my eyes dart from window to window.

We cannot avoid pleasant and unpleasant sensations and thoughts—they occur in
every moment. However, we can choose our response to them. I can go with habit, and
react, allowing all my aversive responses to flying take over, as in the example above. Or
I can make a different choice.

Grasping and aversion is the basis of suffering—the unsatisfying nature of
existence the Buddha called dukkha—one of the three characteristics of existence, the
others being anicca (impermanence) and anatta (non-self), described below.

What the Buddha taught was an approach to recognizing this suffering, and
through awareness, learn to accept it, and to let go.

Central to the Buddha’s teaching was mindfulness—sati—the ability to stop and
notice what is happening, to bring awareness to the present moment, to notice one’s
reactivity and choose not to act, not to perpetuate suffering.

When I am mindful, I return to myself. I notice any tension and release it. I
breathe. I notice my feelings—notice where they are in my body—and cultivate

acceptance of them, rather than push them away.

On the airplane, taking off, I sit in meditation with eyes closed,

observing my body and my mind. As aversive thoughts arise, I notice them,
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and do not identify with them—they are just thoughts—not reality—and [
let them go. I notice my body, notice tension, breathe, and release it. [
notice sweat on my palms. Fear is still there, but [ am no longer feeding
the fear with reactivity. I smile, breathe deeply, and relax. Weve reached

cruising altitude, and I sit in meditation, feeling peaceful and free.

When I am mindful in my day-to-day life, I notice my habits—perhaps I am
suffering from habitual anger, or selfishness, or a tendency to speak rashly—and can
choose to not react, or to make a different choice. When I am mindful, a new possibility

appears.

Mindfulness of...

The breath is only one object of awareness. In fact, any of the six “sense doors”
(traditionally, the five senses plus “mind objects”) can make a good focus for meditation.

Here are some possibilities:

Sitting in meditation, become aware of the sounds around you—the ticking clock,
sounds from the street, small sounds from your own body, etc. As in the meditation on
breath, if you find yourself thinking, just notice that and bring the awareness back to
whatever sound is happening right now. Notice the tendency of the mind to label sounds
(“oh, that’s a mockingbird”) or to make up stories (“I wonder if there is a nest nearby?
What if they build one in the air conditioner?”). Instead, bring the mind back to each

sound as sound in its pure form: noticing pitch, volume, rhythm, timbre, silence, etc.
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Try this in a quiet, outdoor place, such as sitting looking out over a body of water.
Notice how all we see is comprised of two things—form and color—and how those two
aspects can change with time. Pick one thing to look at, such as the play of light on the
waves in the distance. As thoughts arise, return to awareness of color and form. Primal
elements seem particularly conducive to “seeing” meditations: water, fire (e.g., a candle),
air (e.g., sky and clouds), and earth (e.g., a garden, a mountain). One can also do a seeing
meditation with a mandala, a work of art—or with any moment in life.

(See “City Meditation/Nature Meditation” in the chapter “Further Exploration

with Meditation” for applying visual meditation in an active exercise.)

This sensory object refers not only to touch—our perception of external objects’
form, texture, temperature, and the pressure of our contact with them—but also to our
internal bodily awareness of kinesthetics—motion, weight, and body position—as well as
pain, muscle tension/relaxation/vibration, internal body temperature, itchiness, and
countless other sensations that are part of our felt human experience (such as the feeling
of a lump in the throat when one is sad).

Try this meditation on bodily sensations: sitting in a quiet place with eyes closed,
begin by scanning through the entire body, from scalp to toes, noticing any areas of
tension or holding and allow them to relax and release (it can help to breathe in to areas
of tension and consciously let go as you breath out with a relaxed sigh of relief). Then,
expand the awareness so you can notice the body as a whole, all at once— how does it

feel? Notice the energy in the body: is there movement, vibration? Is the body warm,



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 27

cool? What effect is gravity having on the body, its position and its feeling of weight in
contact with the cushion or chair?

Next, allow a bodily sensation to choose you. (This may sound strange, but we
want to let the body do the choosing here, not the mind. More on this kind of “choiceless”
awareness below...) This may be an area of pain, aching or itchiness; a feeling in the gut;
a tension in the neck or back; a pleasant sensation, an area that feels warm or cool, etc.
Go with the first sensation that you notice, and begin to focus in on it. As with the breath,
let your awareness be like a stone, sinking right to the bottom of the pond, as you notice
the minute details of the sensation.

Do not make assumptions about this sensation—it may not remain static—in fact,
it is likely to change as you observe it. It may not be confined to a particular body part. If
we let go of our assumptions about the body, we may find that by following a sensation,
we can become open to a whole different geography of the body, one that is felt from the
inside rather than seen from the outside.

As with any meditation, if you find yourself thinking, distracted, or having stories
about this bodily sensation, label it “thinking,” and mindfully refocus the awareness on
the bodily sensation. If at any time this sensation becomes overwhelming—too much to
handle—you can engage in “skillful distraction,” returning to an awareness of the breath,
or to an awareness of the body as a whole. Then, when you are ready, you can come back
to the bodily sensation, or let a new one choose you. Allow at least 10 minutes for this
meditation.

(For further meditations involving the senses, see next chapter on “Active

Meditation,” especially the section on “Mindful Eating”.)



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 28

Choicelessness: Opening to all Objects

One could spend a lifetime meditating on a single object, such as the breath, and
by doing so learn to quiet the mind, and even enter profound states of concentration and
absorption. But cultivating focus and one-pointed concentration is only one aspect of
awareness. Another quality we can bring to our meditation—so useful in acting and in
life—is choicelessness. Choiceless is cultivated in a type of meditation called vipassana,
the kind of meditation practiced by Theravada Buddhist monks through Southeast Asia
(including Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand). The western name for vipassana is Insight
Meditation—which is where the name “Insight Improvisation” comes from. It is called
Insight Meditation because the practice of vipassana can lead to insight into the nature of
the body, the mind, and awareness itself.

Learning to meditate on the breath, and to open to the different sense doors, as we
have already done, is a wonderful way to lay the ground work for vipassana. But now,

instead of choosing the object of our meditation, we are going to let the objects choose us.

Practicing Vipassana

Find a comfortable, quiet place to sit, back straight, head erect, and let yourself
relax. Feel your bottom sink into the cushion or chair—let go into the pull of gravity. Be
aware of your body, noticing any areas of tension or holding and letting them go. Become

aware of the overall energy and feeling-tone of the body.
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Notice your breath, without controlling it or changing it; just open to its quality
right now. Throughout this meditation—if you find yourself distracted, or
overwhelmed—you can return to your breath anytime and use it as a kind of anchor or
touchstone.

Next, expanding your awareness, open up to the senses. It can be helpful to visit
each of the six sense doors in turn for a minute or two, as a way to increase concentration
while opening to different channels. Notice sounds, sights (even with your eyes closed
you may notice colors, forms, and movement), smells, tastes (the taste of your empty
mouth), as well as bodily sensations on the surface of and inside the body. Notice all of
the senses without attaching particular names and stories to them.

Finally, become aware of mind objects—the sixth sense door. Notice thoughts,
voices in the head, images in the mind. Notice them arise and pass away, without
identifying with them. Mind objects, like all objects, are like trains passing by: as a
meditator, my purpose is to observe the trains as they pass, not hop on board and be

carried away.

Now let yourself open to vipassana: rather than consciously choosing what to pay
attention to, instead notice whatever is arising in your field of awareness—whatever it is
you are paying attention to (we are always paying attention to something). This may be a
sound, a smell, a pain, an itch, a thought, an emotion, etc.

Your attention to the object may be fleeting—you may be drawn away after a
moments by something else. Or you may find you are able to be with the object for a

little while, noticing its more subtle details, and how it changes.
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As you bring more sustained awareness, you may notice how everything in the
field of awareness has a pattern of arising and passing away—also true of everything in
life. The Buddha taught that everything in existence has this quality, which he called
anicca—impermanence.

Notice each object arising; notice how each changes, if at all; and notice how each

passes away.

You may find at first that so many objects are arising in your field of awareness
that it’s a little hard to stay grounded or focused—you may feel lost. Two things can
help: one is to return for a time to the breath, using it to anchor your the meditation; the
other is to use labeling.

Earlier we introduced a limited form of labeling when we noticed thoughts
arising, and we labeled them “thinking.” Now we can label everything that is arising:

99 <6

“body sensation,” “sound,” “smell,” “thought,” etc. Do not get too specific with the
labeling, as that can lead to naming, which can lead to trying to figure things out or spin
stories about them. However, it can sometimes be useful—as a way to help identify our

patterns—to distinguish somewhat the kind of thinking going on, e.g.: “planning,”

“judging,” “fantasizing.” Likewise, distinguishing particular emotions and labeling them

2 ¢ 99 Cey

can be useful: “sadness,” “restlessness,” “joy,” etc. Sometimes when I name a thought or

emotion, I am freed from identifying with it, and can simply notice it and let it go.

If you are new to vipassana, meditate in this way for 10 minutes.
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When you are ready, try a longer sit. You may notice that after some period of
time sitting in meditation, the internal “noise” of your mind may begin to calm—Iike
mud settling out of a pond that’s been disturbed—and you are able to sit with greater
spaciousness and clarity.

When you are done, take your time to transition from the meditation. Notice your
ability to return to these qualities of mindfulness and choicelessness as you proceed with

your day.

Working with Aversion: Pain

As vipassana deepens as a practice, you may increasingly notice not only the
objects arising in the field of awareness, but the nature of awareness itself. You may
begin to notice your reaction to things—what sensations, thoughts, and feelings you like,
and are attracted to, versus which you dislike and tend to ignore or push away.

One example: As I sit in meditation, I may notice a subtle pain in my stomach,
one I’ve felt before. I may habitually move away from it, ignore it, or actively try to
suppress the pain. I experience aversion toward the unpleasantness of the pain, which is
natural; however, it is when I habitually and unconsciously act on that aversion that I
suffer.

Or I may notice this habit and make a different choice: I become interested in the
pain and allow my awareness to go there. I let myself really feel the pain for the very first
time, to notice its intensity, its shape. Does it throb? Does it move or change as I pay

attention to it? What thoughts arise, what fears, as I notice this sensation? What can I
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learn by paying attention to it? Is it pain, after all, or something else? Rather than
suffering, trying to distract myself, I am learning to sit with pain, with awareness.

A meditator learns that although pain is inevitable in life, suffering is optional. I
always have the option to bring my awareness, to become curious about what is
happening, to open to it, breathe with it, accept it, and relax. I am free to choose to let go
of tension, struggle, and avoidance.

Ultimately, examining the subtleties of phenomena such as pain can lead to a
deeper understanding of the third mark of existence—the concept of anatta or “no-self”.
The Buddha taught that there is no actual “I”, “me”, or “mine”. If I take a peanut butter
and jelly sandwich and take it apart—bread, peanut butter, jelly—where is the sandwich?
“Sandwich” is just a term we use to label a temporary arrangement of ingredients. The
same is true of a human being—if I clip off a toenail, is that “I”? If I were to be able to
disassemble all the parts of the body, where is “me”? You might say “it’s your brain.”
But if we take apart the brain, cell by cell, where is the self? It becomes clear that “I” is
just a term we use to label this temporary arrangement of elements comprising the body.

The Buddha taught that our attachment to “I”, “me”, and “mine” is what causes us
to suffer. As I examine the sensation of pain, rather than hold tightly to it as “my pain,”
can I instead perceive it as a bodily sensation, approaching it with openness and curiosity,
rather than aversion?

If I am dealing with a pain so great that I cannot relax and open to it—where [ am
overcome with tension—there are other choices I can make, with mindfulness: I can use
“skillful distraction,” intentionally refocusing my awareness elsewhere in my body (or in

another sense door) to alleviate the tension until I am ready to return to the original
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sensation with greater ease; I can slowly, mindfully change my meditation position to

help lessen the pain; or, if I am truly ill, I can seek medical attention.

Awareness of Awareness

Earlier we mentioned the cork versus the stone as metaphors for awareness. As
you practice vipassana, you may notice that sometimes the attention moves quickly from
object to object. Other times the pace is more slow or spacious, giving you the
opportunity to be with and really notice the minute details of a particular body sensation,
visual sense, emotion, etc.

Note that neither state is “better,” but we may tend to prefer the more spacious
quality. This preference is itself a form of attachment, the recognition of which provides a
new opportunity to notice grasping and aversion. Rather than be caught up in a pattern of

reactivity, we can choose instead to accept what is happening, to let go.

What it Means to be Choiceless

We live in a world that is all about making choices—and they’d better be the right
choices—and we’d better make them quickly! We live in a world where we must lead
with the head. The body is left behind—it is an afterthought.

In this world ruled by the precision of computers, by data-driven methodologies,
there is little room for ambiguity, the imprecision of emotions, the mysterious nature of

bodily sensations, or the dark ocean that is the unconscious.
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Practicing choicelessness is a countercultural act. In this moment I purposely step
out of an orderly, logical, productive, scheduled, expected approach to life—and instead
am a witness to all the strange and wonderful things arising and passing away, inside me
and around me.

Choiceless is the improvisational actor who steps out onto the empty space of the
stage—entering empty, letting go of her “good ideas”—and, opening her senses, takes a
breath, and lets inspiration in.

To be choiceless is to be open, to be aware, to be free.

Lovingkindness

A third type of awareness, central to the ideas and approaches in Insight
Improvisation, is lovingkindness, or metta in Pali.

Whereas mindfulness and choicelessness are practices of the mind,
lovingkindness is a practice of the heart.

By meditating on lovingkindness, we are training ourselves to look at the world

through a different lens, one that perceives the interconnectedness of all beings.

Practicing Metta

Traditionally, metta is practiced in three parts: sending lovingkindness to oneself,

to another, and to all beings.
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Also traditionally, certain metta phrases—see below—are used in the practice.
Feel free to modify the language, or substitute your own phrases. What’s important is that
you can say the words (in your own mind) with authenticity.

It is also important when practicing metta to be physically comfortable. Feel free

to change your meditation posture at any time.

Oneself

For many of us, the idea of sending love to oneself can immediately bring up
resistance. (“Am I deserving of love? Shouldn’t I be focusing on others?”’) Learning to
love oneself, with an open and generous heart, is an essential life skill, the foundation for
expressing love and caring for others.

When sending metta to oneself, one is both giver and receiver. The challenge of
the practice is to send messages of metta authentically—to really mean them—as well as
to receive the messages authentically, to really hear them and feel them. To do this, it can
help to repeat each metta phrase several times, until you can really give and receive it
authentically.

Take your time as you work with each phrase—if it helps, picture yourself in your
mind’s eye or place your hands over your heart to better feel the warm intention of each

phrase:

May I be well and happy.

May | be at ease in my body and in my mind.
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May my heart be filled with lovingkindness—with love and kindness.
May I let go, and be free.

May I live in peace.

Once you are finished, take a couple of minutes to send any other messages of
metta you would like to send to yourself today. Be creative: what is it you really need
today? May I relax, breathe, and feel deeply rested. May I dance for joy in the sun! May I
be focused and happy in my work. Or feel free to repeat any of the traditional phrases.

Note that metta is a form of concentration practice: we are bringing the mind back
to these phrases, exercising the mind’s ability to focus, to stay present. So if you find
your mind wandering during the practice, treat it the same way as you would when
meditating on the breath: without criticism or judgment, simply label it “thinking” and

bring the mind back to the object of focus, in this case the current metta phrase.

Another
The second phase of the metta practice is itself traditionally divided into three
parts: sending lovingkindness to a loved one, a neutral person, and a challenging person.
If you are new to the metta practice, begin with someone who is easy to send
lovingkindness to—a favorite relative, an admired teacher or mentor, etc. Later, when
you grow more experienced with the practice, you can challenge yourself to send metta to
individuals you have less natural warmth toward, or even to those you have aversion

toward. (Sending metta to someone you have been angry at can be a rich and deeply
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rewarding practice—often transforming the anger into greater understanding, or a desire
for reconciliation or reconnection.)

Choose someone to send metta to and picture them in your mind’s eye. As you
send these messages of metta to them, picture that person accepting them with an open
heart (you might picture that person smiling, for example). As before, you may wish to
repeat each phrase in your mind several times to in order to put the authentic intention of

lovingkindness into the words:

May you be well and happy.

May you be at ease in your body and in your mind.

May your heart be filled with lovingkindness—with love and kindness.
May you let go, and be free.

May you live in peace.

When done, take a moment to send any other messages of metta you would like to

send to this person today. What do they really need?

All Beings
The instruction to send metta to all beings, everywhere, may be daunting to some.
Like all meditations, it is a training for the mind, in this case one that reorients us toward
a larger purpose for being on the planet—moving us from a self-centered view to an

interconnected one.
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When practicing sending metta to all beings, it can be helpful to start small, to
think locally. Picture those who share your home—family, roommates, pets, plants,
etc.—and what it would mean to send them lovingkindness, an intention of caring.

Then let your awareness spread out to neighbors, to animals nearby, to residents
in the surrounding town or city. Picture those in need: a single mother, the child of a
troubled family, those who are elderly, or ill.

Let your awareness spread out over the land by sending metta to everyone in the
state, the country—imagining all the people from all walks of life—those who are happy,
those who are sad or depressed—those suffering from poverty, abuse, addiction, or
attachment to material wealth.

Now let your awareness spread out over the oceans to other lands and picture
those in developing countries, those suffering from hunger, disease, oppression—those
living lives of stress, overcrowding, environmental degradation—and those who are
happy, fulfilled, and at ease.

Picture all beings on the planet—the fish in the ocean, birds in the air, animals in
forests and deserts—and people from every race, every culture. Imagine being able to
send metta to each and every being.

Allow your mind to expand beyond this planet, out into the universe, sending
lovingkindness to all beings, everywhere, wherever they exist.

As you repeat the following phrases in your mind, picture these individuals—see
their faces. Imagine the effect a particular metta phrase would have on them. Picture them
“well, and happy.” If they were “at ease in their body, and in their mind” would they

smile, relax, feel differently about their life? If all beings hearts were filled with
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lovingkindness, how would the world be different? Actively use your imagination as you

send these messages of metta:

May all beings, everywhere, be well and happy.

May all beings be at ease in their bodies and in their minds.

May the hearts of all beings be filled with lovingkindness—with love and
kindness.

May all beings, everywhere, let go, and be free.

May all beings live in peace—may there be peace, may there be peace, may

there be peace.

Take a few moments to send any other messages of metta you’d like to send to all

beings today.

Applying Metta: Working with Anger

Cultivating lovingkindness for ourselves, for those around us, and for all beings,
is a radical shift from our habitual day-to-day orientation in this culture: to be highly self-
critical, competitive with others, and to grasp tightly to our likes and dislikes.

One of my first experiences with metta was during my earliest months attempting
to meditate on a daily basis. I had been practicing meditation on the breath, and was
trying to concentrate one day when loud noises came from the ceiling directly overhead. I

realized that my landlord, who owned the house and lived on the second floor above me,
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was doing some kind of construction work in her apartment. I could not escape the noise
without leaving, but being wintertime, I did not know where I could go to sit peacefully. I
grew quite angry at her lack of consideration toward me, her tenant—why had she not
warned me in advance?

My wife had made a little meditation spot for me with a statue of the Buddha
sitting on a small table. I went to sit in front of the Buddha, and thought to myself, “what
would the Buddha do in this situation?” I realized I was angry and thought about the
metta practice I’d recently learned on retreat. I began to send metta to myself and started
to calm down. Then I realized that the person I really needed to send metta to was my
landlord. I pictured her in my mind’s eye—a middle-aged women, a visual artist,
someone I did not know very well—and began the practice. As I wished her well and sent
her lovingkindness, I began to grow sad. Tears filled my eyes. I realized my anger had so
clenched my heart that I had stopped seeing her as a human being. Now, sending metta, 1
thought about what it must be like for her—living and working alone—and resolved that
next time I saw her I would greet her nicely and speak with her.

When I did see her next, I found myself apologizing to her, for having been
distant and unfriendly. I felt a great relief to connect with someone I was sharing a house
with but rarely saw.

The Buddha recommended the practice of metta for those caught up in patterns of
fear, or anger. When I concentrate on lovingkindness toward others, my self-centered

view begins to dissolve—I begin to empathize and see a wider perspective.
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What Metta is Made Of

The concept of metta comes from the Buddhist teaching of the four

Brahmaviharas, or sublime states:

1. Lovingkindness
2. Compassion
3. Empathetic joy

4. Equanimity

Although the word “metta” specifically refers to the first quality, all four are
considered to be part of the metta practice, and are reflected in the traditional metta

phrases we used in the metfa meditation earlier.

Putting It All Together: Structure and Timing of a Sit

The three types of meditation we have explored so far—samadhi, vipassana, and
metta—are often best practiced together in a single session of meditation.

Arriving. After arriving in the meditation, taking a moment to notice my body and
how I feel today, I often begin with words adapted from Tibetan teacher Sogyal Rinpoche.
He writes (1993, pp. 59-60) of the practice of “good in the beginning, good in the middle,
good in the end,” essentially starting and ending one’s meditation with a beneficial

orientation, similar to the concept of metta:
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By the power and the truth of this practice:

May all beings have happiness and the causes of happiness.

May all beings be free from sorrow and the causes of sorrow.

May all never be separated from the sacred happiness which is sorrowless.
And may all live in equanimity, without too much attachment and without too

much aversion—and live believing in the equality of all that lives.

Entering the heart of this practice, all is illusion, all is a dream. Resting in the

rhythm of the breath, and in spacious, inclusive, choiceless awareness...

Focusing. Next I focus in on the breath, and stay with the breath for several
minutes, deepening concentration and the quality of mindfulness through samadhi.

Opening. I then transition to vipassana, opening up to all the sense doors
choicelessly, and—if helpful—labeling each sense door through which I am noticing an
object moment by moment. [ may stay in vipassana for a few minutes if I’'m doing a short
sit before starting a busy day, or with more time I may sit this way for 30 or 45 minutes.

Connecting. I always end my meditation practice with metta. On a busy day, this
may take the form of a final phrase or two, sending lovingkindness to myself, my wife
and children, and all beings—reminding myself of the kind of husband and father I would
like to be as I arise from the meditation to help with breakfast and get the kids ready for
school. On occasions that are more spacious, I may spend a significant amount of time,

15 minutes or more, doing the complete metta practice, using all the phrases, and
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developing the ability to send metta in a focused, authentic way, to myself, to specific

individuals—including those challenging to send metta to—and to all beings.

Addressing the Challenges of Meditation

Meditation is not easy! As a long-time meditator, I must often remind myself that
the most difficult meditations are also the most valuable. We would all love for our
meditations to always be smooth, easy, and peaceful, but if this were the case, what
would we learn?

It’s precisely those whose lives make it most difficult to meditate, who can most
benefit from the practice. Parents whose lives are filled with child-rearing and work 24/7
need to find moments to decompress, reconnect with themselves, and return to a state of
peace and nonreactivity. Those whose work is stressful and demanding can benefit from
the practice, if they can carve out time to do it. And those suffering from illness,
including anxiety and depression, can also be helped—if they are able to meditate, given
the challenges of their emotional state.

Over the years, the following practices have helped me when meditation proves
challenging:

Count breaths or label what’s arising (body sensation, sound, thought, etc.) as
ways to return to the present moment. Also, notice an attachment to the meditation going
a certain way, and, through recognizing that attachment, relax and let it go. Then return to

something simple like the breath.
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Use a gatha. The Vietnamese Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh (1991) teaches small
phrases—gathas—that can be used when meditating, or anytime, to help focus the mind,

in concert with the breath. One example (p.10):

His book, Peace is Every Step, offers other gathas for dealing with strong
emotions, such as anger.

Do metta practice. Even when concentrating and being present have proven
elusive, ending with lovingkindness meditation can help return one to a state of peace,
happiness, and generosity.

Read books on meditation. Listen to talks given by experienced teachers (ideally,
in person, but there are also hundreds of recorded talks available online). Their advice is
not only helpful but can be inspirational, motivating one to continue and deepen one’s
practice.

Meditate with others and gain from the power of community. The Buddha
often referred to the importance of the sangha, or group of fellow meditators. Try visiting
a meditation center and taking a class or doing a group sit. Most cities also have informal
groups that get together to meditate on a regular basis. If yours does not, start one!

Go on a meditation retreat. The best conditions for sustained meditation are
usually found on retreat. To be able to live and meditate in silence with a committed

group of people for a week, 10 days, or longer is a powerful opportunity for growth and
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self-discovery, particularly when doing so with the guidance and support of skilled

teachers. (See the end of this chapter for recommend reading, talks, and retreat centers.)

Summary and Where to Next

In this chapter we’ve looked at three types of awareness—mindfulness,
choicelessness, and lovingkindness—and three kinds of meditation one can use to
practice and develop them: samadhi, vipassana, and metta.

These three types of awareness are the foundation of Insight Improvisation. Each
exercise we’ll be exploring in the chapters that follow draws on their power, and every
exercise continues the work of developing and strengthening our ability to be mindful,
open, and caring.

Meditation is also the first step in a progression of activities outlined in this book
as it expands from Part I (meditation and active meditation) through Part I1
(contemplative theater) into Part III (contemplative drama therapy) and thus progresses

from meditation to the practice of psolodrama:
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meditation + active

meditation authentic

movement

shared
vipassana

role stream

scene stream

psolodrama

Before continuing your reading, if you are new to meditation, I encourage you to
pause for a while and try some of the meditations in this chapter. No matter where you
are or what you are doing right now, you can pause, close your eyes, and pay attention to

your breath. Start with one breath. The rest will follow.
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Active Meditation

A monk, seeking enlightenment, goes to a cave high up in the
mountains, and stays there for several years, practicing meditation. One
day, feeling ready, he leaves his cave and walks down the mountain
toward the village below. On the way into the village, a shepherd walking
past on the narrow mountain path accidentally bumps into him. The monk
instantaneously reacts with anger. Realizing what he has done, the monk
pauses, turns around, and begins the long, slow climb back up the

mountain.

Living One’s Practice

Sitting meditation is one way to meditate. It can be a powerful training in learning
to be with all kinds of sensations, thoughts, and emotions—to learn how not to be
reactive when faced with something difficult or unpleasant. It is a wonderful way to
cultivate acceptance.

But in real life we are not always sitting—we are moving, speaking, doing. Life is
filled with activity and interaction. For meditators, it can be challenging to bridge the gap
between sitting on the meditation cushion and bringing those insights into daily life.

It is useful, therefore, to also have forms of meditation that are active, that involve
the body and the voice, both individually and in relation to others. Many eastern

traditions can be seen as forms of active meditation: yoga, tai chi, and martial arts are just
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a few of the myriad practices that cultivate qualities of awareness and mindfulness while
in action.

Insight Improvisation itself is a system of active meditations, an attempt to bridge
the gap between the meditation cushion and daily life with improvisation and creative
self-expression as the path.

What follows are some basic forms of active meditation. Each is a simple practice
that can also reveal surprising depths, given sufficient time for exploration. Before trying
one of these practices, you may wish to begin with some sitting meditation, as a way to

arrive and be present to the body and the senses. It is also good to try these practices with

others; invite a friend to join you in an empty space and experiment...!

Active Meditations in this Chapter

Walking Movement

Individual Mindful Eating

Meditation Meditation
Partner Mindful Metta Dialogue
Massage

Walking Meditation

Walking as a form of meditation likely dates back to before the time of the

Buddha. Different approaches have developed over the ages. Here are two:
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Choose a quiet, unobstructed place to walk, roughly 20-30 feet in length, indoors
or outdoors (a secluded spot is best). If you are comfortable doing so, try this barefoot.

Begin by standing quietly, in a relaxed stance, feet below your hip sockets. Notice
how the weight is distributed on your feet. To become more aware of this, you can on
purpose shift your weight to your toes, then to the right side of each foot, then to your
heels, then to the left side, and back to toes. Continue shifting the weight in circles like
this, but make the circles smaller, until you find yourself perfectly evenly balanced on
your feet. Try it in the other direction, too.

Allow your awareness to enter the bottoms of your feet. Notice the sensation of
contact with the ground. Throughout this meditation, let the bottoms of your feet be your
main focus. If you find yourself thinking or distracted at any point, return to noticing the
sensation of touch in your toes and the soles of your feet.

Slowly shift your weight onto your left foot. Notice how the sensations in the
bottoms of the feet have changed. Then, in slow motion, lift your right foot off the
ground. (How does that feel? Have you stopped breathing? Notice the interplay of tension
and relaxation in the body.) Then move your right foot forward in space, still noticing the
sensations in both your feet. Then, slowly, bit by bit, place your right foot on the ground.
Notice what has changed. Then, repeat the sequence—shift, lift, move, place—with the
other foot, as slowly as you can, noticing the sensations in the feet.

Although the attention in this meditation is primarily on the bottoms of the feet, it
can be helpful now and then during the meditation to broaden the awareness to include

the whole body, the breath, how one feels, etc. I have often noticed the pure pleasure of
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taking a single barefoot step on a wooden floor or carpet—opening up to the body,
opening all the senses, and feeling a sense of release and ease within me.

Continue in this manner until you reach the end of your walking path. Pause, and
then slowly turn around. Pause for a few breaths—you can close your eyes, if you like—
just being aware of standing, relaxing, and noticing the sensation in the bottoms of the
feet. Then begin walking anew.

Try this meditation for 10-20 minutes. On some occasions you may find that it
works better to begin this kind of walking meditation by moving a bit more rapidly, and
then gradually slowing down—the body will tend to find its own pace if you let it.
However, if you find yourself walking rapidly for several minutes, see what happens if
you intentionally slow down. Notice how the quality of awareness changes in relation to

the speed of walking.

If this meditation begins to feel dry and repetitive, remember that walking
meditation (like all the activities in this book) is a form of improvisation: every moment
can be looked upon as spontaneous and new. What’s needed is to bring beginner’s
mind—if I notice I am bored or feeling jaded (“been there, done that”)—to ask the
question “what if this were my first time doing this?”

When I bring beginner’s mind (or in this case, beginner’s feet!), I begin to notice
things I have been ignoring—the texture of the floor, the interplay of muscles, bones,
tendons and ligaments in my feet, the sounds of each footstep, how my body shifts its

balance with each step, etc.
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Strengthening my ability to see each moment anew, through meditation and
walking meditation, helps me apply that skill to my daily life. The next time I notice my
aversion to a “boring” task, I can choose to see what’s new about it, bringing my
creativity and spontaneity into play and shifting my relationship to the task from one of

suffering to one of engagement.

Thich Nhat Hanh teaches a different kind of walking meditation (1996), one that
can be practiced anytime.

While walking around, or to a destination, become aware of your walking while
maintaining your normal walking pace. (If you find that you naturally slow down when
bringing awareness to your walking, that’s fine, too.)

Notice the relationship between your walking and your breath. Now try this:
synchronize your breath to your steps, e.g. four steps for an in-breath, five for an out-
breath.

Then add a gatha—a phrase repeated internally, in rhythm with the breath, to help
focus the mind on its task. One good one to use is “Arriving home,” a reminder to
ourselves that with each breath, with each step, we arrive home in this very moment—we
do not need to wait until we reach our destination to feel at home.

On the in-breath, with each of the next four steps, repeat the first word of the
gatha in your mind:

Arriving, arriving, arriving, arriving.

Then, on the out-breath, with each of the next five steps, repeat the second word:
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Home, home, home, home, home.

(You can adjust the number of steps/repetitions to fit your walking speed and the
length of your in and out breaths.)

Try this for five or ten minutes. Anytime you like, feel free to let go of the gatha,
let go of counting steps, and just walk. Open to how you feel, and to what is around you.
Notice a flower, a puddle, the sounds of birds, a street sign, the sky, a human face. Smile!

You are alive.

The purpose of walking meditation is to bring the mind back to the present
moment while walking. This is different from what we usually do, which is either to
distract ourselves with phone conversations, music, or podcasts, or to be lost in thought:
planning, worrying, comparing, judging, fantasizing, etc.

There is nothing wrong with joyfully walking while listening to something, or to
be happily planning the next day while taking an evening stroll. What’s interesting to
notice when walking is, am I happy or am I causing myself suffering? If my behavior is
habitual, motivated by aversion (e.g. listening to a podcast automatically just to avoid
being bored) or if for the hundredth time I’m kicking myself for something I shouldn’t
have said, or thinking of someone else repeatedly with resentment, can I notice my
pattern and make a different choice?

When I practice walking meditation, I realize how much suffering I can cause just
with my mind. By returning to the present—to the sensations in my feet, to the trees,

flowers, sidewalk, insects buzzing, and people around me—I can begin to detach from
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my habits and see thoughts as only thoughts, not reality. I breathe, relax, and feel a new

sense of spaciousness. I can begin to let go of suffering.

Movement Meditation

Inspired by walking meditation, movement meditation is a practice of becoming
aware of the whole body in space and time.

Begin in stillness, eyes open, simply noticing how the body feels, and letting go
of any tension or holding that you are aware of. (We tend to hold tension in the jaw, the
shoulders, and the belly. Breathe into these areas and let them release on the out breath.)

When you are ready, begin to move very slowly in whatever way your body feels
like moving—neither plan nor censor the movement. Sense each molecule of your
movement, the tiniest sensations of skin, tendon, muscle, and bone interacting. Notice the
feeling of contact with your clothing, with the floor, with yourself. Notice how you are
affected by gravity, by balance, by the changing nature of tension and relaxation in the
body. As you move, let your gaze be fluid—do not become fixed on one spot.

Continue to move as if in slow motion like an astronaut on a space walk or as you
might move through a thick or viscous liquid. Let the movement be a deepening journey
into the nature of this moment. Open up to all the senses: touch, hearing, smell, taste,
sight. Notice the colors and textures in the room. If you find yourself thinking—including
planning or controlling the movement (“wouldn’t it be clever if I did his right
now...?”")—just return to stillness. Breathe, relax, and then start moving again. If it’s
your first time, try this for five minutes (set a timer if possible so you don’t need to

consult a clock).
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One variation on movement meditation, which is fun to try with a group, is to
speed up the movement gradually, while seeing if you can maintain the sense of
mindfulness you have discovered. Let the movement evolve into your “Dance of the
Day”—a dance that is completely alive, dynamic, and filled with present-moment
awareness, all at once. Greet others in your dance, opening to moments of eye contact
and physical contact. Smile and breathe! Feel free to add music and let your dance be a

celebration.

What happens when I let go of my agenda—the mind that is constantly planning
what I need to do next in my day, my week, my life—and pay attention to my body, to
follow the body’s intuition?

No longer slave to an intention, the body is free to be who/what it is; it can sense,
feel, and express. My movement—usually quite ordered and precise when walking here
and there, typing, handling objects I need in order to work, eat, etc.—now may become
slow, mysterious, poetic, unexpected. As I open the sense doors, and open to how I feel, I
may be surprised at how much I can notice moment by moment.

Going “no where,” I begin to discover that I am “now here.”

(For more on mindful forms of movement, see the next chapter, “Authentic

Movement.” For moving mindfully with a partner, see the chapter “The Three States.”)
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Mindful Eating

Along with walking and moving, one can think of many activities that we do
fairly habitually in a given day that might benefit from the addition of mindful awareness.

Typically when we eat we are anything but present. We are either talking with
someone, reading a magazine, or planning our day or evening in our head. In some
households the television is on during mealtimes, or members of the family are texting or
playing games on their devices. With all of these distractions, the concept of slowing
down to taste the food is radical.

When we eat, we can be mindful not only of smell and taste but of all the senses,
as well as the thoughts and feelings that arise. Try this the next time you are eating alone
(or try this practice with a friend):

Before lifting your fork, sit with your plate of food before you, seeing and
smelling what is there. Notice also how you feel, what your emotions and impulses are.
We have a powerful set of habitual responses when we are hungry and there is food in
front of us.

Then, slowly, take some food on the fork, and bring it near your nose to get a
better smell. Notice the nuances of the smell. You may be able to notice individual
ingredients of the dish. You may wish to close your eyes to focus in. Without taking a
bite, touch your lips, and then tongue, to the food. What can you sense, and taste?

Then, slowly, place the food in your mouth. Without chewing yet, put your fork
down and focus on what taste and texture come through with the food simply resting in

your mouth.
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Begin to chew, slowly, and pay close attention to what is happening—the changes
in taste, as well as the variety of bodily sensations and even sounds occurring in the
mouth.

Once you have chewed 40 times (a number recommended by Thich Nhat Hanh to
help encourage mindfulness and proper digestion), swallow while carefully noticing the
sensation of swallowing. Can you be mindful of the food as it travels down your
esophagus?

Pause and allow yourself to completely relax before picking up your fork again.

Notice what happens in the mouth, body, and mind between bites.

One of my favorite places to go on meditation retreat is the Insight Meditation
Society (IMS) in Barre, Massachusetts. Not only are the conditions beneficial for
meditation, and the teachers excellent, but the food is vegetarian and delicious!

The deliciousness of the food, however, presents a challenge to meditators: can I
be present to the food, rather than be overcome by hunger, habit, and greed?

The struggle begins even before the lunch bell rings. Some eager retreatants linger
in the hallway outside the dining hall to get a good place in line. On occasion, out of
sheer hunger or boredom (in the midst of an 8-day silent retreat), I have done this. Oh, the
suffering! Pretending to be looking at a bulletin board when everyone around knows we
are all succumbing to our desire to be one of the first in line.

At the food service table, I load my plate and my bowl with too much food. It has

been many hours since breakfast and my eyes are much bigger than my stomach. And I
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know that dinner will only be a light snack of tea, crackers, and fruit. So this is it! I take
more, my plate piling higher and higher.

Sitting at the table, I try to calm down. I slowly arrange my plate, napkin, and
silverware, and place my hands in my lap. I close my eyes and send metta to all beings.
Then, attempting to move slowly, I lift my fork, lower it into my salad bowl, and retrieve
one piece of lettuce. I lift it toward my face. [ smell it. I open my mouth and taste the
Hollyhock dressing, the green leaf. I attempt to chew slowly, but it’s a losing battle. I am
SO hungry. And this salad is suddenly the best food on earth.

As I struggle to eat mindfully and not rush, I begin to see the humor in this. In
trying to force myself to break my habits and slow down, I am creating more suffering!
What if [ “just eat” at a more normal pace, but mindfully, staying present to what I’'m
doing? Can I acknowledge my hungry, greedy, child-self, and let it eat? Can I forgive
myself?

Yes. I stop and take a breath. My shoulders drop, my body relaxes. I stretch,
smile, and return to eating—a happier person and more present than before. Now I can
fully enjoy this meal.

May all beings, everywhere, fully enjoy their meals!

Mindful Massage

Physical contact with another adds a new dimension to active meditation. Touch
has the power to bring us back to the present moment, as well as to communicate a sense
of lovingkindness and caring. Both the giver and the receiver of the touch can benefit,

experiencing a renewed sense of peace, relaxation, and connection.
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The intention in mindful massage is different from typical massage. The Giver is
not trying to relieve the other’s pain or tension, although if that happens as a by-product

of the exercise, that’s fine. For both partners, mindful massage is a meditation.

With a partner, choose who will be the Giver and who will be the Receiver first.
The Receiver lies on the floor, on his belly (or back). It is best to be comfortable, so feel
free to use cushions, blankets, etc. The Giver can begin by sitting to one side of her
partner, facing him. (Author’s note: In order to maintain a balance of genders in the
examples in this book, I've tried to vary their usage.)

Both partners start with meditative awareness: with eyes closed, each takes a few
moments to become aware of his/her body—by breathing and feeling how he/she feels
right now—and to fully relax.

Throughout the exercise, the Receiver meditates, practicing vipassana, opening to
all his sense doors, noticing how he reacts to what is pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral,
and accepting each experience with equanimity.

The Giver begins to focus on the sensations in her hands. Her hands may be
resting on her knees, or folded in her lap. As she sends her awareness there, she begins to
notice the subtle aspects of touch—temperature, texture, pressure, movement, etc.—in
her fingers and palms. Slowly she lifts her hands and very gently brings them together in
front of her, being aware of each bit of sensation. She rubs her hands together slowly,
mindfully, noticing all aspects of the touch.

Then, with eyes open a little bit, the Giver lowers her hands toward her partner’s

back, not yet touching him, but just letting her hands hover a few millimeters above.
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Once again, she brings her awareness into her hands, noticing the warmth from her
partner’s back, and noticing her own thoughts and feelings, as she is about to make
physical contact. This is a good moment to remember to relax and breathe, and also a
good moment to send metta to oneself and to the other.

As the Giver lowers her hands slowly, she makes contact with her partner’s back.
She lets her hands rest there, in stillness, noticing the contact, the warmth, and listening
deeply with her hands to what is being communicated. She may notice the texture of his
clothes or skin, the movement of his breath, relaxing or tensing of muscles, and other
sensations. She remains still for several breaths, simply noticing.

Slowly, the Giver begins to follow the movement impulses of her hands.
Relaxing, letting go, and closing her eyes if that helps, the Giver follows what her hands
want to do. As in movement meditation, the Giver does not plan or control her
movements with her mind. Instead, she allows her hands to move, to touch, to apply
pressure, to rest in stillness, etc., however they wish.

This part of the mindful massage can last for five to ten minutes or longer. (To
give each partner equal time, have a clock handy or set a timer in advance.) The Receiver
practices vipassana throughout, noticing not only the sensation of the Giver’s hands—
their touch, warmth, pressure, rhythm, etc.—but also remaining open to all channels:
sounds, thoughts, other bodily sensations, emotions, etc.

The Giver ends the session by retracing her steps. She takes a moment in stillness
with her hands on her partner’s back, just feeling what is there to be felt. Then, she lets
her hands hover slightly above his back, noticing the separation, but still aware of the

warmth and connection with her partner. Next she slowly brings her own two hands
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together in front of her chest, gently rubbing them and noticing the quality of contact with
herself. Finally, she lets her hands rest once again on her legs or in her lap, and redirects
her awareness from her hands to her whole body—relaxing, breathing, and noticing how
she feels.

After this moment of stillness and silence, the two partners can thank one another,

share their experience for a few minutes verbally, and then reverse roles.

Mindful massage is a form of meditation in that it is training us to be fully present
and aware, and by doing so to notice our habits and what triggers them, and to slow down
and open to a different choice.

As with many Insight Improvisation activities, it can be helpful to keep the eyes
closed during mindful massage, particularly as the Giver.

When my eyes are open, | see something and can make assumptions, leaping to
doing/fixing/completing something because I see it. I may see the Receiver’s shoulder
and think: “that looks tense, I should squeeze it.” I may worry about symmetry or
completeness: “I massaged that calf, now I must do the other one.” These are examples of
reactivity.

When I close my eyes, however, I'm left with the bare experience of the
Receiver’s skin, muscle, and bone and what they are communicating through my skin,
nerves, muscle, and bone. With eyes closed, I enter the present moment, in which there is
only sensation. My attention is completely in my hands, palms, fingertips. I relax and

breathe with the other. I may remain still for a long time, “listening” with my hands. I
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am improvising, trusting that the contact itself communicates warmth and connection. I
do not need to do anything.

As the Giver, I, too, am a receiver.

Something else one may notice in mindful massage is a feeling of responsibility
toward the Receiver, of seeking their approval. “Do they like how I am touching them? Is
it OK to touch here? Is my touch too firm, too soft?”” Etc. This can be a pervasive habit
and can influence us without our knowing it.

The playwright and teacher Jean-Claude van Itallie refers to this as “giving away
one’s center.” For actors, it’s the tendency to be thinking about what the audience might
be thinking, rather than to be centered, grounded, and focused on what’s actually
happening now.

As the Giver, I need to come back to the object of the meditation, which is the
sensation in my hands. If I am finding it difficult to focus, I can use one hand, or even
one fingertip, and put all my awareness there. As thoughts arise, as they do in any
meditation, I can label them “thinking,” and return to the object of the meditation. If
notice I am worried about what the Receiver is thinking, the worry is a thought that I can
label as “thinking” or “projecting,” and return to the sensation in my hand. Bit by bit, I
am training the mind to return to this moment, to remain centered and focused, even in
the face of the strong pull of habit. Eventually concerns about the other drop away and I
reenter the flow of the meditation.

When I let go of needing the other’s approval, in some unconscious, unspoken

way this may also free the other, as they are no longer responsible for giving their
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approval. They, too, can just be present to the unfolding exploration, receiving whatever
arises—pleasant, unpleasant, neutral—moment by moment.
(See also variations on mindful massage which appear later in this book, in the

chapters “Further Exploration with Meditation” and “Working with Groups.”)

Metta Dialogue

In the same way we have added movement and touch to meditation, we can also
add speech. Speaking aloud while engaged in mindful awareness can be a powerful
practice, which is explored in depth in many of the exercises in this book (see the chapter
on “Shared Vipassana” as well as Part 11, which focuses on psolodrama).

Let’s start simply with a spoken version of the metfa meditation we learned in the
last chapter. Metta dialogue is a wonderful exercise for couples, for use in workshops,

and can be adapted for use with children.

With a partner, sit facing one another. Some enjoy doing this exercise while in
contact with their partner, for example, holding hands. If you’re unsure of what your
partner is OK with, ask. And feel free to change your sitting position during the exercise;
it is important to remain comfortable when doing metta practice.

Close your eyes, and take a minute to be aware of the body, the breath, and how
you feel. (Alternatively, you can set a timer to begin with a short meditation, if you like.)
Next, very slowly, begin to open your eyes just a little, so you are seeing your partner’s

legs or body. Slowly scan up their body as you open your eyes in slow motion, opening
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the visual sense to notice every detail of color, form, and movement. See their face, and
their hair, without making eye contact yet, taking in the visual details of the person sitting
before you.

When you are ready, make eye contact with one another. Notice what this is like,
taking a moment to be mindful of the effect of the eye contact. How do you feel? Has
your breathing changed? Notice any tendency you may have to change your facial
expression or to become tense as you connect. During this exercise it can be helpful to
remind yourself to breathe and relax.

When either partner is ready, they can speak aloud, sending a message of metta to
the other person. Feel free to use a traditional metta phrase, or, seeing/sensing what this
other person might need, create your own phrase:

May you be happy and relaxed.

The other person responds by taking this in, repeating the phrase with “I”. It can
be helpful to use gestures—e.g., putting your hands over your heart—when
receiving/repeating the phrase in order to feel it deeply:

May I be happy and relaxed.

Then, together, both partners send the phrase to all beings. It helps to use gestures
to physically express the intention of sending the message to everyone in the universe, for
example, by spreading out the arms widely:

May all beings, everywhere, be happy and relaxed.

The partners take a moment to breathe, relax, and return to eye contact. Then it is

the other person’s turn to send a message of metta to their partner. As in individual metta
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meditation, remember that this practice is a form of improvisation—creativity and

spontaneity are invited and add to the exercise. For example:

The other responds:

And both say:

Etc.

The exercise continues for several minutes. If you use a timer, you can set it for
seven minutes or so. Or, agree beforehand that either partner can say “one more round” at
any time, signaling that each person will get to send one more metta message to the other
before ending.

When done, take a moment once again with eyes closed to return to the body and
the breath. Notice how you feel right now. Afterward, feel free to discuss with your

partner your experience of the exercise.

My four-and-a-half-year-old daughter Jasmine enjoys metta practice. When she
was very small, I made it a little ritual to send metta to all beings before meals—
including the wish that all beings have plenty to eat. Jasmine liked that practice and
joined in for many months—I would pause and let her fill in the end of each line—but
eventually I found she was doing it by rote or making fun of the practice, so I dropped it.

A few months ago, putting Jasmine to sleep, I recalled a story the Buddhist

teacher Greg Kramer told of using metta with his boys at bedtime. After reading her a
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story, I asked Jasmine, “would you like to say metta?” She said yes. I asked her whom
she would like to send metta to—*"“you can send metta to 3 people, and then we’ll send it
to all beings.” She asked to send metta to herself first, then to her mommy, and then to
her brother.

As this nightly ritual has grown, Jasmine has sometimes joined in, adding
messages of metta that I might forget to say. One night she added “...and may all beings
be free from suffering, Daddy, don’t forget!”

Our ritual ends with these lines:

May all beings, everywhere, sleep well and have good dreams.

May all beings wake up the next morning happy, refreshed, and ready for a

new day!

And then Jasmine closes her eyes, hugs her lovey (a stuffed poodle she has named
Love Dog), and we spend a minute in silence together, focusing on our breathing. Then I

kiss her on the forehead, say goodnight, and slip quietly out the door.

(For more active meditation ideas, see the chapter “Further Exploration with

Meditation.”)
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Authentic Movement

From moving witness to witness, from sensing a mover with eyes
closed to seeing a mover with eyes open, each individual enters the next
place of practice and study within the development of embodied

consciousness. The mover chooses to become a witness.

— Janet Adler (2002, p.61)

Being Moved

Authentic movement is opening to being moved.

In traditional dance or improvised movement, the mind is usually in control—*1
need to take this step now” or “Wouldn’t it be neat if I did #his...” There is nothing wrong
with this approach. However, it tends to reflect how we run the rest of our lives, with the
mind firmly in command, the body following.

In authentic movement, we ask the question, “What does the body need right
now?” We close our eyes, pause, breathe, listen, and open to natural movement impulse.
We follow that impulse. The movement that results is not planned, not controlled. It at
first seems to be accidental movement, random or chance. But as we follow it, as we
notice how it feels to move completely freely with no agenda, the unexpected happens:
we begin to feel things. Our senses open. Imagery arises. We may find ourselves entering
unexpected worlds of texture, motion, rhythm, raw emotion, metaphor, character, story,

dream... Authentic movement opens the door to a journey into our own depths.
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The practice of authentic movement was originally developed by
dance/movement therapist Mary Whitehouse in the 1950s, and further refined by Janet
Adler, Joan Chodorow, and others. I first learned of it in the mid-nineties from
playwright Jean-Claude van Itallie, and went on to practice with a men’s authentic
movement group led by Tom Webb and others. Over the years, as Insight Improvisation
has developed, authentic movement has become a central practice and a foundation for
the work, upon which other techniques, such as psolodrama, have been built.

Authentic movement is a practice that promotes healing and creativity. In a
therapy context it is a vehicle for an embodied exploration of active imagination, with the
client as the mover and the therapist the witness. It also serves artists—dancers, writers,
painters, actors, and others—as a practice for sourcing their work.

This chapter is written mainly from the point of view of working with a peer, or in
a movement group, and provides an introduction to the basic principles of authentic
movement as well as techniques, variations, and additional approaches one can
incorporate into the practice.

Ultimately, as with any discipline, authentic movement is best learned in person
from a teacher experienced in the form. In particular, learning to be a good witness—
nonjudgmental, present, and capable of speaking in ways that acknowledge and own

projection—requires training and modeling from an experienced witness.

(Authentic movement is described in greater depth in a number of publications.
Please see the end of this chapter for recommended reading and other resources. For

more on the use of authentic movement and other techniques from this book in a therapy
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context, see Part IV, “Insight Improvisation in the World—Working with Individuals and

Groups.”)

Authentic Movement

Techniques &
Basics Variations Other Approaches

The Mover Drawing and Writing Image-Story-Image
The Witness Active Witnessing The Lenses of
Sharing Moving in Response Awareness

The Container Rotating Witness Moving Alone and
Pointers Open Circle Together

Ongoing Practice /

The Inner Witness

Basics

The simplest form of authentic movement involves two roles, mover and witness.
Both are considered equally important. When one is first learning about the form, the role
of the mover seems most important, but, over time, witnessing develops into a rich and
fulfilling role in itself. As one develops as a witness one learns more about one’s own
inner witness, and deepens one’s understanding of the role of mover.

When working one-to-one with a peer, the two may choose to begin with a verbal
check-in and a warm-up, which may include meditation, yoga or stretching, and/or
improvisational dance (with music or in silence). They then decide who will move first

and who will witness.
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Typically the mover moves for a set period of time—say, 20 minutes (this can
vary depending on the participants, the available time, and the goals of the work)—while
the witness sits to one side and observes. At the end of the agreed-upon time, the witness
signals the ending, either by sounding a bell, or by saying something like: “Slowly, in
your own time, begin to bring your movement to a close.”

Then the two meet, sit facing one another, and the mover is invited to talk about
what he experienced while moving. Then if the mover wishes, the witness will speak, in
support of the mover, about her experience of the mover’s movement. Usually, if there is
time, the two then switch roles, so each has a chance to move and to witness.

That’s the process in a nutshell. Let’s look at the two roles in greater detail...

The mover enters the space and, before beginning his authentic movement, finds a
place and position to start. He can pick whatever feels comfortable or “right” to him in
that moment—sitting, standing, lying down, crouching, being on all fours, etc.

Then he closes his eyes and takes a moment of stillness, to relax, breathe, and
listen to his body—to be mindful of what sensations are present, and to become aware of
his own emotional state, mood, or energy. Stillness also allows the mover to tune into the
subtle movement, or potential movement, that is already present in the body

It is good to notice the movement—or lack of movement—that is already there,
not to try to change it, or control it, but to just accept it. For example, the mover may
notice that he is breathing in a certain way, that his chest is moving up and down. He may
notice that he is chewing his tongue. Authentic movement is about listening to bodily

impulses, not censoring in any way.
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Through this process of opening to the body, and to the senses, the entire
organism can begin to express itself. The mover can begin to follow his body, opening to
what the body needs or wants, opening to moment-by-moment impulse.

Often this impulse looks nothing like “dance”. From the outside, one might at first
see a mover, who starts in a standing position or on all fours, slowly relax the body and
collapse to the floor. The mover is not concerned with entertaining the witness or finding
interesting ways to move. Instead, the mover allows his mind to be a witness to the
body—to listen to its impulses and open to them no matter where they lead. The mover’s
intention is to let go, to let the body take over, to let himself “be moved.”

In practice this may mean that the mover sometimes experiences periods of
stillness as well as passages of rapid, active movement, even running around the space.
The mover cannot anticipate ahead of time what the body will need. (Note: the mover is
encouraged to open his eyes slightly when moving through the space in order to avoid
collisions. It is important to be clear that the mover is responsible for his own safety, as
well as the safety of people and objects in the space.)

As the mover opens to the body, he may find that his body position or movement
has a certain quality—a particular stance, gesture, movement pattern, rhythm, etc.—
which evokes an emotion or brings to mind an image, or a memory from his life, with its
associated feelings. The mover can consciously choose to follow that emotion, memory,
or image and stay with that movement a little while and see what arises. Or he can choose
at anytime to let it go, relax, and pay close attention to the body once again, its stillness

or its movement, and follow pure bodily impulse.
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In this way, authentic movement is a dance with oneself: a dance between the
body—with all its cellular complexity, sensations, wounds, stored feelings and
memories—and the mind, which observes the body, makes meaning, relates physical
reality to stored memories and images, and participates in the experiencing and
interpretation of emotions.

The observing aspect of the mind is a form of witness—an “inner witness” which
can notice the body, emotions, thoughts, memories. The development of one’s inner
witness over time is a measure of progress on the path of authentic movement, as it is in
meditation. In addition to moving in the presence of a supportive witness, another way to

develop our own inner witness is through witnessing others move.

The role of the witness is to observe the mover, and afterwards, if invited, to
reflect back what she has seen.

The ideal witness is fully present, in service of the mover, with an open heart and
free of judgment. (This description extends to all witnessing/audiencing in Insight
Improvisation, but it originates from the practice of witnessing authentic movement.)
These fundamental aspects of witnessing are parallel to the three types of awareness that
form the foundation of Insight Improvisation: mindfulness, choicelessness, and
lovingkindness.

Mindfulness. The witness is present, continually noticing what is happening in
this moment, and bringing her mind back to the object of attention, the mover. Not only

does this mean bringing the focus back to the mover whenever the mind has strayed, it
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also means that if the witness is drowsy or distracted, she needs to exert more energy in
order to stay focused and alert.

Choicelessness. The witness is open, aware of all the sense doors, including mind
objects. As she observes, she discerns what is pure sensation—e.g. the sight of the
mover’s leg or face, or the sound of their hand slapping the floor—versus what thoughts
or feelings those sensations are triggering in her own mind and body, including her
interpretations of what the mover is doing. She also notices her own state, how her body

feels, other sounds in the room, etc.

Witnessing Authentic Movement:
What the Witness is Aware of

Perception of

position/stance
location/use of
space
movement:
parts of body

involved,
speed/rhythm
facial
expression
sound

Ll

perceived bodily
sensations
perceived
emotion/mood/
energy
perceived
quality, pattern,
progression,
structure of
movement
perceived
imagery, role,
story

Ll

Self

bodily
sensations
emotion/mood/
energy

inner imagery,

thoughts,
memories
response to
mover: physical,
emotional,
mental

One of my teachers, the dance/movement and drama therapist Penny Lewis, often

referred to “somatic countertransference”—the ability of the therapist to feel in her body

a reaction or response to the client’s feelings toward her. The witness in authentic
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movement may experience something similar: she may feel in her body sensations that
are a reaction or response to what the mover is doing, or feeling. This physical awareness
can help the witness intuit more deeply the mover’s inner experience. However, it is
equally important that the witness recognize she can never know for sure the inner
experience of the mover—any thoughts or feelings she has about him are projections.

Lovingkindness. The witness is caring, bringing a nonjudgmental, supportive
attitude toward the mover, allowing her heart and mind to open with authentic curiosity
and interest in what the mover is experiencing.

Practicing Awareness of Oneself. It is important for the witness to notice her own
attitude, and work with it during the movement, in the same way that a meditator works
with their state of mind.

For example, as witness, if I find during the movement that I am tired, or bored,
or restless, can I notice these thoughts and feelings, and remind myself of my intention:
to bring mindfulness, openness, and lovingkindness to the way I am witnessing—to be
here to support the mover and serve as a container for the movement. My attentiveness is
actively helping the mover, I remind myself, and it is important I not miss any detail. I
bring myself back to this moment, back to the mover’s body, the physical reality of what
is happening now, as well as the images and emotions it is evoking in me.

I might ask myself: why is it ’'m tuning out in this moment? Is there
something in the way the mover is moving that is making me uncomfortable, creating an
experience of aversion or avoidance in me? Is there some feeling, some emotion, that I

am avoiding? By working with my own mind as the witness, I learn not only to be a
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better witness and serve the mover, but also how to alleviate my own suffering in the
process.

Empathy is central to being a good witness. If I can put myself in the mover’s
place, imagine how he feels, I can begin to imaginatively enter the process and fully
engage with it. Then when it is time to share, I can speak from a place of feeling and

connection, rather than purely objective description.

Once the mover has finished and come to stillness, he goes and sits with the
witness, and the two may share their experience.

In traditional authentic movement, the mover speaks first. This is because the
mover’s experience is considered primary; the witness’s sharing is in service of the
mover. Often some confusion or misinterpretation or mystery that the witness may have
had during the movement is clarified or corrected when the mover speaks first.

When the mover shares, he can say anything about his experience of moving.
Usually his intention is to express his internal experience of the movement, as a way to
reflect on and deepen the impact and meaning of the work. The mover may begin with
some overall comments—e.g., how he now feels having moved—or may choose to focus
in on some particularly powerful sequence or image from the movement, or what
happened when he shifted from moving to being moved. Sometimes it is useful for the
mover to trace through his movement in order, sharing his internal impressions—e.g.,
sensations, emotions, imagery, memory—of each “pool” (Adler, 2002, p.82), or sequence

of movement.
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When the mover invites the witness to speak, she speaks with great care and
attentiveness, as her intention is to serve the mover with everything she shares. Her
sharing is as accurate a mirror as possible of what she saw (and/or heard). She can use not
only her words but also her body to mirror the movement.

In addition, the witness can add to the description of physical movement her more
subjective sense of the patterns, emotions, and images she perceived in the movement.
When she does so, she makes clear in her use of language that those interpretations are
her own—using phrases such as “I perceive” or “it feels to me as if”.

Certain other practices have developed around sharing. It can help, for example,
for mover and witness to speak in the present tense. This may sound strange at first, but it
helps both to reenter the immediacy of the movement, and the corresponding sensations
and images. Another language quirk, most often used in group authentic movement, is for
the witness to say “the mover” or “a mover” rather than “you.” This helps witness and
mover focus more on the movement rather than the person, diminishing any tendency
toward projection. (In group authentic movement to say “a mover” rather than “you” or a
name allows the emphasis to be on the movement and the act of co-creation of the group,
rather than on what one individual did.)

Taken together, these forms of speaking create a certain style of sharing—instead
of “Next, you placed your hands together in front of your chest, praying” the language
transforms into “Next, the mover places his hands together in front of his chest, in what I

perceive as an image of prayer.”
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Both mover and witness can move as they share, to recreate moments of
movement that each is recalling. For the witness, this a great opportunity to discover how
the mover may have felt, and is a step toward “active witnessing” (see below).

Both can share their experience of the movement from a number of different
perspectives—different “lenses” of awareness through which one can look. In addition to
an awareness of body position, movement, sensation, emotion, imagery, and memory,
these lenses can also include a sense of the archetypal or mythical, the symbolic, story,
and dream. (See below for more on the lenses of awareness.)

As the sharing process unfolds, it can become a dialogue in which the two are
together reconstructing a narrative of the movement that occurred, exploring the physical,
emotional, and imaginative journey of the mover. The sharing process can take as long as
the movement itself —e.g. 20 minutes of sharing time for a 20 minute movement—and
allows the mover to not only reflect on and relive the movement that occurred, but also to
have the mirroring, support, insights, and affirmation of the witness. Skillful witnessing
can transform a mover’s sense of his own movement, adding multiple dimensions to the

experience and a sense of closure—as well as anticipation for further journeys to come.

The quality of one’s experience doing authentic movement is greatly dependent
on the soundness of the container for the work. When meeting with another to move,
agree up front on conditions, ground rules, and practices that contribute to that safety.

to move that is quiet, pleasant to roll around in, and where you

will not be interrupted. A dedicated movement studio is best, but, if necessary, authentic
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movement can be practiced in any private room with a little clean floor space. Some also
love to move outdoors—just make sure to find a secluded spot.
is the most basic ground rule and is worth discussing and

confirming with your partner: what happens in the room stays in the room. Also, maintain
clear boundaries around time. Turn off all electronic devices.

such as a check in, a warm up, etc.—repeated elements that add to
the sense of comfort and connection, helping both partners let go of the stress of the day
and enter movement and witnessing in a more clear and unburdened state. Ask one
another: what do you need to say (or do) to be fully present?

Finally, the quality of witnessing has the most profound

effect on the strength of the container. Are you fully present, awake, undistracted? What
do you need to give your mover your undivided attention? Would it help to stand, or to

take notes? Ultimately, the witness’s attention is the container for the movement.

A few other things to keep in mind when first learning authentic movement:

Avoid overthinking. As the mover, it is important not to feel stuck in authentic
movement. One thing newcomers to the form often have difficulty with is the word
“authentic.” Is what I’'m doing right now truly authentic? Overthinking this can quickly
lead to judging/critiquing one’s own movement and turn the exercise into 20 minutes of
suffering. The answer is to let go, to drop the requirement to be authentic—in fact, to
drop all requirements, and to let yourself do whatever you like. Follow the joy of your
own impulses. See where they lead you. Let yourself be as inauthentic as you like; follow

every clever thought that pops into your head. You will soon begin to notice where the
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body is leading, and learn to follow it, letting the mind be more of a witness than a
director. Such a switch happens when you go from moving to being moved.

Don’t get attached. Another area where new movers can get stuck is when
working with a particular movement pattern or with an image or memory arising in the
movement. You can drop any impulse or pattern at any time, letting something new in (a
piece of wisdom that is equally applicable to living one’s life!). Similarly, whereas it’s
fine to follow the images that are arising and fully embody them, it is important to not get
attached to them. If the impulse is gone, it’s gone—notice if the curiosity of the mind is
perpetuating something that is not driven by the body. If so, let it go. For example, as I
move, [ may notice that a certain motion of my arms reminds me of ringing a bell by
pulling on a large rope. I may continue to pull, exploring that image and feeling.
However, if a new impulse occurs, say, a desire to roll over and relax, it is important to
let go of the bell-pulling and embrace whatever is next. (If, instead, out of an intellectual
curiosity to explore the bell-pulling, I ignore other impulses, I am no longer really
listening to the body, and no longer fully present.)

The witness is not an audience. Notice where “shoulds” creep in. If  am moving
very little, perhaps just sitting and wiggling a finger, a voice in my head may say “This
must be very boring for my witness. I should move more. I should get up.” Notice the
thought as a thought, and do not act on it. Come back to the body and find out what it
really wants. It may really want to get up—or it may really want to keep sitting there. It is
not your job to entertain the witness.

Agree on use of sound/speech. You and your partner (or group) can agree in

advance on the use of sound, and/or speech. When working one-to-one, there is no
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particular reason to restrict the mover’s use of the voice—if the impulse comes to make
sound, go for it. But in a group setting, the voice can be a form of contact, touching—or
distracting—everyone in the room. (See below for more on guidelines for use of voice
and physical contact in groups.)

Agree on note-taking. There are pros and cons to the witness taking notes during
the movement. Especially for someone new to witnessing, it is important to have the
experience of simply being present to the mover, with no distractions. In this way,
witnessing is truly a meditation, with the mover as the object. Taking notes not only can
be distracting, but it can send an inexperienced witness into her head—Ilessening her
ability to form an empathic, heart connection with the mover, as well as to be present to
her own body, emotions, and state of mind during the movement.

That said, note-taking has some benefits: it can help a witness, especially a sleepy
or distracted one, be more present, as she notes each observation. In some ways, it can
help the witness get out of her head: by writing everything down, she is not worried about
remembering later what she wants to share with the witness. And in the sharing process,
having notes can help the witness recall in greater detail what happened during the
movement.

My suggestion is to begin without note-taking, but then experiment and see what
you prefer. Also make sure beforehand that the mover is OK with you taking notes. And

if you find you’re looking at the page a lot, and missing moments, let the note-taking go.

Like meditation, authentic movement can be a practice that deepens significantly

over time. In my own experience, moving with a group of men regularly in the Boston
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area, | have seen many changes in how I approach authentic movement, both as a mover
and as a witness. These changes coincide with the development of my own capacity to be
a supportive witness to myself, as I move—to develop a nonjudgmental inner witness.

When I was first introduced to authentic movement, I felt both self-conscious and
self-critical. Was I moving well? In an interesting way? What did my witness think? As I
became more comfortable with the group over a span of sessions, I found myself
dropping my constant comparing and self-judging, and began to relax and accept my
movement and myself more.

As I grew more at ease with myself—as my inner witness grew more
compassionate and accepting—I was able to drop into the simplicity of body awareness.
My movement became more relaxed, and I found myself slowing down. I began to spend
many minutes in near-stillness, noticing my breath and the subtle movements, sensations,
and impulses of the body. I realized that with my background as a performer, I had been
more concerned with engaging the witness than with staying true to what my body really
wanted to do. Discovering this very present stillness, accompanied by qualities of acute
sensory awareness, as well as complete muscular release, took my authentic movement to
a new level.

I also became more bold about sound, following the impulse to use my voice, to
work with vibration. If there were a piano in the room, I might go to it and press keys,
freeing my body to improvise.

I noticed inner imagery and followed it, entering realms of memory and fantasy
led by my body. I felt truly in the flow of the movement, tapping into a source of

creativity and inspiration that seemed to have no end.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 84

can develop in a number of ways. Foremost is the opportunity
to be witnessed by an experienced witness who models the qualities touched on earlier.
The inner witness can also develop through meditation, or through training (for example,
learning to be a therapist or a coach). As one’s inner witness grows over time, changes
can occur in each of the three areas of awareness discussed earlier:

Mindfulness: The mover develops a greater capacity to remain focused, and
return to the present moment.

Choicelessness: The mover opens to being led by the body and the senses, and is
increasingly aware of the interplay between his mind and the movement. More and more,
the mover is able to find inspiration in anything, even the subtlest bodily sensations. He
has an increasing capacity to open to images, memories, and other associations arising
from his movement.

Lovingkindness: The mover is more generous with himself, more forgiving. He
notices his flaws and challenges and is able to smile at them, saying “how human...” He
is also more open to the range of emotions that may arise in the movement, allowing their
full expression.

Put together, one way to sum up the changes as one’s inner witness grows is a
feeling of getting out of one’s own way, freeing up the body-mind to just “be,” less
identified with and therefore less encumbered by neurotic thought—a calm, confident
container for whatever needs to arise. These qualities of the inner witness correlate
strongly with the meta-skills needed for being a good therapist, workshop facilitator,

psychodrama director, parent, and leader.
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Classic Techniques and Variations on Authentic Movement

In addition to the basic practice described above, there are many ways for pairs
and groups to work with authentic movement. Here are a few variations that are widely

used:

One’s verbal response in the sharing process is only one way of responding to
one’s own or another’s movement. Another way is to draw, or write, before meeting to
discuss what happened.

Writing may take one of several different forms: a description of the movement,
either chronological or focusing on the moments which stood out the most, in any order;
a poem or other creative writing which describes or builds on the images or stories
evoked by the movement; or spontaneous writing, an exercise (described by author and
meditator Natalie Goldberg in her book Wild Mind, 1990) in which one begins to write
and continues to keep the hand moving for a set period of time, no matter what comes out
on the page—without censoring or judging the quality of the writing.

Similarly, drawing after moving can range from a faithful representation of a
moment or moments of the movement, to an inner image that occurred for the mover or
witness, to a more abstract expression or scribble representing how the person drawing
feels in this moment. It’s nice to have a basket of crayons or colored markers available to
add color as a dimension.

Writing/drawing can be for a set period of time—say, 10 minutes. A different

approach is to agree in advance that writing/drawing will be optional, based on what the
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mover desires, and that the length of time will be determined by how long the mover
needs.

When finished, the two meet and share. They can begin by sharing their
writing/drawing, if they wish (they do not have to). Sharing a drawing or poem first can
add new levels or dimensions to the sharing process. Sometimes a very simple drawing—
say, a tiny dot inside a large circle—can capture a metaphor that brings the meaning of
the movement into focus. Sometimes a poem can capture the spirit of the movement, or
its emotional qualities, in a way that speaking more descriptively or casually cannot do.
The writing or drawing often becomes a springboard for a deeper conversation about the
movement, and how it might relate to the mover’s life.

There is something meditative about the process of drawing or writing, that helps
serve as a transition between the often silent and solitary experience of moving or
witnessing and the quite different social experience of connecting in the sharing process
through eye contact and speech. It can be particularly helpful for those who tend toward
introversion to be able to relate their thoughts on the page first, before sharing them with
a partner.

It is not necessary to share one’s writing or drawing. This is an important ground
rule, allowing the writing and drawing to be truly free and uncensored. If the witness, for
example, feels she must share her writing/drawing, it may stop her from being
spontaneous, as she may wonder if her depiction will be accurate or will contradict the
experience of the mover.

If authentic movement is a regular practice, one can maintain a journal of one’s

writings, or keep a folder of them to look back on. Sometimes a poem or drawing by the
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witness can be so evocative or touching that the mover might request to keep it—this can

be a small gift from the witness to the mover, and a further expression of metta.

Once well versed in witnessing as described above, one can explore other modes
of witnessing. The witness can stand (a great thing to do if one is feeling sleepy) and can
even move, while observing the mover. The witness might allow her body to take on his
position, his movement, not only mirroring him on the outside but more importantly
exploring how he might be feeling on the inside. The witness may also move in response
to the mover or may choose to imitate only what the mover’s hands are doing. The
purpose of active witnessing is to deepen one’s empathy and connection with what the
mover is doing. An additional benefit of active witnessing is that it can be easier to recall
the sequence and details of the movement during the sharing process.

The active witness needs to move carefully and not disturb the mover in any way.
Contact and sounding are obvious no-nos.

In group authentic movement, the active witness is seen as a distinct role. Rather
than sitting on the sidelines to observe, the active witness can silently enter the space,
using eyes-open movement to mirror, explore, and empathize with what the mover is
doing. As with the sitting witness, the active witness is in service of the mover, and
makes sure to avoid disturbing the mover she is focusing on (or any other mover in the
space). To do this, the active witness does not make sound or physical contact, and tries
to be as invisible as possible. After the movement, the active witness shares just as a

normal witness does and only after the mover has spoken.
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Active witnessing is a powerful role to add to the open circle format (see
below)—often a group will open up the form to allow for one or more active witnesses,
in addition to a minimum number of sitting witnesses (usually two) to help maintain the

sense of a safe container for the whole group.

In this structure, the witness responds to the mover, not verbally, but instead
through her own authentic movement. Then the original mover can respond to that
movement by moving once again. The sequence ends with verbal sharing. Timing can be
decided in advance; e.g., the first mover moves for 7 minutes, the second for 5, and the
first mover once again for 3 minutes, in response to his partner. Afterwards, the two share
their experience verbally, and then reverse roles and begin the whole sequence again.

When moving in response to another mover, the movement is still authentic
movement. The responding mover enters the space with the intention to open to being
moved—understanding that whatever movement emerges is in some way a response to
the movement she just observed. She does not need to “try” to respond, or to work to
recall aspects of what the first mover did. She may naturally find herself mirroring or
taking on movements inspired by particular moments or images from the first mover’s
movement. This echoing emerges organically, not from a thinking or planning place. Or,
there may be no echoes at all—a response can be in contrast, or be an energetic/emotional
reply. For example, one may find oneself responding to a rapid movement by being

particularly slow or still.
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This form can also be practiced in trios, in which the three rotate through the roles
of initial mover and responder. There can be two responders moving at the same time, or

the third person can be assigned to be a dedicated witness.

Safety Note: when leading any authentic movement exercise in which more than
one person will be moving at a time, caution participants that they must open their eyes
slightly when moving rapidly, making big gestures, or moving through the space, to avoid
colliding with other people or with walls or objects. “You are responsible for your own
safety and the safety of others.”

A simple form of group authentic movement—e.g. when working with three or
four people—is to rotate through the role of witness. The first witness has a bell, which
he rings when it is time to transition. The person designated to be the second witness
slowly brings her movement to a close, opens her eyes, and moves to the side of the room,
and sits down to witness. Once the first witness sees that this has happened, he can enter
the space, close his eyes, and begin to move.

Once all three or four have witnessed, each shares equally as a mover and as a
witness during the sharing process. The typical convention, in this form and in the open
circle (below), is that a witness will not refer to a mover’s movement until that mover has

had a chance to describe it.

When working with a group of four or more, an open circle format can be used, in
which each participant can be either witness or mover, and can change roles during the

movement. Typically, this activity begins with the participants agreeing on a length of
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time to move, how many witnesses minimum there can be at any time, and what
agreement there is around the use of sound. The participants then meet in a circle in the
middle for a brief huddle to be present to one another, perhaps making eye contact in
silence. Then the group steps backward, spreading out to the edges of the space, making
eye contact with one another and raising their arms in a posture known as “sprouting”—
signifying the container of witnessing and interpersonal connection within which the
movement will be held.

Someone rings a bell, and the movement begins. Those who wish to move can
step forward into the space, close their eyes, and begin. The rest are witnesses, and sit
along the outer edges of the space. Usually there is a minimum of two witnesses at any
given time. Anytime she wants, a witness can enter the space and become a mover,
except if doing so would leave an insufficient number of witnesses. In such a case, the
witness who desires to move can say “call for a witness” — to which a mover can
respond “witness found.” That mover then makes her way to an edge of the space, opens
her eyes, and becomes a witness, at which point the witness who made the request can
enter and become a mover.

Movers can become witnesses anytime they like—it can be helpful after
transitioning to make eye contact with one or more witnesses around the circle (this helps
the mover change from an inner, personal focus, to being present with the entire group).

Use of sound and/or words is an issue that any authentic movement group must
address. Some groups prefer to move in silence, others allow sound but no recognizable
words (that is, gibberish or a nonsense syllable such as “Gaaaaa” would be OK). If

meeting over a weekend, a group might choose to start with an open circle in silence, but
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later do open circles that incorporate sound. All movers must be aware that by making
sound they contact everyone else in the space—others cannot really block it out. On the
other hand, the use of sound, sound that emerges organically from the body as it moves,
can be a cathartic, freeing, and emotionally expressive aspect of authentic movement.

Physical contact is also an issue that can come up for any group in which
participants are moving together. All movers must be sensitive to how their touch or
contact is being received by the other—if the other moves away upon being touched, or is
not responding, it may mean that the other mover would prefer not to have contact. It is
also important for each mover to gauge his intention in making contact—is it something
that emerged organically from the movement, by happenstance, or did the mover seek out
the contact out of a personal need or desire? This is one area where it is important to
make the sometimes subtle distinction between truly authentic movement—being moved
by the body—versus having a “good idea” or following one’s desires.

At the end of the open circle movement, a witness rings a bell to signal the
transition. Movers in the space slowly bring their movement to a close, and return to the
edges of the space. All the members then sprout, raising their arms and making eye
contact with one another, reaffirming the strength of the container and honoring the open
space.

At this point, there are a couple of options for how to proceed. The group leader
can suggest that everyone take some time—usually, 10 minutes—to draw or write. Or,
the group can go right into a sharing circle.

Typically, movers share first—witnesses may only share about a mover they

observed after that mover has spoken. If a mover has chosen not to speak, the witness can
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ask permission if it’s OK to share about that mover’s movement. As when working one-
to-one, movers and witnesses share their own experience, witnesses making clear in how
they speak that their experience is subjective.

It is also helpful to be aware of the use of language when sharing in a group
context. The mover may not be ready to have her movement singled out and described
with a group listening, or to have her movement framed by another’s language. It is
preferable when offering witnessing not to refer to the mover by name, but instead to say
“a mover’—e.g., “l see a mover crawling very slowly toward the windows, and suddenly
finding another mover’s leg blocking the way.”

A group of movers meeting for a weekend workshop or retreat can experiment
with a variety of different forms, as described earlier. One good way to begin is using the
open circle format, moving in silence. As the weekend progresses, the group can begin to
add in sound, and the amount of physical contact will often naturally increase as

participants grow more comfortable with one another.

Other Approaches to Authentic Movement

This Insight Improvisation exercise is a fun way to introduce authentic movement
in a group setting by combining it with storytelling. It also is a helpful bridge between
moving silently and the activities we’ll be introducing later in this book that incorporate
speaking and enactment into one’s movement.

Moving. The first part of the exercise is a 15-minute group authentic movement,

with the facilitator as the sole witness, divided into three five-minute phases.
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Invite participants to enter
the space and find a position to start in, close their eyes, and take a moment of
mindful attention to breathe and become aware of the senses, before beginning to
follow their body and how it would like to move. (Add a safety reminder to open
eyes slightly when moving rapidly or through the space to avoid collisions: “You
are responsible for your own safety and the safety of others.”) If participants are
new to authentic movement, provide guidance about opening up to movement
impulse, allowing the body to lead rather than the mind. Allow the group to move

in silence for five minutes.

At the beginning of phase two,
add an instruction: “As you continue to move, begin to notice any image or
picture arising in your movement. What does this body position or movement
remind you of? Feel free to explore this image through your movement. At any
time, you can let the image go, and just come back to following your body. Then

another image or picture may arise.”

After another five minutes, introduce
phase three: “As you continue your movement, begin to notice what memories
may arise as you move, particularly memories from childhood. Notice what
childhood memory this body position or movement reminds you of. You can
explore this memory through your movement. Feel free to let the memory go at
any time and return to simply following the body. Once you do so, another

memory may arise. We’ll move for five more minutes.”

After fifteen minutes, say: “Slowly, in your own time, begin to bring your
movement to a close..... Then take a moment in stillness, with your eyes still closed, to
relax, breathe, and notice how you feel. Let the last memory or image go, and just come
back to how your body feels, right now. Take a deep breath, relax, stretch, yawn—

whatever you need to do to transition. When you are ready, you can open your eyes.”
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Sharing in pairs/trios. Afterwards, have participants meet in groups of two or
three to share their experience of the movement. Invite them to begin by sharing one
image (from phase two), one memory (from phase three), and then end by sharing the
image again. Demonstrate how you would like them to share:

“When sharing the image, physically recreate the image as well as describe the
image in a word or phrase, aloud. For example, if my image were pulling on a rope
attached to a bell in a tower, [ might go like this”—mime pulling on a rope, repeatedly,
with your whole body engaged—*“and say ‘Pulling... Pulling...””—speaking with the
effort of pulling. “When you share your childhood memory, tell the story as if it’s
happening right now. Act it out. Use present tense. For example:

‘I’'m in the schoolyard. Big field of grass before me. Soccer goals
in the distance. We're playing a game. King of the hill. Mark is on top of

the dirt hill. I run up. Try to push him off. He won’t budge. He pushes back.
1 fall. Land on the ground. I'm dirty. Dirty.’

When you’d done sharing your story, return to your image, once again
physicalizing it and speaking the word or phrase: ‘Pulling. Pulling.” Before you break out
of the final image, take a moment to pause and breathe in the pose, then relax.”

“Begin by sharing this image-story-image with your partner(s). Note that the
image and the story do not need to be consciously related to one another—although your
partners may discover some relationship between the two. In any remaining time, you can
receive their feedback as well as share more about your experience of the authentic
movement as a whole. Feel free to share other feelings, images, or memories that came
up during the movement. I will ring a bell when it’s the next person’s turn to share.” Give

five to ten minutes for each person to share in the small groups.
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Sharing as a group. Once everyone has shared in small groups, invite the whole
group to come together in a circle, and provide time for any who wish to share their
image-story-image with the whole group:

“This is a chance to share with all of us the essence of what happened during your
movement—by sharing one image and one story, using the ‘sandwich’ structure of

image-story-image. A little coaching up front:

“See if you can recall the original experience you had during
your authentic movement of that image and that memory. Feel free to close your

eyes, and take your time to get into each physical position you were in.”

“Know that this version will not be the
same as before, especially doing it in front of a larger group. So, see what happens
in the present and let yourself follow that impulse. Let go of the idea that this is a
performance. Your job is to simply relive and explore that image and that memory
as fully as possible, letting that experience affect you physically, vocally, and
emotionally. We, as witnesses, will get what we get—you do not need to entertain

or impress us.”

“This exercise is about not knowing, not
controlling, while learning in the moment, so please allow the unexpected to
happen. For example, the way you do the image the second time may be affected

by the childhood memory. It may be subtly different, or very different.

“Finally, begin and end with a
‘vertical moment,” a chance to pause, breathe, and go inside. Take your time. Do
not break out of the final image immediately; instead, hold the final pose for a few

beats before relaxing and opening your eyes.”
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Earlier we mentioned the many channels through which the witness is aware—
including their perception of the mover through sight and sound, their interpretation of
the movement, and their perception of themselves during the movement.

Alton Wasson, a longtime teacher of contemplative dance, describes (2007) the
different kinds of awareness or perspectives the witness can bring as a “chest of
drawers”—each drawer containing a different way of viewing what is happening right
now: the physical, the emotional, the spiritual, the animal, the archetypal, the artistic, etc..

The mover’s inner witness has the same chest of drawers or set of lenses through
which she can view what is unfolding in her movement. These lenses begin with the six
sense doors—the five senses plus mind objects—but also can include myriad other ways
of seeing, experiencing, and interpreting her movement.

In this exercise, witness and mover are invited to focus on one specific channel of
information—one specific lens—both during the movement as well as in the sharing
process.

For example, if the category chosen were “Physical Movement,” each would
focus exclusively on bodily movement. For the mover this means noticing every detail of
how her body is positioned and travels through space; for the witness this means
confining his observations purely to movement which can be seen objectively, without
interpretation—e.g., “I see your head move down as your hands become fists,” rather
than “I see you curl up in anger” or “I see you as a cave-man about to fight” (the first is a

physical description, the second describes emotion, and the third a role).
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If the category were “Sensation,” each would focus on opening to the five senses:
sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch. For the mover, this might include not only noticing
the movement of a limb but also the feeling of that movement—the slow stretching of
muscle underneath the arm, the soft texture of shirt sleeve against skin, the cool of the
floor against the back of the hand, etc. It can also include sounds, smells, etc., occurring
in the space, or coming from outside (e.g., the distant sound of church bells). For the
witness, there are two aspects to sensation—his own raw sensation (what am I, the
witness, seeing, hearing, etc.), as well as his projection, guess, or empathy with what the
mover may be sensing, e.g., “As you arch your back into a stretch, I imagine you feel a
delicious ache and then relief in your shoulders and neck.”

There are different ways to approach the “Lenses” exercise. Mover and witness
can agree beforehand on a single, shared focus, or alternatively, each can choose
something different—with or without first telling the other (the secret is revealed in the
sharing process). When practicing in a group, the facilitator can suggest a progression of
lenses that the entire group uses in a series of shorter-than-normal rounds of movement
and witnessing (e.g., allocating five minutes of movement and five of witnessing, focused
only on awareness of sound; then five/five on emotion; etc.). Or, different lenses could be
written on pieces of paper and picked at random from a hat by each pair or each person—

see chart below for ideas.
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e This is not an exhaustive list—feel free to add your own categories!
® For witness, lenses can be dual: “my __ & what | perceive of the mover’s __.
® |dea: Cut this table up and put categories in a hat to pull from at random.

”

metaphor & archetype &
. P P use of space
image role
lot & speed &
P P time
story rhythm
thought sound breath
spontaneity & relationship to
.. . energy
creativity environment
beauty & . tension &
. music .
ugliness relaxation
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Although the classic form of authentic movement—a mover and witness alone in
a space together—is the most powerful way to experience the practice initially, there are
many other uses of authentic movement, applications that break out of the standard
structure.

Moving alone. Once one has gained experience with an external witness, one’s
inner witness may be strong enough to do authentic movement alone, without a witness.
This can be a helpful and healing practice, especially in those moments in life when one
can benefit from being able to stretch out, breathe, and let the body express how it really
feels.

Working in my home office, I often find it beneficial when taking breaks to close
my eyes for a moment and follow my body, listening to what it wants and needs.
Sometimes it wants to collapse to the floor, my forehead to the carpet, and my back
stretched in a way that I do not get to do when at my computer. Other times it needs to
move rapidly, to dance.

At night, if I have trouble falling asleep, my first choice is to roll up my bed
pillow and sit in meditation. But sometimes my body is restless, my legs need to move,
and so I choose to mindfully follow the body, breaking out of the meditation posture and
entering into authentic movement. Often I’ll move for a few minutes, only to find that the
body naturally returns to stillness in a new position. At this point I am usually drowsy

and can drift off to sleep.
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As a theater artist, I have used solo authentic movement when developing my
one-man shows, as a way to enter an improvisatory, creative mindset, following my body
and allowing characters and scenes to develop spontaneously.

Later, as a drama therapist developing Insight Improvisation techniques, I began
to practice authentic movement as a prelude to doing psolodrama alone, without a witness.
(See Part II1, the chapter entitled “Psolodrama Alone” for more on this approach.)

Moving together. When meeting with a partner to do peer work using any of the
exercises in this book, it can be beneficial to include a period of movement as part of the
warm up (usually following a check-in and some meditation). It’s particularly helpful to
do authentic movement for this activity, but instead of taking turns witnessing, to simply
allow for a period of “Simultaneous Authentic Movement” (SAM) with no witness. This
allows each person to become completely present to their body and what they need, and
to begin to enter the flow of being moved. Doing so prior to other exercises—such as
witnessing one another in the progression from authentic movement to psolodrama—is
an ideal preparation. SAM not only allows the body to stretch, yawn, etc.—providing an
opportunity for some of the stress of the day to melt away and the mask of the social self
to dissolve—it also offers the mover the opportunity to notice how she feels within
herself, without the gaze of the witness.

A few guidelines and tips for SAM:

Decide in advance on timing: how long should we move? Set a

timer to go off automatically so neither person needs to consult a clock during the

movement.

Also: decide on a ground rule for using sound. One nice approach

is to start with silent movement and allow sound beginning midway through, e.g.,
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if the warm-up is ten minutes, allow sound beginning at the five-minute mark.
This provides each mover a space to arrive fully in the movement and be present,
before hearing the other’s (and emitting their own) sighs, grunts, hums, etc.

Typically, speaking actual words is prohibited during SAM.

Also agree on a rule for physical contact. For those
new to authentic movement, having a period to warm up and experience their own
body without physical interaction is usually preferred. More experienced movers

may be very comfortable with contact as it occurs spontaneously in the

2

movement—this could be called “Simultancous Interactive Authentic Movement,
or SIAM. If you’d like to experiment with this form, agree on timing in advance
with your partner, e.g. by allowing five minutes of SAM followed by five minutes

of SIAM.

Final Thoughts

Authentic movement is an approach of great depth, power, and mystery, both a
therapeutic approach and a personal practice. As a form of therapy, it provides a way
without words to access and explore what is stored in the body, the memory, and the
unconscious.

Insight Improvisation builds on authentic movement by providing ways to begin
with this wordless, physical exploration, but then add words (in shared vipassana), roles
(in the role stream), and enactment (in scene stream and psolodrama) to take the

exploration in new directions.
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Shared Vipassana

The mover enters the space and closes her eyes. She takes a
moment to breath. Relaxing her body, she lies on the floor, on her side,
and is perfectly still. Slowly, movement develops—first a finger, then a
hand, then her whole arm slowly arcs up...and then over, so that her hand

rests on her head. She speaks...

“Feeling my hair. Soft. Can feel individual strands, curls.
Thinking: I hate this haircut.” There is a pause. “Sound of air vent. Musty
library smell.”

She turns, face down, and pushes with her hands until she is

resting on all fours:

“Puuuushing.....feeling lower back arching, feeling weight there.
Texture of carpet. I'm in my childhood bedroom. Light blue shag carpet.
Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls. White furniture.”

She arches her back and rolls up her spine, upright on her knees

and feet. Her hands stretch up over her head, and come to rest on her

head.

“I'm a prisoner. Weve been lined up to be shot. I look out over

fields. There’s a ditch in front of me. I'm sad.”

Her hands drop by her sides.
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“Pressure on knees. Belly relaxing. Breathing.” Pause. “Feeling

of letting go inside my head. Tongue relaxed. Eyes loose.” Pause. “I'm

hungry.”

meditation + active
meditation

authentic
movement

shared
vipassana

role stream

scene stream

psolodrama

from meditation to psolodrama

In the progression from meditation to psolodrama, shared vipassana is a pivotal

step in that it introduces speech.

For many, the idea of speaking aloud while meditating, or speaking while doing

authentic movement, may seem strange and antithetical to those practices.

Our habits around speaking are so strong that the fear is “if I open my mouth, I

will go into my head.” To some extent this is true. Speaking is a different mode than
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meditating or moving, and our habitual relationship to speaking may not be mindful. Part
of the practice of shared vipassana is learning to change our relationship to speaking—to
get out of the head, break free of habits we may have such as our tendency to censor, be
clever, intellectualize, entertain, etc.—and instead let our speech be a simple, clear, and
open channel for self-expression.

Ultimately, we may discover in shared vipassana that by speaking we can be even
more present, using speech as a way to clear thoughts, express feelings, describe and
focus in on bodily sensations and inner imagery. Speech can help us stay present and
connected to what is unfolding in the body-mind moment by moment.

In Insight Improvisation, when we say “shared vipassana,” we are mainly
referring to “moving shared vipassana,” which is the form of the exercise that builds on
authentic movement, as in the example above. But let’s start even more simply, with

sitting and speaking...

Shared Vipassana

Sitting Moving

Basics Moving and Speaking

Benefits of Sharing Aloud Types of Sharing:

Whom the Sharing is For o Reporting

Variations: o Expressing

o Shared Vipassana Dialogue o Experiencing

o Group Shared Vipassana Witnessing and Sharing Together
o From sitting to moving Afterwards
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Sitting Shared Vipassana

With your partner, decide who will be the “meditator” first. The other is the
witness, who will keep time, and afterwards, share their experience of witnessing. The
meditator prepares by finding a comfortable meditation posture—typically sitting, but
lying down and standing are also possible. The ideal posture is relaxed but alert.

As the meditator, begin by closing your eyes and tuning in—scan through the
body, notice the breath, relax. Open the awareness to all the channels: notice sensations,
thoughts, emotions. So far, this is a vipassana meditation. What makes this shared
vipassana: as objects arise in your field of awareness, you can speak them aloud. For
example, “Body sensation: left foot touching cold floor. Sound: crickets. Seeing light
through eyelids.”

Do not feel a responsibility to share everything that is arising—often there is too
much to speak about all at once. Allow there to be pauses. On the other hand, it is
important in this exercise to speak, rather than sit in silence. There is something to be
gained and discovered by adding speech. Take advantage of the opportunity to explore
your relationship with words and speaking aloud.

Some thoughts or feelings may arise that you would prefer not to share. That is
completely OK. What is important is to share the truth of what is happening to you in the
moment in a way that supports your mindful and choiceless awareness.

It can be helpful, particularly when learning shared vipassana, to begin each
statement with a label, naming the sense door through which you perceived whatever you

2 ¢

are sharing—*“smelling,” “body sensation,” “thinking,” etc. This helps one remain present

and focused on what is occurring moment by moment, cultivating a quality of awareness
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that is alert, precise, and subtle. However, you may find over time that you no longer
need to label, at which point you can let it go.

As in traditional vipassana meditation, sometimes it is useful to be even more
specific in one’s labeling. For example, if I find I am planning, sometimes using the more
specific label “planning,” rather than “thinking,” can help me identify and clear what is
arising, making it easier to let go and move on to what’s next.

You can share in any way you like. Feel free to go slowly and take pauses, to
speak rapidly, to make sounds, even to sing your sharing. Find the style that works best
for you. Your approach to sharing may change moment by moment.

Shared vipassana can include the entire realm of human experience. For example,
although you may begin the exercise by noticing and sharing certain sensations (sounds,
body sensations, smells, etc.), as you continue, your meditation may also include
thoughts, emotions, inner imagery, memories, fantasies, etc., which you can share aloud
as they arise.

In a typical silent meditation, it is all too easy to identify with and get carried
away by thoughts, memories, planning, fantasy, etc. As we watch the train of mind
objects roll by, we have a tendency to jump on the train. Before we know it, several
minutes have passed in which we were unaware of anything, completely lost in thought.

In shared vipassana, by speaking thoughts aloud we can more easily stay
connected to the present moment. For example, by speaking my “planning mind” aloud—
“Thinking: I have to prepare for that presentation on Thursday”—I immediately notice
what I am doing, and can choose to return to an awareness of the body, the senses, or the

next mind object arising. If | speak an image, fantasy, or memory aloud as it unfolds in
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this way, it means I am not carried away, identified with these mind objects and lost in
them, but rather that I am exploring them with awareness, choosing to give them my
attention before returning to the body. Awareness of the body and breath—as in
traditional meditation—serves as the anchor in shared vipassana (and in all Insight
Improvisation practices), something we can always return to if feeling lost, confused, or
not grounded.

Sitting shared vipassana can be done as a short “check-in” for three to five
minutes, or as a more substantial practice for ten minutes or more. To end the meditation,
either set a gentle alarm to go off, or have the witness ring a bell or say “slowly, in your
own time, bring your meditation to a close.” It is best if the meditator does not pop right
out to talk with the witness, but really takes her time to transition, keeping her eyes
closed for a few moments, noticing her breath, her body, and how she feels.

In the sharing afterwards, the witness can begin by asking “would you like to
speak first or shall I?” The meditator can share her experience of what happened. The
witness’s role is to provide a mirror, to reflect back what he heard in an accurate,
nonjudgmental, and supportive way. The witness can also include his own experience—
thoughts and feelings that arose for him during the meditation. As in authentic

movement, the witness acknowledges and owns his projections.

As a meditator, I find that sharing my inner experience with a witness helps me be
more present than I sometimes find myself to be in my own solitary sitting practice. I can
more clearly distinguish and focus in on even very subtle sensations. The sharing gives

each object its own momentary importance. Even when I am silent during shared
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vipassana, I am usually completely engaged, mindful, watching very carefully. This is
partially due to the presence of a witness, and partially due to engaging that part of the
mind that observes and is readying to articulate what it is noticing.

Shared vipassana also helps me explore elements of thought, emotion, and inner
imagery consciously, mindfully, rather than drifting off into daydream or identifying with
them, getting caught up in their emotional swirl. By supporting a conscious exploration
of (sometimes deep) emotions, shared vipassana can at times lead to both insight and
catharsis—the latter an experience of feeling, expressing, and releasing strong emotions.
As we add movement to this conscious exploration—in moving shared vipassana,
below—and progress from shared vipassana to forms such as role stream (see Part II of
this book) and psolodrama (in Part III) that incorporate enactment, the potential for

insight and catharsis further increases.

It is important to be clear that the “sharing” in shared vipassana is for the
meditator, not the witness.

As in authentic movement, the witness’s sole purpose is in service of the
meditator. Ideally, the witness is bringing her most supportive, nonjudgmental, engaged,
and caring presence to her witnessing, as well as to the mutual sharing process afterward.

So it’s interesting to notice, as the meditator (or mover, as described below),
whether I am relating to my witness as a nonjudgmental presence—trusting her in that
way—or if [ am projecting all kinds of judgments onto her.

Similarly, I find it useful to notice my underlying intentions for speaking as the

meditator. Even if my primary intention is to use my speech as a vehicle for authentic
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self-expression, and for being present to all that is arising, I may be subtly influenced by
my feelings about the witness. Do I want to impress her? Am I afraid of offending her?
Am I censoring before sharing?

In my own case, as a teacher and developer of this practice, I may also be laboring
under intentions such as “Is this a good example of shared vipassana? Could I be doing a
better ‘demo’ of this form?”

One good way to deal with these normal social defenses and concerns is to share
them as part of the meditation, and by doing so, help clear them out. If I can speak aloud,
for example, “Thinking: is what I’'m sharing interesting enough? Projecting: my witness
must be bored,” doing so can free me up, help me to enjoy myself more, and allow me to

return to sharing openly without censoring.

Shared Vipassana Dialogue. In this exercise, both partners actively share as well
as listen. Begin by sitting facing your partner, in silent meditation. (How long a period of
silence can be agreed upon beforehand: a minute or two is fine, but if there is a mutual
desire for a longer silent meditation, that’s even better.) For greatest focus, it is best to
keep eyes closed throughout the exercise, although it’s fine to open them a little now and
then to take in more of what is arising in the visual channel, as well as to see your
partner.

One person begins the dialogue by speaking aloud something they are noticing in
their meditation: “Body sensation: feeling of cool air in my nostrils.” Then it is the
other’s turn: “Hearing: faint roar of truck engine going by in the distance.” The sharing

bounces back and forth until the exercise is over (it is useful to set a gentle alarm so that
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you do not need to consult a clock during the meditation). A few pointers: allow pauses,
preferably silences. Breathe and relax. Take your time. Try not to censor: see if you can
go with the first thing that is arising, in this moment. Afterward, share with your partner
your experience of the process.

Group Shared Vipassana. 1t is also possible to extend this idea of a meditative
dialogue to an entire group.

Seated in a circle, invite the group to close their eyes, and lead them in a short
meditation: first on mindfulness of breathing, then opening to the six sense doors (see the
earlier chapter on meditation for more complete instructions), and finally opening to
choiceless awareness in a short traditional vipassana meditation.

Then invite sharing aloud: “As we continue our meditation together, in a moment
we’re going to add a new element: speaking. At any time, anyone can speak aloud
something they are noticing in their meditation that is coming through one of the six
sense doors—including the five senses as well as thoughts. When you share, I invite you
to begin by labeling the sense door you are aware of. For example: ‘body sensation: right
shoulder relaxing, releasing’ or ‘hearing: sound of bird calls.” Other labels can include
smelling, seeing, tasting, and thinking. Try to keep sharing brief—a phrase or short
sentence. Once someone shares, let there be a pause or silence, for at least a few beats,
before someone else speaks. If two people begin to speak at the same time, just pause, let
go, and share again later. Let’s begin by taking a few moments more in silence, and then
anyone can speak.”

Group shared vipassana can last for any length of time: five to ten minutes is good

for a group trying it for the first time; longer can work if the members are experienced
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meditators. When time is almost up, the group leader has a few options. If the group is
new, with some shy members, the leader can say: “In our last few minutes, I invite those
who have not spoken much or at all to share something if they would like.” An
alternative for a more experienced group might be to invite closure through sharing
emotions: “Before we bring this meditation to a close, let’s use the last couple of minutes
to share any feelings or emotions that are present, either directly or through describing an
image or body sensation you are having.”

The leader can end the process by saying: “To end our meditation, let’s return to
silent vipassana meditation for a couple of minutes, being aware of the body, the breath,
thoughts, and feelings.” Afterwards, invite the group to share their experience of the
meditation.

From sitting to moving. Typically, when doing sitting shared vipassana with a
witness, the meditator begins in stillness, sitting in traditional meditation posture. In
contrast, moving shared vipassana, which is based in authentic movement, begins with
silent movement. However, in sitting shared vipassana it is possible to begin in stillness
and gradually add subtle and then gross movement as you follow your awareness.
Sometimes sharing aloud can lead to movement: “Body sensation—I feel a tightness in
my belly. Noticing breathing in. The tightness is dissolving. My legs feel very light,

almost playful. Uncrossing my legs. Mmmm. I want to kick them. Feels good!”
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Moving Shared Vipassana

Instead of starting in sitting meditation, shared vipassana can also begin with
authentic movement. It is still called shared vipassana because the focus moment by
moment is bringing our choiceless awareness to what is arising and passing away through
each of the six sense doors, and sharing aloud what we are noticing.

With a partner, choose who will move first and who will witness. Decide on a
length of time for moving and for sharing. Have a clock handy for the witness to keep
time. Optionally, the witness may also wish to have paper and pen to capture some of
what the mover shares aloud, particularly as images and memories arise. When doing so
as a witness, it’s nice to ask the mover beforehand whether they are OK with your taking

notes.

The mover enters the space and finds a place and position to begin—standing,
sitting, lying down, or any position—and then closes his eyes.

He takes a moment in silence to breathe and relax, letting his body just be as it is,
opening to all the senses, opening to his feelings. He begins to follow movement impulse,
letting the body lead, entering authentic movement.

He allows himself to move silently for as long as he likes, typically a few
minutes. If sound comes naturally during this time, that’s fine. It can be a helpful
precursor to sharing to allow natural sounds of breathing, sighing, grunting, humming,

etc. to come out spontaneously.
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Whenever he wishes, the mover can begin to share aloud, as described earlier in
sitting shared vipassana. He continues to practice authentic movement, simply speaking
out loud what his inner witness is noticing.

Typically, with moving shared vipassana, we notice three kinds or “levels” of
sharing—reporting, expressing, and experiencing:

Reporting

Body sensation: buzzing feeling in feet. Head heavy, tilting to one

side. Sound: wind in the trees. Thinking: how can I let myself fully relax

right now? Cool breath in mouth.

As with sitting shared vipassana, moving shared vipassana usually begins with
reporting, in a fairly neutral tone, what the mover is noticing that is coming in through his
six sense doors—body sensations, thoughts, sounds, sights, smells, and tastes. Because
the meditator is also moving, there may be more to notice moment-to-moment than when
sitting still. There is no need to share all of it—find a pace of sharing that feels relaxed
and natural.

Expressing

Aaaarching back, aaaahhh, bunching shoulders, squeeeeezing.

Mmmmm.... Smell of wood floor. Feeling free...letting go...

This next level of sharing is to allow what is being experienced to affect the voice.
This can be true not only of body sensations (e.g., letting the feeling of “strehhhhtching”
the upper back affect the timbre and elongated delivery of the word), but also emotions

(e.g. “Feeling sad...” or “Feeling joy!” said with a tone of voice that expresses the feeling

fully).
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For some, allowing the feeling of the object arising to affect the voice is natural.
They may already be doing it from the moment they begin to move. Others may need to
be reminded or even coached to break out of the monotone of reporting and express more
congruently using all the different aspects of the voice—pitch, volume, speed/rhythm,
timbre, enunciation, etc.

The mover’s expressive use of voice is not for the benefit of the witness—it’s
solely for the mover to allow his voice to be as open and effective a channel as possible
for expressing and releasing sensations, emotions, thoughts, etc. The mover must notice
and let go of his projections—what he imagines the witness is thinking and feeling—to
let himself use his voice fully, neither censoring nor trying to impress, entertain, or
engage the other.

As we progress further toward psolodrama in this sequence of exercises, those of
us who are actors or performers may notice our tendency to amplify what’s happening for
the benefit of the audience—the witness. This is an interesting edge to explore: on the
one hand, to not add anything to what is happening, but simply explore what is arising in
its authenticity, letting my voice be an open channel for what’s arising, without
embellishing; on the other hand, to notice and appreciate my natural joy and passion in
performing, and not suppress it. Part of the fun of this sequence of exercises—shared
vipassana, role stream, scene stream, and psolodrama—is to let my performer self out and
play, but without the usual fear, tension, or pressure of performing. (See Part II, on

contemplative theater, for more on applying mindfulness in performance.)
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Experiencing

Shoulders relaxed. Balancing...aligned. I'm standing on top of a
tall building. Looking out over the city. Nighttime. Arms

opening...stretching out. I see stars above. Belly relaxing. Breathing.

The third level of sharing in moving shared vipassana is to notice images and
memories arising in one’s authentic movement, to speak aloud what one is noticing, and
to explore them further through movement and speaking.

This is different from theatrical improvisation in which one may be thinking up
clever situations or characters to enact. In shared vipassana—as in authentic movement—
the images arising begin with the body. Opening to all the sense doors, informed by body
position and movement, the mover may naturally make associations to past experiences,
or may envision places or characters they have never encountered in real life. By
describing these images aloud, and moving into them, the mover may also find a story
begin to develop, discovering as it unfolds how the story affects him emotionally.

Exploring an image through movement and words is quite different from getting
lost in thought during a sitting meditation. In the latter, one tends to “blank out,” losing
one’s connection to the present moment, often carried away with emotion tied to thought
(worry, desire, etc.). In shared vipassana, the mover is reconnected to the present through
his movement and his speaking, and therefore is less prone to get lost in identification
with what is arising.

Some do not experience images or memories as much as others, some not at all. It
can take time getting comfortable with authentic movement in order for these
associations to arise. Do not push or strive for it to happen. If images or memories arise

naturally for you, that’s great; if not, that’s fine too. In the absence of imagery one can be
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even more present to the subtle phenomena arising in each of the six sense doors,
noticing one’s emotional and mental responses in each moment.

Moving shared vipassana—in particular the exploration of inner imagery—is a
fully embodied version of what Jung termed Active Imagination (Chodorow, 1997), a
meditation on what is spontaneously unfolding in the imagination, with the active
participation of—but not overt shaping or influencing by—the meditator. What shared
vipassana adds—movement, speech, and an observing witness—all help support this
exploration by making it easier for the meditator/mover to stay focused on what is arising

moment by moment.

As in authentic movement, the role of the witness is to create a container of
nonjudgmental and caring support for the mover, as well as to observe all that they do;
and, in the case of moving shared vipassana, to listen to all they say.

To do this, the witness may wish to move—if the mover is whispering or very
quiet, the witness can get up and move closer. (For safety, it’s important to remember to
maintain some space between mover and witness, in case the mover has a sudden impulse
to make a big gesture quickly.)

At the same time, the basic orientation in shared vipassana is that the speaking the
mover is doing is for the mover, not for the witness. The witness will get what she gets;
things she cannot hear fully or does not understand may be clarified in the sharing
process afterward.

With the permission beforehand of the mover, the witness may also take notes.

This is particularly helpful to capture what the mover says, although notes about his
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movement are useful as well. If the witness finds that note-taking is getting in the way of
simply being present—if she needs to look down at her page often in order to write—she
should let it go. Sometimes taking notes helps one be more present; this can vary from
witness to witness. (If the mover wishes to capture what he says during his movement, he
can also use an audio recording device or app.)

When time is up, the witness can say “Slowly, in your own time, bring your
movement to a close.” Alternatively, if the mover is speaking a lot, rather than talk over
him, the witness can gently ring a bell. The mover takes his time to bring whatever is
happening to a close, letting go of the last image, memory, or movement, and ends with a
moment of stillness, noticing his body and breath, relaxing and releasing.

Once the mover opens his eyes and comes to sit with the witness, the witness
begins by asking: “Would you like to speak first, or shall I?” This is different from
authentic movement, in which it is assumed the mover always speaks first. Because in
shared vipassana—as well as exercises to come, such as psolodrama—the mover is
speaking, sometimes a lot, they may prefer to be silent for a while and let the witness
speak first. Also, having the witness begin the sharing dialogue is usually a more viable
option in shared vipassana than in authentic movement, because the witness has had the
additional window of speech during the movement to help her understand what was
happening from the mover’s point of view—so she is less likely to contradict in her
sharing the mover’s own internal take on what was occurring.

When the mover speaks, he can share anything he likes about what arose in his
movement, in any way he likes. The witness’s sharing is completely in support of the

mover. Ideally, she can intuit from what has occurred in the moving and sharing so far
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what would be most helpful to add. Sometimes this may mean tracing back through the
movement in chronological order, mirroring back as accurately as possible what she saw
and heard. Or, it may be more important to focus in on one or a few key moments—
perhaps moments the mover shared about afterwards—and discuss not only the
movement and speech but also what the witness perceived and felt during those moments,

including what she was projecting onto them.

Final Thoughts

Moving shared vipassana is one of my favorite Insight Improvisation exercises.
Practicing it, for me, is like stepping into a warm swimming pool. I have a feeling of
instant relaxation, combined with a sense of freedom and possibility—anything can
happen, and I can let go of the need to perform or produce anything. My role is just to
“be”—and to share what is happening. Because of this comfort and freedom, the
experience of the exercise can go quite deep: I often touch on profound and buried
feelings that I’ve not allowed myself to experience or express in my day-to-day life.

Shared vipassana provides an opportunity to converse with my authentic self.

(For applications of shared vipassana in individual therapy and group settings,

see Part IV, Insight Improvisation in the World—Working with Individuals and Groups.)
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Further Exploration with Meditation

This final chapter in Part I offers additional ideas and techniques designed to
deepen one’s meditation practice, address challenges faced in meditation, and help bridge

the gap between being mindful on the cushion and doing so in daily life.

Further Exploration with Meditation

Five Precepts o Five Hindrances « Facing Challenges

Sitting Meditations Moving Meditations

* Meditation on Distractions * Nature Meditation
Solo * Gratitude Meditation * (City Meditation
* Metta-vipassana

Pair * Eye Contact Meditation * Mindful Guide

Discussion begins with the Five Precepts, the moral foundation for meditative
practice; the Five Hindrances, the main obstacles faced by anyone who embarks on the
path of meditation; and ideas about how to apply meditative concepts to real-life
challenges. The remainder of the chapter focuses on active exercises as well as silent

meditations that provide the opportunity to practice mindfulness, choicelessness, and
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lovingkindness, strengthening one’s ability to be present and aware, as well as deepening
understanding of awareness itself.

The exercises in this chapter may be helpful for those who have tried meditation
but find it challenging to focus and be present while sitting still. They may also be of
benefit to experienced meditators who are interested in new approaches to freshen up old

practices and break free of habits.

The Five Precepts

The Buddha recognized that the basis for meditation is a calm mind. Violations of
morality disrupt one’s peace and calm, often through lingering feelings of guilt or shame,
or through increasing the drama and complexity of one’s life (e.g., having an affair can
lead to a series of lies that become difficult to maintain). In contrast, living an ethical
life—fostering a mind that is clear and free—provides an ideal foundation on which to
build a steady meditation practice. As moral guidelines for lay practitioners, the Five
Precepts are at the heart of the devoted meditator’s path.

Much has been written about the Five Precepts. What follows is a brief summary.
Y ou may notice parallels to the Ten Commandments from the Judeo-Christian tradition;

many religions have their own similar set of moral guidelines.

The focus here is on intention as well as action: in a moment of anger, can I notice
my intention to lash out at another, and instead be still—holding my tongue (and my

hand) until I can respond with reason and compassion? Each precept invites us to broaden
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our awareness. Here we are invited, as Thich Nhat Hanh (1991, pp.94-134) points out, to
notice how all beings are interconnected, and to ponder the implications of our actions
and lifestyle. For example, if I eat meat, what effect does that have on animals, as well as

the environment at large?

Although the idea of not stealing seems fairly clear cut, to articulate the precept as
“taking only what is given” is also useful, as a way to detect morally ambiguous
situations and clean them up in one’s own life. Not to report all of one’s income on taxes,
to take a neighbor’s grapes that are hanging over the sidewalk without asking, to
“borrow” small office supplies from work for one’s own use at home—we encounter
situations each day that we might justify to ourselves for a variety of reasons. Ultimately,
however, all of these small breakdowns in integrity can detract from having a clear

conscience and a calm mind.

Sexual attraction and lust, when followed blindly, can lead to all kinds of
problems, from disease, to addiction to pornography, to divorce. For those married or in
committed relationships, this precept prohibits affairs; for everyone, it encourages
behavior that is respectful and caring to oneself and others—to approach sexuality

mindfully.
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This precept refers to “Right Speech,” and the many ways we use language that neither
serve ourselves nor others. How many times have you asked yourself “why did I say (or
write!) that?” How we use words (spoken or written) can impact others, and ourselves, as
much as physically harming or stealing. The practice of Right Speech means to speak
less, to think before speaking, and not to be reactive. Is what I’'m about to say useful,
beneficial, and is the timing right? When faced with a strong negative emotion, I must
take a deep breath, or several, and remind myself not to speak, or act, while identified
with this feeling. Similarly, if I am feeling bad about a written message I’ve received, it is
a useful practice to wait at least a day before responding—invariably my response is

much more grounded and well-considered.

For those who enjoy the occasional alcoholic beverage, this precept may seem
overly strict. But as meditators, we depend on the mind to be sharp and clear, not clouded
by substances. Abstaining from alcohol and other drugs—to practice renunciation—
encourages a heightened awareness of our tendency to want to “check-out” and not be
fully present. By renouncing all intoxicants, I am making a self-declaration of my strong

intention to be present, for myself and for others.
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The Five Hindrances

In his teachings, the Buddha described five hindrances—qualities of mind that are
obstacles for any meditator. The five are: sensory desire, ill will, sloth/torpor,
restlessness/worry, and doubt. Every meditator experiences these in some form; the
challenge (and opportunity) is to not allow them to sabotage one’s practice, but instead to
use the awareness of them to deepen one’s practice.

One helpful approach is sometimes described with the acronym RAIN (Fronsdal,

2008):

R—Recognize the hindrance.

A—Accept it.

I—Investigate it: what is this like?

N—Not identify with it: this hindrance is not “me;” like any process, it arises

and passes away.

In addition, each of the five hindrances has an “antidote” or counterbalance—a
corresponding practice to help overcome it (Fronsdal, 2008):

1. Sensory desire. This can include anything from hunger and daydreaming of
food to lust and sexual fantasy—as well as a desire for comfort, to have or experience
something, etc.

Modern capitalist societies tend to focus on meeting (and often exceeding) the
sensory desires of people (consumers). This is the engine for growth of economies, but it

can lead to harmful habits of mind and body for individuals. Learning to recognize our
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pervasive patterns of thought and attachment to sensory desire—the water in which we
swim—can be challenging and confronting.

The antidote to sensory desire is to investigate it with mindfulness, realizing that
the experience of pleasure is impermanent, and is usually accompanied by attachment,
sometimes aversion, and ultimately suffering—the suffering caused by one’s attachment
to the pleasurable experience when it ends.

Paying attention only to the pleasurable aspects of what comes in through our
senses is a little like an actor who reads only his good reviews, never his bad. If we are
attached to pleasure, it can close us off from learning and growing.

As I eat, for example, if I really notice the process of chewing, of forming the
food into a bolus, and how that slimy packet of food enters my throat and travels down
my esophagus, I may become conscious of aversion that can balance my attachment to
the food. When I’'m finished eating, it can be helpful to sit with the experience of
fullness, and with the grasping and disappointment that the meal is over.

Sitting in meditation, if I am caught up in sexual desire, it can be helpful to
contemplate the fact that that person, too, sometimes has bad breath and bad moods, and
will ultimately get old, sick, and die. (It can also be skillful to redirect one’s desire, when
possible, in a positive direction. What alternatives exist for making love to this person
beyond sex? How might I transform the sexual desire into a loving desire to help this
person?)

In this way, a meditator cultivates disenchantment with pleasures of the senses,
neither clinging to them nor pushing them away, but recognizing them as potential traps

to be wary of. Ultimately, the meditator is learning to sit with his desire, to see what
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underlies it. Perhaps there is a feeling of emptiness inside him—something incomplete in
some area of his life—that is driving the desire. Meditating on desire in this way can lead
to insight.

As the Buddha described, our senses are always “burning” like fires (Thanissaro
Bhikkhu, 1993). Through the practice of meditation and self-inquiry, we can begin to
extinguish those fires, allowing access to a simpler existence, one a little less strongly
driven by consumption, greed, and attachment to comfort. And when I am less caught up
in my own desire, I can look around me and more readily see the suffering of others, and
how I might help.

2. Il Will. This hindrance refers to states of mind driven by hatred, resentment, or
anger—which could be toward a person, toward the object of the meditation, or even
toward oneself (in the form of guilt or self-criticism).

Just as sensory desire is attachment-based, ill will is aversion-based; but ill will
can be equally if not more compelling, to the point of obsession or addiction. For
example, if I feel I have been treated unfairly by someone, my thought patterns of ill will
toward that person may build, to the point where I feel fully justified in hating them,
avoiding them, gossiping about them to others, seeking revenge, etc.

The antidote to ill will is metta. If T apply lovingkindness to the object of my ill
will—be it another person, a body sensation, or myself—the very practice of examining
my intention and re-centering on one that is loving, caring, empathic, and equanimous,
can shift my emotional and mental state dramatically.

(An example of using metta when dealing with anger toward another person

appears in the Meditation chapter, in the section “Applying Metta: Working with Anger.”
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For additional ways of using metta when working with objects arising in meditation, see
metta-vipassana later in this chapter).

3. Sloth/Torpor. This hindrance refers to sleepiness or laziness—a dullness of the
mind—that can occur anytime, but tends to be particularly challenging in certain
situations: on long meditation retreats, after eating, when short on sleep, in a warm room,
etc.

The antidote to sloth/torpor is wakefulness—which can sometimes be as simple as
sitting up straight and taking a deep breath. Other techniques that help in the moment are
meditating with eyes open, resting the hands on top of the head, or raising both arms in
the air (for a few minutes). If these techniques do not work, it is perfectly OK to get up
and meditate standing—one of the postures the Buddha is depicted meditating in
(standing, sitting in a chair, sitting cross-legged, and reclining). Sometimes what’s
actually needed is a nap (or a better night’s sleep); other times getting up, walking
around, washing the face with cold water, and returning to meditate later is what’s
needed. Walking meditation or other active forms of meditation can also be helpful in
addressing this hindrance.

Ultimately, if sloth/torpor is a repeated pattern or habit, one needs to examine,
with mindfulness, what is at its root. Is this a form of aversion or avoidance—e.g.
growing sleepy in order to not be present? What am I avoiding by becoming drowsy? Or
do I just need more sleep? By combining mindfulness and an inquiring mind with some
of the physical techniques to encourage alertness listed above, one may begin to

understand the cause.
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4. Restlessness/Worry. The opposite of sloth/torpor, a restless mind can be
equally challenging for meditators—a repeated pattern of extraneous thought, inability to
settle down and focus, “monkey-mind.” Restlessness can also be expressed physically in
an inability to sit still, constantly needing to shift position, not being at ease or centered.
Restlessness often manifests as worry—a mind projecting into the future, making
negative predictions, comparing itself unfavorably to others, etc.

The antidote to restlessness is mindfulness—but of course, if mindfulness were
always easily accessible, restlessness would not be a problem! It is important to
remember that meditation is not about stopping thought—we cannot control the mind (if
we try to, this can actually be more harmful than helpful). Certain techniques usually help
restore mindfulness in the face of a wandering or worrying mind: in anapanasati, using a
gatha (a repeated phrase) to bring the mind back to the breath—or counting breaths; in
vipassana, labeling the sense door as each object arises (e.g., “body sensation,”
“hearing,” etc.). (For descriptions of these techniques, see “Addressing the Challenges of
Meditation” in the Meditation chapter.)

5. Doubt. This hindrance is insidious in that it can eat away at one’s motivation to
practice, eroding one’s morale. The nature of the path of meditation is challenging—if
meditation were easy, it would not be such a powerful process of growth and learning.
Voices of doubt creep in: “Is this really working? What if I’'m wasting my time? Is
enlightenment really possible for any being? Is the Buddha a myth?”

The antidote to doubt is self-examination. The Buddha urged his followers to
examine for themselves whether something he taught was true, to not accept it blindly.

What benefits do you notice from your meditation practice? What are you discovering?
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How do you feel after meditating? Do you notice changes over time? And are you
challenging yourself to be present, to explore deeply, to examine subtle phenomena, to
encounter and work with suffering in all its manifestations—physical, mental, and
emotional? How are you living your practice off the cushion?

When experiencing doubt, interacting with a good teacher is helpful, as is
reconnecting with the sangha, or community of meditators, by going on retreat or visiting
one’s local meditation center. Listening to a single good dharma talk (there are many
available for free on the internet), or reading a good book on meditation, can also refresh

and strengthen one’s commitment to practice.

Exploring Life Challenges through a Meditative Lens

What is suffering? If I have a stomachache, is the physical pain itself the
suffering? Upon mindful examination, I may find that it’s the mental/emotional
squirming and avoidance in reaction to the sensations that is creating the suffering.
Through meditation, I can learn to be present to the physical sensations and hold them
with greater acceptance—with curiosity and caring—rather than aversion. (In my own
case, this practice may have helped contribute to my chronic stomach issues lessening
over time and finally disappearing.)

It is helpful to use meditation as a way to identify some form of challenge or
difficulty one is undergoing, and explore it through the lens of the three characteristics of
existence: suffering or unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), impermanence (anicca), and non-self

(anatta).
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To use a different example, if I am habitually comparing myself with someone
else—thinking that my life, the level of success I’ve achieved, the opportunities I’ve been
given, and the work I am doing are inferior to what they have—can I notice these
thoughts arising in the meditation, and rather than push them away, work with them:

Where am I grasping—e.g., desiring material wealth, fame, success,
greater ease or comfort? Where do I have aversion; what aspects of my life—which I
view as inferior—am I pushing away rather than engaging with? Where do I have
delusion or ignorance, so wrapped up in my comparing state of mind that I am not even
present to the richness of existence, the beauty of this very moment?

How am I holding things as permanent, unchanging, when in fact
everything is and will change? In the face of the inevitability of illness, aging, and death,
does it make sense to compare myself with my friend? The very things that I am jealous
of will all disappear—ultimately nothing can be held onto.

Is my comparing and jealousy based on a distorted view—that there is a
“me,” an “I,” that is inferior to “they?” What if “I” does not exist? Can I realize this life-
long project to succeed, or accumulate wealth, or build a reputation is actually empty and
meaningless, just tiring me out? When I reorient my perception to “we”—that all beings
are connected—can I bring metta to my friend, noticing where he may be suffering, and
having joy for his successes? I begin to find that my ego-driven view, wrapped up in
concerns about “me,” and “my life,” is causing me suffering. The path to freedom lies in

listening to others, devoting myself to their happiness and well-being.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 132

Sitting Alone

If you have already tried samadhi, vipassana, metta, and associated practices
(described earlier in the Meditation chapter), here are a few additional techniques and
ideas that can help address challenges arising in regular meditation practice—including
working with the five hindrances. It can also be valuable to explore these approaches

with a peer as a warm-up to other Insight Improv activities.

Frequently when meditating one can be distracted—by body sensations, sounds,
voices, etc. Our habitual response to the distraction may be irritation or even anger: “This

'79

is getting in the way of my meditation!” I may struggle repeatedly to focus, to return to
the present, to return to the breath. But the distractions can be overwhelming, particularly
if there are many at once.

One paradoxical approach is to make the distractions the object of the meditation.
As a distraction arises, say, a sound, I can decide to open to that sound, approach it with
curiosity, investigate it, and notice how I am responding to it. Is the sound pleasant,
unpleasant, or neutral? Am I responding to it with attachment, aversion, or delusion? And
rather than be reactive, can I sit with the sound, truly open to it, and cultivate acceptance
of it? The answer to that last question is usually “yes”, but depending on what the sound
(or other distraction) is, I may find it challenging to just be present to it. It is through
confronting these challenges that I strengthen my ability to be present and nonreactive in
the face of the wide range of experiences life presents.

Once I have spent a while focusing in on a single distraction, I can let it go and

return to open awareness, or to the breath, and wait for another distraction to arise. In this
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way, the meditation becomes a conscious examination of each object arising in the field
of awareness that is triggering me in some way. Each object provides an opportunity to

work with my reactivity and to practice a non-habitual response.

Related to metta practice, gratitude meditation is a practice of focusing on what
one is grateful for in one’s life. This is particularly helpful when feeling depressed, sad,
lonely, stuck in a rut, etc. Gratitude meditation can be practiced in a few different ways:

I. Meditating on Gratitude Statements. The standard approach—parallel to the
use of metta phrases—is to reserve time at the end of a sitting meditation to state silently,
in one’s own mind, what one is grateful for, e.g. “I am grateful for children....I am
grateful for sunshine....I am grateful for trees,” etc. It is helpful to pause in between each
gratitude statement in order to be fully present to the image of the thing one is grateful
for. The exercise can often touch emotional depths. After fighting with one’s spouse, to
say “I am grateful for my husband/wife” invites seeing the other person in a completely
different light.

Il. Journaling Gratitude Statements. Another approach is to write down the
gratitude statements, which can help increase focus during the meditation. This can be
combined with the first technique: At the end of a sitting meditation, have a pen and
journal nearby. Begin with eyes closed, allowing what you are grateful for to come forth.
Then write the statement: e.g., “I am grateful for my body.” Then, with eyes closed again,
contemplate that statement for a few moments—explore it mindfully, noticing the

feelings that arise in association with the statement. Then repeat the process. Try writing
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and meditating on ten gratitude statements and then notice how you feel at the end of the
meditation.

lll. Vipassana with Gratitude. A third approach combines gratitude with
vipassana practice: As you open to choiceless awareness of what is arising in the six
sense doors, focus in on whatever the next object is—a thought, a sound, etc. What are
you grateful for about this object? For example, if you notice your jaw unclench (a body
sensation), you might say in your mind: “I am grateful for the ability to relax.”
Contemplate the phrase mindfully for a moment—noticing how you feel—then let it go,
opening once again to whatever is arising. Gratitude can help with the acceptance of
unpleasant objects. If I feel a pain in my back, I may observe that “I am grateful for the
ability to feel” or “I am grateful for my body and all that it experiences” or “I am grateful
for being alive and present,” etc. It’s important, however, not to let the gratitude
statement interfere with being present to the object itself and thus become a form of
avoidance. Make sure to take the time to be present to each object, noticing whether it is

pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral, and whether grasping, aversion, or delusion results.

Parallel to the third form of gratitude meditation, metta-vipassana is a variation
on standard vipassana practice, with a simple instruction: as objects arise in the field of
awareness, hold each object with metta.

What this means is to apply in each moment the qualities of the Four
Brahmaviharas: lovingkindness, compassion, empathetic joy, and equanimity (discussed

earlier in the Meditation chapter).
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For example, as [ sit in meditation, I may notice a pulsing, vibrating feeling in my
belly. Doing metta-vipassana, I consciously choose to hold that sensation with
lovingkindness, accepting and inviting it. As I do so, my body relaxes, and my sense of
equanimity increases. I become more present.

As pain arises, I can exercise compassion, holding the pain as if it were a child,
sending it love and caring.

For pleasant sensations and emotions, I can apply empathetic joy.

Metta-vipassana is particularly useful for long-time practitioners of vipassana
whose practice feels dry or intellectual. It is a way of bringing the heart together with the

mind, to deepen the power of meditation.

Sitting with a Partner

Meditating with a partner is not only a powerful way of connecting with another,
it can also be a wonderful support in helping one to be more present.

Buddhist teachings often refer to the “triple gem:” the Buddha; the Dharma
(teachings); and the Sangha, or group of fellow practitioners on the path. Being able to sit
and meditate with a fellow meditator, or in a group of peers, can create a strong container
of mindfulness and mutual commitment, enabling one’s meditation to be especially
focused.

If you have not already tried them, I recommend starting with shared vipassana
dialogue (see the previous chapter on Shared Vipassana) and then continuing with metta

dialogue (in the chapter on Active Meditation).
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Both of these meditations, which involve speaking, can be preceded by meditating
silently together. What follows is a silent partner meditation that works well for this
purpose. It’s an excellent meditation for couples or friends, and can also be introduced in

a workshop setting.

Sit together with a partner, facing one another. For this exercise, it is helpful to sit
relatively level, eye-to-eye, e.g., avoid having one person in a chair while the other sits on
the floor.

Agree beforehand on the timing of the meditation. There are two variations on
this exercise regarding timing: one option is to set timers marking when eyes should open
and then close once again (e.g., meditate for five minutes with eyes closed, then meditate
in eye contact with one another for five minutes, and then end with five minutes with
eyes closed once again); a second approach is for partners to open and close their eyes
whenever they feel moved to—a timer can be set simply to mark the ending of the
meditation as a whole. These instructions will describe the second option.

Begin by closing your eyes, entering the meditation as you normally do. I like to
begin by noticing the body and the breath, practicing samadhi for a minute or two using
the breath, and then opening to all the sense doors, choicelessly, with vipassana.

When you are ready, slowly open your eyes. If you raise your eyelids very slowly,
this allows you to take in your partner’s legs, torso, neck, and then face, before making
eye contact. Really look at your partner’s body, noticing color, shape, etc.—being aware
of what is pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral—all the ways we grasp onto and identify with

what is coming in through the visual channel—noticing thoughts and feelings arising. As
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you look, notice your own body, your breath—what changes are you noticing moment by
moment? Take your time.

In this version of the exercise, your partner’s eyes may already be open, or not. If
they are not, keep looking and exploring. If they are, make eye contact with your partner.
Notice what this is like: to see and be seen. Notice the sensations, thoughts, and feelings
arising. And, of course, notice their eyes. Can you relax and look deeply into them? Can
you maintain the gaze without needing to look away? It helps to remember to breathe and
to relax the body. Try opening your mouth to fully relax your face and jaw.

Let your eye contact be relaxed. There is no need to stare: it is OK to look away
momentarily and to blink. But then return to making relaxed eye contact.

Once you have moved beyond the novelty of making such prolonged eye contact
with another, you can begin to relax into the meditation. Still in eye contact, return to
your vipassana practice. It may help to label each sense door as objects arise: body
sensation, hearing, seeing, thinking, etc.

At any time you like, you can close your eyes, returning to meditating “normally,”
but with the added element that your partner may be looking at you. You can also open
your eyes once again and return to eye contact at any time. This version of the exercise is
a little bit of an improvisational dance—when the two are in eye contact, they are dancing
together; at other times, each is dancing alone, but with an awareness of the other (for a
physicalized version of this dance, see Part 11, the chapter on The Three States).

When the timer goes off, both partners can end by closing their eyes for a minute
or two, returning to vipassana and an awareness of the body, mind, and feelings. When

you are both ready, take a few minutes to discuss the experience.
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Movement Meditations for One

It can be helpful to vary one’s approach to meditation at times, to break free of
sitting and to use the body. Not only is it healthy to move, but often the insights we have
off the cushion are important for understanding how to apply meditative concepts to daily
life.

In earlier chapters we have already discussed a few basic approaches including
classic walking meditation as well as movement meditation, plus moving shared
vipassana in the last chapter. Here are two additional approaches that invite the meditator

to get off the cushion and go exploring outdoors:

This form of meditation—as well as City Meditation, below—are practices in
following inner “gut” impulse, returning to the present moment, and opening to all the
senses.

Nature Meditation can be practiced in any natural setting: a forest, a beach, a
garden, etc. It’s helpful to have a journal and pen ready for use after the meditation; you
may also wish to have a timer to mark when the meditation ends (this is preferable to
consulting a watch or phone constantly).

The goal in Nature Meditation is to be fully present throughout the meditation,
noticing whatever is arising in the field of awareness: opening to all the senses, body
sensations, emotions, and thoughts. In these ways, it is similar to vipassana meditation.
The difference is that in Nature Meditation, you are able to move, to look around, to
touch things, smell things, to experience nature up close and from any angle. Nature

Meditation invites us to be children again, exploring with all our senses.
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Begin by setting the timer—20 minutes is a good length of time if you’re trying
this for the first time—and putting away any writing materials or electronics. Your hands
should be free. For the next 20 minutes you have nothing to do, nowhere to go, no one to
be.

Standing still, take a moment to close your eyes and relax your body. Breathe.
Open to all your senses. What do you smell? What do you hear? Throughout the
meditation, take your time to pause, relax, and open to what’s around you.

When you’re ready, open your eyes. Notice what your body wants to do. Follow
your body’s impulses as it moves around the environment. Notice every bit of sensation
as you move—the quality of the air, the feeling of the ground under your feet. What do
you see? Notice colors, shapes, patterns. Touch something—a tree, for example. How
does the bark feel? As your hands grip the trunk, feel the solidity of the tree. Smell the
tree’s scent. Look even more closely at the surface of the bark—all the variations in
color, the roughness of the surface. Observe and touch the lichen growing on it. Does it
feel different from the tree? How does it smell? Etc.

At any time, you can close your eyes, relax your body, breathe, and listen. You
can also move anytime you like, to explore something new: the soil, a flower, the sky.
You may find yourself standing very still for a long period of time, noticing and
observing an animal, bird, or insect closely.

A few guidelines for the meditation: no speaking, writing, or use of electronic
devices.

It’s OK to rest: if what your body wants to do is to lie down on the grass or in the

sand, do it! Trust your body and its impulses.
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When your timer sounds, close your eyes and take a minute to relax, breathe, and
notice how you are feeling. Then, if you like, sit and journal for 10 minutes or so,
capturing what you noticed during the experience, and how you feel afterwards. Feel free
to write a poem, make a drawing, or write spontaneously—do not worry about the quality

of the writing/drawing. Here’s a poem I wrote after one Nature Meditation:

A flower

In all its solid purple
Twisting fibres

Dry and powder

Spring from green

If you do this meditation with a friend (or in a workshop context), it’s helpful to
discuss your experience once you’re done writing. You can start by sharing your poem or
drawing with them. Answer this question: “What did I notice during this meditation that I

do not ordinarily notice?”

Similar to Nature Meditation, City Meditation is an exercise in listening to our
inner impulses and opening to mindful awareness.

My first experience of doing a City Meditation was in Berlin. I had gone there
with my partner at the time to visit friends of hers. They all decided to go on a bicycle

trip together in the countryside, but having never been in Berlin I wanted to explore the
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city and did not mind being by myself for the day. I set an assignment for myself: rather
than follow the guide book and do the usual tourist things, I would improvise—I would
leave the apartment and follow my gut impulse, moment by moment, allowing myself to
discover and explore.

The key ground rule I set for myself was to notice my habits, and to not do them.
For example, if I notice my habit of standing in bookstores and reading magazines begin
to assert itself, I would make a different choice.

What unfolded, moment by moment, was an absolutely magical day. With fresh
eyes, I observed the street, the buildings, the people. I spent many moments just standing
and looking. I came upon fascinating works of public art and architecture, from old
churches and synagogues to remnants of the Nazi regime. Instead of the feeling of
pressure I’d so often noticed as a tourist—to see and do as many things as possible in a
limited time—I felt a great sense of relaxation and peace. I could smile and marvel at the
beauty of a small child or baby going by with its parents. I noticed animals and trees. I
opened to the smells and sounds of the city. Everything came alive that day.

A few guidelines for your City Meditation: as with Nature Meditation, no
electronics (cell phone ringer off; do not answer calls unless it’s an emergency), cameras,
writing, or speaking (you can speak if someone addresses you directly, but keep the
interaction brief). If you notice a habit arising—e.g., something you tend to do to fill
time, or are driven to do by a sense of grasping—make a different choice. Do not
purchase anything, unless your body needs sustenance, in which case you have a perfect

opportunity to practice mindful eating!
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A good City Meditation can be as short as 20 minutes or as long as three or four
hours. Find moments to close your eyes, breathe, listen to the body, relax, and be present.
Follow your body and its impulses. If you do not know what to do in a given moment,
just stand still and observe, opening your senses. An impulse will eventually come to
you.

Optionally, end by journaling about your experience. It’s also rewarding to reflect

on the experience with a fellow-meditator.

Movement Meditations for Two

Several exercises in Insight Improvisation are active meditations for two or more
individuals. So far in Part I we have described mindful massage; in Part II we’ll be
delving into a partner movement exercise involving eye contact and physical contact
called the three states.

The following is a new variation on a classic trust-building exercise. It is a fun
activity that can be done indoors or outdoors with a partner and is easily adaptable for use

with children.

This exercise is done with a partner and is best practiced outdoors or in a
sufficiently large and sensory-rich indoor location (see ideas below). It’s best if there are
few other people around. (For a workshop, however, it’s fine if other participants are also

doing the exercise nearby.)
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One person is the Guide; the other, the Meditator. There is no speaking during this
exercise. Set a timer beforehand—15 minutes is a good length to start out—so that you
will not need to consult a watch or cellphone during the exercise.

The Meditator closes his eyes and will largely keep his eyes closed throughout the
exercise, even while moving. The Guide will guide him and watch out for his safety.

The goal or focus of the Meditator is to be present throughout the exercise, to
open to all his senses, and to fully experience the journey the Guide will take him on.

The goal of the Guide is to take her Meditator on a sensory journey or tour of the
area and to take care that the Meditator stays safe at all times.

The Guide uses her body instead of words. She can take the Meditator by the hand
to lead him forward, gently apply a hand to the chest to stop him, hold his shoulders and
apply slight pressure to indicate that he should turn in place or sit down, etc. She can also
position the Meditator’s head near a flower to smell it or put his hands on a tree trunk to
feel its bark. She can even have him hug the tree to experience how that feels.

One special signal that can be agreed on beforehand has the Guide tapping the
Meditator once lightly on the top of his head as a signal to open his eyes—a bit like
opening the shutter of a camera. The Meditator looks at whatever the Guide has
positioned him in front of, until the Guide taps him lightly on the head again, the signal to
close his eyes once again.

Throughout the exercise, it is best to proceed slowly with no rapid movements.
Pauses and moments of stillness and silence are encouraged. There is no agenda: the
Meditator simply takes it all in, which at times may simply be feeling the air around him

and his feet on the ground.
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It’s interesting to try this exercise in evocative locations—such as by a pond, or in
a beautiful old cemetery. You might also try this indoors in a natural history, art, or
science museum or in a large department store on a day with few people around—just be
aware of the Meditator’s safety.

When the time is up, the pair can discuss the experience before switching roles.
Discuss which moments stood out for the Meditator. It’s also interesting to notice what
came up for the Meditator around letting go of control, and trusting the Guide. What
feelings arose during the experience? How did those feelings impact his ability to be

mindful? Etc.

Final Thoughts

Meditation can be an exercise one does every now and then, or a practice one
performs every day. It can be a singular experience or a life path. There is no one “right”
way to meditate.

In Insight Improvisation, meditation—and, in particular, the focus on
mindfulness, choicelessness, and lovingkindness—is a window through which one can
see one’s life and one’s art and/or work in a different way.

As an actor, by starting with meditative awareness, I am brought into intimate
contact with not only my body and senses, but also my thoughts, emotions, inner
imagery, memories, etc. Each of these sense doors becomes a source of inspiration: rather
than strive to create or be clever, I realize I can simply listen. And it is the practice of
meditation—in my case, a daily practice—that strengthens my ability to listen to these

impulses.
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Something parallel is true for me as a practitioner of drama therapy—both in the
role of therapist, as well as a peer practicing with a trusted friend. By starting with
meditation, opening to the sense doors, learning to notice and let go of the neurotic
cycling of habitual thought patterns, I am more able to cut through the noise of day-to-
day problems or variations in mood, and open to deeper messages from the body-mind,
underlying themes emerging in my life, or in the life of my client.

As a person, and particularly as a husband and father to two small children,
meditation has increased my ability to be non-reactive in the face of strong emotion, to
respond rather than react. I am by no means a perfect person and can sometimes react
with anger or rashness in challenging situations. But I have noticed over time an
increased ability, coming directly from meditation (sometimes, literally, as I emerge from
a morning meditation to greet my family), to remember to be the best husband and father
I can be, to be truly present, to connect, and to bring lovingkindness into my interactions
with my family and with others.

One of the paradoxes of Insight Improvisation is that by combining meditation
and therapy with theater, we are learning to cultivate non-reactivity and inward
awareness, while also strengthening our ability to creatively express ourselves. There will

be more focus on the latter as we head into Part II, Contemplative Theater.
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Doha — Vajra Song

Happiness cannot be found through great effort and willpower,
but is already there, in relaxation and letting-go.

Don’t strain yourself, there is nothing to do.
Whatever arises in the mind has no importance at all,
because it has no reality whatsoever.

Don’t become attached to it.

Don’t pass judgment.

Let the game happen on its own, springing up and falling back
— without changing anything —

and all will vanish and reappear, without end.

Only our searching for happiness prevents us from seeing it.

It is like a rainbow which you run after without ever catching it.

Although it does not exist,
it has always been there and accompanies you every instant.

Don’t believe in the reality of good and bad experiences;
they are like rainbows.

Wanting to grasp the ungraspable, you exhaust yourself in vain.

As soon as you relax this grasping, space is there
— open, inviting, and comfortable.

So, make use of it. All is yours already.

Don’t search any further.

Don’t go into the inextricable jungle looking for the elephant
who is already quietly at home.

Nothing to do,

nothing to force,

nothing to want,

— and everything happens by itself.

— The Venerable Lama Gendiin Rinpoche
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Part Il: Playing

Theater and Improvisation as Meditation
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Try to be mindful, and let things take their natural course.

Then your mind will become still in any surroundings, like a clear forest pool.

— The Venerable Ajahn Chah



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 152



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 153

Naked Improvisation

“Naked” describes the experience we encounter when everything
extraneous to the essential nature of being falls away: all the grasping and
rejection, me and mine, wanting and not wanting, hopes, fears and
struggles. What would life be like if we could relax into our world rather
than feeling like we always had to cherish ourselves with it or protect

ourselves from it? What would it be like to have a “naked” experience?

— Elizabeth Namgyel (2012)

Contemplative Theater: Stripping It Down
In Insight Improvisation, the term Contemplative Theater (CT) refers to the
exploration of performance and the art of acting through the lens of mindfulness.
Part Il of this book is devoted to Contemplative Theater, and specifically to
techniques developed for actors—that can also be enjoyed by non-actors—for use in

training, creative exploration and sourcing of new material, and in performance.
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(Please note that throughout Part II we will be referring to “the actor,” “the
performer,” or “the improviser.” However, many of the concepts discussed—such as
Performance Mind versus Being Mind, or the expressive use of voice and body
language—can be applied more broadly, e.g. to a presenter or leader communicating with
a business audience, or other everyday communication situations.)

I’ve been lucky enough over the years to be able to study with theater artists
exploring the integration of theater with meditation and mindfulness, including Jean-
Claude van Itallie, Scott Kelman, Ruth Zaporah, and Christie Svane, all of whom are
referenced in the chapters to come. Others have explored this union, such as Lee Worley,
Professor of Performance at Naropa University (2001).

Several elements distinguish CT from other kinds of theater:

Mindful Intention. Theatre can do many things—it can entertain, inform, warn,
question or poke fun at social norms or trends, and/or evoke a cathartic response from the
audience. Although CT can do all of these things, its underlying purpose is to create an
experience of mindfulness for the audience, as well as the performers. Together, all share
in a space of open, heightened, present-moment awareness, appreciating the richness of
what is unfolding.

Actor as meditator. CT is interested in the inner state of the performer, and in
cultivating acting that is present, focused, open, and connected with other actors and the
audience. Although creating a mindful experience for the audience is also a goal of CT, it
is equally concerned with the performer’s creative journey, in the present moment, and

how their state of mind and body affects that journey.
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A “poor” theater. CT is poor in the Grotowskian sense—it is stripped down to its
essentials: actor, audience and empty space—with a minimum of sets, props, costumes,
lighting effects, makeup, etc. (Grotowski, 1968). As Chogyam Trungpa, the Tibetan
Buddhist teacher, once said, “The art of anything is not adding, it’s subtracting.”

Valuing negative space. In CT, what is not happening can be as important as
what is. Silence, slowness, breathing, pausing, and movement without words all
contribute to the creation of a mindful performance. The actor does not rush to fill space;

instead, he breathes fully and deeply, letting the moment in.

Insight Improvisation builds on all of the elements described above, with a
particular focus on improvisation. Improvisation, as we’ll see in the exercises in Part II of
this book, can include acting without a script, but can also include working with a text or
a chosen story in a spontaneous way, not planned beforehand. There are several parallels
between improvisation and meditation. Here are a few, based on the three types of
awareness discussed in Part I of this book:

. Being present—being “in the moment”—is fundamental to both
improvisation and meditation; if an improviser is not present, the improvisation
will quickly go off the rails.

. Saying “Yes” in an improv scene, e.g., accepting the offer of
another actor, or accepting the impulse arising in one’s own body/mind and going
with it, is parallel to opening to and accepting whatever is arising in the field of

awareness in meditation.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 156

* Lovingkindness: The confidence to improvise, as well as the ability to lend

support to another actor in the scene, ideally comes from an inner attitude of

caring, for oneself and for others.

This chapter offers an introduction to two core concepts in Insight Improvisation
and Contemplative Theater—Performance Mind and Being Mind—as well as two
exercises by a “Zen Master” of improvisation, the West Coast theater artist, teacher, and

ground-breaking producer Scott Kelman (Heffley, 2007).

Naked Improvisation

Introduction to Part Il: Contemplative Theater
Performance Mind and Being Mind

Walk-Stop-Walk \ One-Minute Solo

Performance Mind and Being Mind

“Let me give you a brief insight into stage fright. It is an animal, a
monster which hides in its foul corner without revealing itself, but you

know that it is there and that it may come forward at any moment.”

— Sir Laurence Olivier (1986, pp. 128-129)
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As a form of Contemplative Theater, Insight Improvisation replaces traditional
theater’s focus on performance with an emphasis on the actor’s awareness. One of the
useful aspects of this change in focus is that in can help the actor to break out of habitual
ways of approaching her craft.

We refer to the actor’s habitual way of thinking as “Performance Mind,” a core
concept in Insight Improvisation. Performance mind encompasses a number of actors’
tendencies, each of which have an alternative from an Insight Improvisation point of
view—a different set of attitudes or responses referred to as “Being Mind.”

Acting can often seem the opposite of relaxed. It can feel pressurized, tense,
pushed—the need to “perform” takes the fore. It is natural when appearing in front of an
audience to be nervous: adrenaline is produced that leads to a flight, fight, or freeze
reaction. This can lead to an “out-of-body” experience for the actor—not really being
present, speaking memorized lines on auto-pilot.

Something different becomes available to the actor when she breathes, relaxes,
slows down, and opens all her senses, taking in the present moment. The actor /ets
something happen, rather than pushing to make something happen. Instead of reacting,
the actor is inspired by and responds to what is around her. This is what “Being Mind”
is—a relationship with acting based on mindfulness, choicelessness, and lovingkindness.

The following table delineates some of the main distinctions between

Performance Mind and Being Mind:
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“Performance Mind”

A desire to secure the approval of the
audience, by impressing, entertaining, or
gaining their sympathy—often driven by an
underlying feeling of insecurity, lack of
approval, or of not being loved.

“Being Mind”

An intention to connect with the audience, to
be a present and vulnerable human being
with them, motivated by a spirit of
lovingkindness—metta—toward oneself, the
audience, and toward all beings.

A desire to control what is happening onstage,
or to “push” in order to make something
happen—e.g., to push emotions to make them
bigger, or to push in order to make an
improvisation more interesting to the
audience.

An intention to /et go of control and remain
open to what is unfolding moment by
moment, enjoying and accepting the
unexpected—exercising choiceless
awareness. To be open to whatever outcome
emerges, trusting that what occurs naturally
has its own richness and depth, greater than
what is produced by controlling or forcing.

An aversion to performance, characterized by
stage fright, butterflies in the stomach, a fear
of failure, a fear of making a fool of oneself,
and a desire to hide.

A love of performance and embracing of the
sensations that occur, including a mindful
awareness and acceptance of the physical
changes present when one is in front of an
audience. Noticing the tendency to project
into the future and instead returning the mind
to an awareness of what’s actually happening
right now—to exercise mindfulness.
Honoring the tendency to hide—having metta
for the hiding part of oneself—while also
being willing to remain present, open, and
vulnerable with the audience.

Strong self-judgment or critique before,
during, and after the process of performing.

Noticing and accepting the inner critic
without identifying with its messages, then
bringing the mind back to the body,
reconnecting with the intention to pause,
relax, and open—slow down, breathe, and
listen.

Lack of connection to the body, the senses,
other performers, and the audience—instead
being connected mainly to one’s own planning
and critical minds.

Appreciating the mind’s ability to plan, and
to take what is useful from that, but then to
be willing to enter empty, letting go of
“good” ideas and returning the mind to a
more choiceless awareness of the unfolding
present, the body, the senses, other
performers and the audience—to reconnect in
the here and now.
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A tendency toward Performance Mind is not something only beginners
experience. Olivier’s stage fright is but one example. Experienced actors can form habits
that are hard to break—including a tendency toward needing to please the audience, or
toward using technique instead of touching the emotional truth of the moment. What I
have seen in Insight Improvisation workshops is that veteran actors and novices have a
great deal to learn from one another: novices are inspired by how the veterans use the full
range of their voice and body to express what is arising; and veterans are enriched by the
novice’s “beginner’s mind,” their ability to make fresh discoveries and ask sometimes

profound questions.

Letting Go of Performance Mind

Each of the more than 50 Insight Improvisation exercises and variations are
designed to help one strengthen Being Mind while decreasing the reliance on
Performance Mind. Underlying many of these exercises are a specific set of techniques

that support that shift:

Our tendency before improvising is to plan what we are going to do, what our
topic, theme, or content will be, and to follow that plan. In Insight Improvisation, we
break this habit by actively disregarding the “Planning Mind,” and, instead, listen to the
body and senses in the moment for our inspiration, trusting that whatever arises is what

we need to be working with. We allow ourselves to be actors in the play of the moment.
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Scott Kelman often said: “If you have a good idea, don’t do it.” As we improvise,
it is important to notice our habits as performers, and to break out of them, to let go of
“Performance Mind.” Our tendencies usually fall into two categories: a desire to impress
the audience with how talented, entertaining, clever, or risk-taking we can be on the one
hand; and, on the other, a desire to hide. As we perform, the mind works overtime,
generating many “good ideas” about how to impress the audience and how to hide from
them. These ideas often occur as “wouldn’t it be neat if...” In traditional forms of
improvisation, the actor is encouraged to be clever and do all their good ideas. In Insight
Improvisation, we drop the good ideas, and tune back into what the body, senses, and
inner imagery are telling us. What can emerge from this approach is often uniquely

creative, unexpected, and authentic—both to actor and audience.

Working with eyes closed is not recommended as a performance technique, but
can be quite useful when working one-to-one or in a workshop context. When we work
with eyes closed, it encourages us to focus more on our own inner reality than on the
audience—it helps us open to all the other senses: what’s coming in through the body, the
ability to notice sounds, smells, thoughts, feelings, the breath, etc. Although not all
Insight Improvisation exercises are performed with eyes closed, many are, including the

progression from meditation and authentic movement to role stream and psolodrama.
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Walk-Stop-Walk

As actors, we don’t often notice what’s around us onstage: we’re more concerned
with ourselves and how we’re coming across.

This exercise originally comes from Scott Kelman. Both this exercise and Scott’s
One-minute Solo exercise are best practiced in a group setting; the instructions that
follow are from the standpoint of teaching a workshop.

Begin by having participants sit along one edge of the space—either on the floor
or in chairs. Have a single row that arcs slightly so people can see each other.

Point out an imaginary line on the floor just in front of their feet extending the
length of the audience. “When you cross this line you’re entering the space. To exit the
space, cross the line again and return to your seat. Once you exit, that’s it.”

Have every other person (half the group) stand up.

“When the bell rings, those who are standing will cross the line and enter the
space. Once you enter the space, walk. Walk until you stop walking. When you stop
walking, check it out: check out the room, check out the audience, check out the clock,
check out the floor, check out yourself, etc. Once you’re done checking it out, walk.
When you hear the bell a second time, the next time you walk, exit the space. Any
questions?”

If there are questions, just repeat the instructions—do not elaborate or justify. If
they ask what the role of the audience is, “to be the audience” should suffice.

Ring the bell to start them off. Let the movers go for as long as feels right—
probably somewhere between 5 to 7 minutes. Then ring the bell to end, and let everyone

eventually make their way back to their seat.
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Once everyone is seated, engage the group in a short debrief conversation: “What
was your experience? Let’s hear from the movers first.” Etc.

When you invite the audience to share their experience, you could also add this
follow-on question: “If this were a performance, what would be your experience of it?”
And later: “How does it feel to watch this performance?”

Then switch roles and do the exercise again.

Walk-Stop-Walk exists on an edge between acting and “real life.”

The movers are given simple instructions to follow, mainly about being present
and aware (“checking it out”). If they follow the instructions faithfully, they are not
acting—just being.

For the audience, what emerges is a piece of unplanned contemplative
improvisation: there is plenty of silence, and the action seems random. It is a dance, but
probably unlike any the audience has seen. It is a dance that does not try to force its
agenda on us, to entertain or surprise or teach or touch. Instead, it is a dance of chance, of
emptiness, of curiosity, of happy accidents—such as those moments when all the movers
are still at the same time, or those moments when two or three begin to move
simultaneously. Rather than a message being pushed out, the audience is invited in, to
explore with their own curiosity, and to choose what aspects of movement, stillness, and

interaction they wish to observe.
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One-Minute Solo

Same setup as Walk-Stop-Walk: chairs for participants are arranged in a single
gently-arcing row forming the audience. Point out the invisible line in front of the
participants; crossing it means one has entered, or exited, the space.

“This is an exercise called the One-minute Solo. In a moment, one person will
volunteer to go first by standing up. When you cross the line and enter the space, your
one minute begins. There are only two rules. The first is, at some point during the minute,
acknowledge the audience. The second rule is, if you have a good idea, don’t do it. When
the minute is up you will hear the bell—that’s your signal to exit the space. Any
questions?”

If there are questions, just repeat the instructions—do not elaborate or justify.

Invite one person to go first. When they are finished, say “we will talk about this
afterward, but before we do, let’s see another”—and invite someone else to go.

After two or three participants have done a solo, ask the group, “What are you
noticing? What was your experience of being the audience, or the actor?”

Then give others a chance to try.

For actors—and most human beings—to find themselves onstage, not being able
to do their good ideas, feels like a soldier running into battle without armor or weaponry.
One is naked in the space, vulnerable. How this vulnerability expresses itself is unique to

each person. Each has his or her own way of dealing with this paradoxical situation.
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As audience, we have the privilege of seeing each person’s truth—or their
defenses or habits. In a sense, the exercise lays everything bare, no matter what the
performer does.

Kelman has created a form that is the opposite of what we tend to think of as
acting. By doing so, he helps us get at what underlies acting: the performer’s relationship

with the audience.

A couple of variations have developed over the years as I’ve led this exercise in
Insight Improvisation workshops:

Speaking. Often the actor does not say anything in this exercise, which is fine.
However, it’s also interesting to discover what it is like to speak in the context of not
doing one’s good ideas. At any time the facilitator can say, “let’s add a new rule: at some
point during the minute say something.”

A variation on this variation is to ask the actor to tell a story—something that is
even more challenging to do without good ideas.

Duets and Groups. Invite two people to enter the space at the same time with the
added instruction: “At some point during the minute interact with each other.” You can
also try being more specific and assign any of the following to either or both actors:

* “At some point make eye contact with your partner”

* “At some point make physical contact with your partner.”

* “Atsome point speak to your partner.”

You can also progress to a group of three, then four, and then see what happens

with larger groups.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 165

One example of how I dealt with my own tendency toward being stuck in
performance mind comes from a one-man show I created and performed in 1996, 4
Naked Man in Boston. The first act of this theater piece was made up of performed stories
and short improvisational structures that the audience could choose from by way of a
random selection process. The plan for one of the improvisations, entitled “Naked,” was
extremely simple: I would remove my clothes and stand before the audience. I knew in
advance that in such a situation, my normal tendency as an actor would be to want to
entertain, impress the audience, or to hide, through a number of different means: e.g.,
being clever or funny, using self-deprecating humor, distraction, or even physically
covering up in some way. Instead, I chose beforehand to approach the improvisation
completely differently, using Kelman’s guideline: “If you have a good idea, don’t do it.”

On the night when this improvisation was chosen by the audience, what emerged
onstage was a very simple improvisation, with a great deal of silence and stillness. Once I
removed my clothing, I remember feeling extremely present. I became conscious of each
breath and each gesture I made. Stripped even of my defenses, I stood still—slowing
down to take in the moment, to see the audience and to allow myself to be seen by them.
Members of the audience shared afterwards that this enabled them to also be simply
present, and take in a naked body in a new way. What I discovered was a new freedom as
a performer, not to rush through a risky moment, or to try to impress the audience, but to

simply be there and appreciate the wonder and strangeness of it all, moment by moment.
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Where We’re Headed

Each of the chapters which follow in Part II examines a different aspect of the
performer’s craft through the lens of mindfulness: how to use the actor’s instrument—the
voice and the body—expressively; how to relate to other actors; how to write and
perform a text; how to tell a story effectively; how to play characters and create scenes;
and how to apply singing—the use of rhythm and melody and the full range of the
voice—to all of the above.

The chapters in Part II represent an alternative or supplement to standard acting
training. Acting students—as well as experienced actors—tend to enjoy these exercises,
as they provide new and unusual ways of looking at performance. All of the skills
developed in Part II are useful in themselves, in day-to-day life as well as in performance,
but they are also good preparation for what’s coming in Part III, as we delve into drama
therapy and psolodrama. In addition, each exercise reflects back on Part I, in the sense
that each is a form of active meditation.

Two interesting questions to ask as you encounter the exercises in Part II: “how
can | approach this exercise as a meditation?”” and “how is this exercise also a form of

drama therapy—how is it therapeutic?”

References

Grotowski, J. (1968). Towards a poor theatre. New York: Simon & Schuster.
Heffley, L. (2007, March 1). Scott Kelman, 70; performance art guru, activist and
teacher. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from

http://articles.latimes.com/2007/mar/01/local/me-kelman1



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 167

Namgyel, E. (2012). Learning to be naked. Retrieved from
http://whatmeditationreallyis.com/index.php/lang-en/home-blog/item/312-
learning-to-rest-in-the-naked-state.html

Olivier, L. (1986). On acting. New York: Simon & Schuster

Worley, L. (2001). Coming from nothing: the sacred art of acting. Boulder, CO:

Turquoise Dragon.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 168



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 169

Amplification

When I asked Suzuki Roshi for his advice about working in the
kitchen, he said, “When you wash the rice, wash the rice. When you cut
the carrots, cut the carrots. When you stir the soup, stir the soup.” Though
very similar, this is not the same as, “be mindful in the kitchen,” which
makes it sound like you have two things to do: washing and being mindful,
cutting and being mindful, stirring and being mindful. What would that
mindfulness part look like? Probably a bit stiff, as your impulse will be to
move slowly and carefully so that only a moderate amount of energy and
emotion arises to meet the circumstances. In other words most people hear

be mindful as keep yourselfin check.

Yet what is magnificent and magical is finding out how to manifest
the cutting of carrots with your whole body and mind; how to wash the
rice with your eyes and your hands, connecting consciousness with the
senses and the world—not just going through the motions.... When you
stop going through the motions and manifest the stirring of soup, alive in
the present moment, emotions may surface. While some find this
problematic and seemly recommend dispassion, my suggestion is to invite

your passion to cook.

— Edward Espe Brown (2008)
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For actors—for all of us, really—the voice and body are our instruments of self-
expression, vehicles for communicating and conveying emotion and passion. In order to
be fully self-expressed, we can learn to “play” these instruments with abandon and with
passion, to explore the range of what the voice and body can do, even to their outer
limits. By doing so, we can also better learn to modulate the level of energy we bring to
each moment whether cutting carrots or talking with friends.

Ultimately, we can change our fundamental orientation toward the voice and
body, no longer seeing them as mere instruments or vehicles for content, but discovering
what it is like to be influenced and inspired by our own sounds and movements—the
feeling of the voice vibrating in the chest, or an arm slowly raising—creating a positive
feedback cycle of self-awareness, creativity, and self-expression.

This chapter introduces the Amplification exercise—a challenging and fun way of
exploring vocal and physical range—as well as a number of variations on that exercise
that add interaction with a partner, language, story, and role play.

The Amplification exercise was inspired by the work of Ruth Zaporah,
choreographer, improviser, and creator of Action Theater (1995) who has been highly
influenced by Zen Buddhism. I am also indebted to my training with members of the Roy
Hart Theater, especially teacher Ivan Midderigh, for introducing me to new ways of
exploring the limits of vocal range. My colleague Lorraine Grosslight and I created the
Amplification exercise while working one day in the studio, and I have since added

several more variations which appear in this chapter.
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Amplification

Basic Amplification Primary Amplification Secondary Amplification

Warming up Word Amplification * Amplified Monologue
Fundamentals Role Amplification e Amplified Story

FAQ Amplification Duet/Trio * Amplified Scene
Feedback/coaching Amplification Dialogue e ..and more...
Amplification as

Meditation

Basic Amplification

Warming Up

The activities in the previous chapter, Naked Amplification, make a good prelude
for Amplification, particularly in a workshop context. Here’s another possible warm-up
sequence:

1. Meditate on impulse. After participants begin with their own stretching and/or
simultaneous authentic movement, have them find a comfortable position for a brief
meditation—sitting on the floor is fine. Invite awareness of the body, and the breath.
Then add the following: “Continuing with your meditation, we’re going to shift our
awareness now as a way to prepare for our work on Amplification. In the Amplification
exercise, we will be identifying sound/movement impulses and amplifying them. In this

meditation, we can begin to be aware of how those impulses originate. Shift your
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awareness now to notice movement in the body—even small, subtle movements: breath,
pulse, vibration, etc. (Pause.) Notice where in the body or mind an impulse to move
arises. Notice how you react or respond to that impulse. It could be as simple as relaxing
a muscle, or an impulse to swallow. (Pause.) See if you can notice an impulse and not act
on it. If you do act on it, can you do it slowly and mindfully, noticing every bit of
sensation?” Give time to explore impulses in the meditation and then bring the meditation
to a gradual close.

2. Add sound and movement. Following the meditation, invite the group to stand
in a circle and introduce a sound/movement warm-up:

Ha! Circle. This is a classic improv warm-up. Pass a “HA!” and a clap
around the circle. Next, invite participants to send the HA!/clap to anyone in the
circle. Encourage the group to use their energy and creativity.

Advanced Ha! Now replace the “HA!” with any sound and the clap with
any gesture. Demonstrate how to use whole body gestures, and whole voice
sounds. Challenge the group to not repeat sounds and gestures.

Advanced Ha! with Mirroring. Same as above, but now whoever receives
the sound/gesture must mirror it back to the sender before sending something new
to someone else.

3. Dialogue with amplification. Invite participants to grab a partner. Have one
person begin by sending a sound/gesture to the other. As in Advanced Ha! with
Mirroring, the other will mirror back that sound/gesture—but now they will also amplify

it. For this warm-up, keep the explanation of Amplification simple: “Amplify the sound
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and the movement in any way you like—you can make it louder, bigger, stretch it out,
make it faster, repeat it, etc.”

Then the first person does the same, further amplifying the sound and movement,
so that it bounces back and forth, becoming increasingly Amplified. “See if you can
notice how your partner amplified the sound and the movement, so that you can take it
further in the same direction. For example, if they increased the pitch of the sound, can
you go even higher (rather than, say, make it louder)?”

At any time either partner can send a brand new sound/gesture, to start a new
sequence. After a few minutes, invite pairs to debrief with one another, and then rejoin

the circle to share what they discovered with the whole group.

Amplification in its simplest form is a one-person improvisation. Here are the

bare-bones instructions:

1) Begin with a sound/movement impulse.

c. You can have a brand new sound/movement impulse.

2 ¢¢

So, what do we mean by these terms: “sound/movement impulse,” “amplify the

impulse,” and “return to neutral”?
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By a sound/movement impulse (or SMI for short) we mean any movement
combined with any vocal sound. For example, a twitch of the finger and a little squeak.
Or, walking three steps and bending over, combined with a raspy groan and a loud grunt.
The SMI can be very short, or can be a slightly longer phrase. It shouldn’t be too long—
usually 1-5 seconds. (But remember that all the rules in this book were made to be
broken!) In the course of practicing Amplification, it’s best to vary the length of one’s
initial SMI. Also note that snapping the fingers or clapping the hands is not an SMI—it’s
missing the vocal element. If you have an initial impulse that’s missing the vocal (or
physical) part, simply repeat the impulse and add the missing piece.

By we mean repeating the SMI with some kind of
amplification: making it bigger, faster, louder, stretching it out, etc. However, there are
many other kinds of amplification—those we do not tend to think of as amplification—
such as making the impulse smaller, softer, slower, shorter, etc. These methods amplify
in the sense of bringing attention or focus to the impulse. It is also possible to excerpt the
initial impulse, repeating just a part as a way to “spotlight” it. One can also amplify a
small physical impulse by gradually having it fill the entire body. (See the chart
“Dimensions of Amplification,” below, for a more complete list of ways to amplify an

impulse.)
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Dimensions of Amplification

Voice Body Language Overall/Gestalt
Volume Gesture Speed:
Pitch/Inflection Facial expression o Stretch or Compress
o Increase or decrease
number or length of
Pauses

Sound quality/Timbre Posture

Ennunciation/Clarity Stance/Orientation

Emphasis Use of space o Accelerate or
Singing Size (bigger or smaller) Decelerate

Level (higher or lower) Internal Repetition /
Number of Repetitions
Excerpt/Spotlight

Open or closed

Expand impulse from one
area of body to gradually
include entire body—or the Image

reverse Role/Character

Emotion/Passion

For example, if my initial SMI is a finger twitch and a little squeak, I may amplify
that impulse by gently increasing the range of movement of my finger, while stretching
out my squeak to be a longer squeak. Alternatively, I could, over the course of several
amplifications, have the finger twitch affect my whole hand, then my arm, then my whole
body. At the same time I could make my squeak louder and louder—or, I might change
the pitch of my squeak, making it higher and higher.

Note that in Amplification we never just repeat an SMI—we are always
amplifying it in some way with each iteration. However, you do not need to amplify
every impulse that arises; step #2 in the instructions above can be skipped occasionally.
So if an impulse comes that the improviser for whatever reason does not wish to amplify,

they can either return to neutral or follow it right away with another SMI.
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Also, when amplifying, do not get carried away—respect injuries and the
limitations of the body. To experience the exercise fully, it’s important to stretch beyond
where you might habitually stop—but please do not hurt yourself in the process. (Note
that projecting loudly with the voice is fine if one inhales deeply first; feeling a little
hoarse after this exercise is normal and should go away within a day or so.)

By we mean dropping the current sound and movement,
returning to a relaxed, mindful stillness. To be neutral one does not need to be standing—
I can remain in whatever position my last amplification left me in (e.g., kneeling on the
floor), but let my face, arms, and the rest of my body relax and come to rest. Returning to
neutral is like wiping the slate clear for whatever is to come next. Note that according to
the instructions, it is not necessary to return to neutral after each series of
amplifications—sometimes you may have a brand new SMI and go directly into
amplifying it.

It’s helpful to vary the pattern of returning to neutral versus changing immediately
to a new SMLI. It is also good to vary the number of times one tends to amplify an
impulse. Typically one amplifies an impulse 3-5 times, but in the course of an
improvisation I may be moved to amplify a particular impulse 10 times—stretching my
voice and body to the limit—while other impulses I might not amplify at all.

The Basic Amplification activity can be as long or short as you like. Working
with a partner as your witness/audience, try it for three to five minutes, get some

feedback from them, and then try it again or switch roles.
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How do | know when to stop amplifying and change to a new SMI?

Answer: whenever you want to. This can be when the current impulse “loses its
juice,” or when it becomes too much.

However, notice if you habitually give up on amplifying an impulse before you
reach your limit. Commit fully to what is already happening, rather than seek comfort or
distraction in something new. See what happens if you amplify beyond what you think
you can. You may surprise yourself with what you are capable of. It is when the actor is

fully committed that the audience is completely engaged.

What’s the difference between amplifying an impulse and transforming it?

Amplification is distinct from transformation. Say I begin with a finger twitch and
a high squeak. I could transform that impulse by moving my finger around in different
ways, and start to play with the pitches of my squeak. Eventually, this could transform
into a dance with my whole hand and a tune I am singing. Then it could become a walk
through the room while waving like the queen, and saying hello to the crowd. In the
Amplification exercise, we are not continuously changing the impulse into something
new—we are consciously choosing to either amplify the original impulse, drop it and

return to neutral, or start a new SMI.
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Do this (amplification): a=>al->a2->a3, b>b1->b2, neutral, ¢, d->d1, etc.

Not this (transformation): a->b->c->d, etc.

However, it’s also important not to get too strict about the “no transforming” rule.
Any amplification of an SMI is, in a sense, a transformation of that impulse. What is
important is for the improviser to remain aware of the difference between amplifying an

initial impulse versus changing the impulse into something totally new.

Can | amplify an SMI across multiple dimensions at once?

Yes! It’s great fun to work with multiple simultaneous dimensions of
amplification—e.g. to gradually get louder, higher pitched, and faster, all at the same
time. When first learning Amplification, try amplifying one dimension at a time (that is,
one vocal and one physical dimension at a time), to help practice making specific

choices; over time, you can add more than one simultaneous dimension.

What is an internal repetition?

An SMI—or the amplification of an SMI—can contain repeated sounds or
movements. For example, if the initial SMI is saying “Hey!” while throwing both hands
in the air, one way to amplify it would be to say “Hey-hey!” while also amplifying the

gesture physically.
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What does it mean to amplify the feeling, image, or role?

As you practice Amplification, you may find your SMI is naturally expressing a
certain emotion (e.g. anger), image/picture (e.g., pulling on a rope, or a rushing
waterfall), or role/character (e.g. a princess, an old man, a blue whale). Rather than focus
on specific aspects of voice or body language, you can choose to amplify the feeling,
image, or role itself. Doing so will tend to naturally evoke multiple simultaneous
dimensions of voice and body language amplification—e.g., if you’re amplifying the
character of a giant, you may find your body opening and expanding in size, while you
begin to use more of the space; you may also slow down while getting louder. (See Role

Amplification, below, for more on working with roles.)

When offering feedback and coaching for another’s Amplification, the witness
and/or audience can be helpful by starting with positives, sharing their own experience,
and providing suggestions to improve:

Positive feedback. What did you like, what was working well? What moments
stood out as particularly enjoyable or memorable?

Sharing one’s own experience. What else did you experience as a witness? How
were you affected emotionally/viscerally? What images or associations did you have
watching the exercise?

Coaching. How might the improviser improve? For example:
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Was there a variety or range in: the kinds of
sound/movement impulses they had, the parts of the body they used (don’t forget
the face!), the vocal qualities they explored, the kinds of amplification they used,
and the number of times they tended to amplify each impulse? It can be very
useful feedback, for example, to hear that I varied my volume by not my pitch.

Did the improviser play it safe, or did they push the limits of
their vocal/physical range? If they tended to keep things small or predictable, it
can be a useful exercise to go back in and do Amplification again, but this time
start with one simple small SMI, and then keep amplifying it, going way beyond
what one would normally do (go at least 3 iterations beyond when the improviser
would normally stop).

If appropriate, also give feedback on the improviser’s
pacing (was the whole thing very fast or very slow?), and their level of tension or
relaxation (if the improviser was tense, it can be useful to do the exercise again

with the goal of remaining completely relaxed throughout).

One of the challenges in approaching the Amplification form is in maintaining
awareness in the midst of the process. Typically, if I am worried about the structure of the
exercise, or having inner questions (or inner critique) regarding whether I am doing it
correctly or not, this will distance me from being truly present to my body, my voice, and
the creative impulses that are arising.

Once you are familiar with Basic Amplification and have tried it a few times, see

what happens if you approach it with these added guidelines:
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Do not worry whether you are doing it right or wrong. Let go of
mistakes—assume everything you are doing, even the accidents or mishaps, are
perfect and there for a reason. Let go of this being a performance. You are doing
this for yourself, in a process of exploration, and your witness is simply the

container for the process. Let go of entertaining them.

Don’t rush this. Fully explore the sound and movement
impulse through the amplification, noticing each molecule of what you are doing:
be mindful. See what happens if you return to complete neutral and wait for an
authentic SMI—it might take several seconds. Then there may be a slight body
movement as the weight shifts, or your shoulders relax, or the muscles in your

face release. Repeat the movement, adding sound. Then amplify that.

Notice where a new SMI comes from. Is it suggested by
your body position, your stance? Is it something in your last facial expression or
tone of voice? Is it an idea that popped into your head (“I should do something
with a low-pitch voice” or “I see myself with my arms spreading out as if hugging
an elephant)? Also get curious about how you are making choices regarding the
kinds of amplification you are using. Are you thinking about each one or is it
more intuitive, emerging organically as the improvisation develops? (If you feel
you are stuck in the head, let go—assume that your body and voice will do the

“right” kind of amplification, and just follow them.)
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Have you explored the outer limits of what your body
and voice can really do? How high or low, for example, can the pitch of your
voice go—what sounds come out after you have gone beyond your normal range?
Let go of needing to sound or look good. Commit fully to each moment, tapping

into every bit of expression your instrument can produce.

With these added guidelines, notice how the nature of the form changes,
deepening into a vehicle for strengthening mindful and choiceless awareness—and for

practicing acceptance and letting go.

Variations I: Primary Amplification

“Primary Amplification” refers to those activities in which the amplification is the
focus of the action and the performer’s attention. (Later we will explore “Secondary
Amplification,” in which amplification is occurring in the background.) Basic
Amplification, above, is the fundamental example of Primary Amplification, but there are

other possibilities:

This is the same as Basic Amplification, but instead of a sound/movement
impulse (SMI), the improviser has a “word/movement impulse”’—that is, moving while

speaking a word (or short phrase).
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Note that the word may or may not have anything to do with what is happening in
the moment. It’s just a word chosen in the moment. Also, the way the word is amplified
may or may not be congruent (match the meaning of the word).

For example, I might have an impulse to do a little leap while saying “tired.”
could then amplify the impulse by leaping higher and saying “Tired” louder and with
more energy. After a few more iterations I might be jumping quite high and yelling
“TIIRRED!!!”

For an intermediate step between Basic and Word Amplification, try doing

Amplification with gibberish (nonsense words).

In this variation, instead of an SMI, the improviser identifies a role impulse, and
amplifies that. A role impulse can be any kind of role or character, preferably suggested
by something already occurring in the present moment (e.g., bodily position, facial
expression, vocal quality, emotion or mood) as opposed to thinking something up or
being clever. A role need not be a person—it can also be an animal, object (e.g., a talking
clock), or fantastic/mythical creature (e.g., god/goddess, monster, etc.). Roles may or
may not speak recognizable words.

Once the role is established, the aim of the improviser is to amplify the role. This
can be done by amplifying the voice and body in some way, or by amplifying some
essential emotional or energetic quality of the role. For example, an “angry dragon”
might become more angry and incinerate the populous; a slow, serious butler might

become even more dry and deliberate.
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As with Basic Amplification, the improviser can drop the role anytime (briefly

returning to neutral), and also begin a new role anytime.

Any of the above types of Amplification can also be explored with a partner or
partners as a group improvisation. Amplification Duets and Trios are enjoyable and
satisfying improvisational structures, especially in a workshop setting. A few tips:

Listen and create space. Working with others, remember that you are not the only
one on stage. How can you open to what they are doing, really hear and/or see them, and
also create enough space in what you are doing so they can be heard and sometimes have
the focus? Hint: Use the option of “returning to neutral” to create space. You can also use
more quiet forms of Amplification—rather than a sound getting louder, it can get softer,
more focused, with longer pauses in between iterations, for example.

Invite interaction. Look for ways to work with your partner(s) and what they are
doing. Eye contact and physical contact are possible. Also look for ways to weave sounds
and movements together, by mirroring or contrasting the other(s).

Stay true to your own impulse. Although you are interacting with the other(s)
and giving them space, do not let yourself be overly influenced by their sounds and
movements. If you find yourself mirroring them habitually, return to your own authentic
impulse and follow it.

After each pair or trio performs, make sure to elicit audience response: What did
you like? What moments stood out? What worked or could have been better about the

interaction?
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This is a different form of Amplification Duet. In the Amplification Dialogue (see
also the warm-up version of this exercise described earlier), the two improvisers begin
facing one another. If used as a performance structure, they can also “cheat out”™—angle
their bodies outward toward the audience, or stand side-by-side and experiment with
using peripheral vision to take the other in. One begins with an SMI. The other has a
choice: to mirror and amplify that impulse, or have a brand new SMI. Impulses bounce
back and forth in this way, sometimes amplifying a great deal—over several iterations—
or sometimes being dropped and a new impulse beginning.

It is important that any new SMI be distinct enough from the last one so the other
improviser is aware of the change. Also, when amplifying an impulse over several
iterations, skillful improvisers are aware of sow the impulse is being amplified, to take it
further in that direction (e.g. if my partner stretched my SMI out, when it’s my turn again
I’d want to stretch it out even more—rather than make it louder/faster). Finally, don’t
forget to amplify your partner’s facial expression, as well as their body and voice.

You can also try this exercise as a trio, quartet, or group improvisation in a line:
the impulse starts at one end, and is amplified by each person in turn. You can take turns
providing the initial impulse (for a bigger group), or just improvise (in a trio/quartet).

Finally, by combining several different Primary Amplification exercises, you can
create a performance score. For example, try Amplification Dialogue with a friend,
beginning with sound/movement impulses, and gradually progressing to gibberish, then

words, and then roles speaking complete sentences.
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Variations Il: Secondary Amplification

Secondary Amplification describes those exercises in which the amplification
process is a secondary focus—that is, in the background or “behind the scenes.” In the
foreground the actor has a different task, such as delivering a monologue, or acting in a
scene. But underneath, the actor is doing the amplification process, amplifying sounds,
gestures, facial expressions, movement, etc., in a variety of ways.

The result is a funhouse mirror, surreal performance, in which ordinary physical
and vocal expressions stretch and distort, becoming dreamlike, nightmarish, or funny in
an absurd way. Characters range from eccentric to insane.

Secondary Amplification, done well, offers a window into the inner state of the
performer, amplifying hidden feelings. The actor’s inner playwright is unleashed:
simultaneously informed and distracted by the amplification of voice and body, the part
of the mind that is usually busy censoring language is preoccupied, allowing an unfiltered
flow of thoughts and feelings. For this reason, Secondary Amplification can be valuable
when developing new material.

Working this way is more challenging than in the simpler Primary Amplification
forms: one’s focus is divided, having more than one task to accomplish. Consequently,
Secondary Amplification exercises are advanced practices for developing self-awareness.
As an actor, when I normally deliver a monologue or act in a scene, I’'m not usually so
acutely aware of what my body, face, and voice are doing. In Secondary Amplification I

am challenged to apply the three kinds of awareness discussed throughout this book:
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Mindfulness. How do I return to an awareness of my body—and of my voice—in
the present moment? How can I be mindful when my focus is split? How do I accept
what is happening moment by moment? How can I slow down, relax, and breathe?

Choicelessness. Can I open to subtleties—how my posture has slightly shifted, or
how the corner of my mouth feels like it’s drooping downward—so that I can amplify
those details? Am I giving more focus to one element than another—can I open my
awareness to what’s been neglected?

Lovingkindness. Can I feel the joy of the process, to let go and have fun with it?
Can I send myself metta throughout the process, being compassionate if I don’t get it

“right” the first (or the tenth) time?

The most basic form of Secondary Amplification is the Amplified Monologue.
The actor enters the space and begins to deliver an improvised monologue to the
audience. In the background, the actor practices Amplification—noticing what her voice
and body are doing and amplifying those sound/movement impulses.

Here’s an example—the first few lines of an Amplified Monologue, along with

what the actor did vocally and physically:



Content

Vocal Amplification
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Physical Amplification

“Hello, I'd like to talk with
you today about cheese.”

Speech slows down and
lowers in pitch as if a tape
player is beginning to grind to
a halt.

Head begins to drop forward
as shoulders hunch up.

“Cheese is my favorite
food. Without it I'm
nothing.”

Pitch has become extremely
low (bass) and the pace is
glacial—each word stretched
out more and more. The lips
have become rubbery, giving
the sound an additional
slurred and hollow quality.

Head is now facing the floor.
Shoulders continue to tense,
as well as arms and hands,
which form fists and begin to
rise.

“So, for me, a visit to the
diary aisle at the
supermarket is a real joy.”

This line begins by dropping
the previous amplification
and returning to a neutral
tone and speed of voice.
However, by the end of the
sentence, the delivery is
beginning to subtly speed up
beyond the normal.

Arms drop to sides, shoulders
relax, and head rises—the
actor once again makes eye
contact with the audience. By
the end of the line, the actor
is rising slightly onto their
toes.

“In fact | often bring my
own crackers with me.”

Now the speed is noticeably
quick, and high energy.

Higher on toes, back arched,
arms half-open, crossing the
space, and generally looking
up, with an excited facial
expression.

“The desire is too strong—I
must have some—now!”

Speed and volume increase
and climax on the final word.

The vertical quality continues
as actor goes higher on toes.
Arms spread out fully as face
also expands, eyes and mouth
wide open.

A few tips when trying the Amplified Monologue exercise:

Enter empty; be flexible. Find the topic as you go. Start with nothing and allow a

first line to come to you on the spot. What emerges may be a story, true or fictional, a

speech, an advertisement, a poem, stream of consciousness, etc. Allow it to change; do
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not be attached to logic or to an expectation of what the monologue needs to be about.
Let yourself be surprised.

Let the amplification affect you. Not only is the physical/vocal delivery of the
monologue influenced by its content, but the reverse is also true: the monologue is
constantly informed and inspired by the amplification, by the feelings and emotions that
emerge as the amplification moves the body and voice. For example, a certain amplified
facial expression and tone of voice may make you feel a certain emotion (or feel like a
certain character or role), which may then affect your word choice and subject matter.
Allow this to happen. Also, allow things to take a different turn as you begin amplifying
some other vocal/physical impulse. Do not feel you must be faithful to logic; things may
change on a dime in this activity.

Explore your range. Your amplification may sometimes be subtle—perhaps only
you are aware that it is happening—and sometimes gross, outrageous, comically
exaggerated. Play with this range.

Advance the story; avoid repetition. Beware of unnecessary repetition of words,
phrases, and sentences—move the storyline forward. Amplified gestures/vocal qualities
may repeat (as long as they grow bigger, smaller, longer, louder, etc.), but the content of
the monologue should not. (A common tendency with Amplified Monologue is to repeat
the same phrase over and over again as one amplifies the sound and gesture that goes
with it. One of the challenges of this exercise is to detach the part of the mind speaking
the monologue from the part that is noticing vocal/physical details and amplifying them.)

Don’t comment. The monologue is about something different than the

amplification itself. For example, if you enter with a slight limp, and find yourself
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amplifying the limp, do not speak about the limp. Talk about salad dressing, your mother,
or the first man on the moon. If you ever find yourself speaking directly about the body
or voice element you are amplifying, let the content of the monologue move off in a

different direction.

In the Amplified Story form, instead of an improvised monologue, the foreground
task for the actor is to tell a personal story. As in Storytelling—coming up in the chapter
of that name later in Part [I—the story is chosen in advance, but how it will be told, what
scenes are depicted, and where it will end, are discovered in the telling. It is useful to
follow Jean-Claude van Itallie’s Storytelling guidelines (to be explored more deeply in
the Storytelling chapter), including use of present tense, no “ands,” the three narrative
stances, etc.

As you tell the story, do Amplification in the background. Notice how your body
and voice change as you tell the story—especially as you portray various characters—and
amplify those changes. Allow the amplification to affect the way the story is told; it may
even influence the words that emerge from the characters’ mouths.

Amplified Story can be a useful rehearsal technique, illuminating areas where the
storyteller can increase her range, or make an unexpected choice. In performance, this
technique can turn a mundane story into something unexpectedly engaging and quirky, in
turns dramatic, strange, and hilarious. Subtle amplifications add emotional shading to

each moment; more gross amplifications turn ordinary characters into caricatures.
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This is designed as an activity for two or more performers (although it’s possible
for one actor to attempt this, playing multiple roles). The given task is to perform an
improvised scene, optionally given parameters by the audience. In the background, the
performers are doing the Amplification exercise, amplifying sound and movement, as
well as role and emotional, impulses. The amplification, in subtle and obvious ways,
influences the behavior of the characters and how the scene unfolds. Additional tips:

As in classic improv-comedy, the facilitator or performers can
ask for a few suggestions from the audience before the scene begins. These can include
the setting (“name a place where this scene will occur”) and key information about the
characters, such as an occupation, a challenge he or she is facing, a secret one of them
has, etc. (it’s best not to overdo this—one or two bits of info per character should be
enough for the performers to work with).

As there is more than one performer, listening and
interaction are key. Part of this is providing space for the other(s) on stage—i.e., not to
constantly continue amplifying what one is doing, and by doing so drown out one’s
partner. When in doubt, return to neutral.

It is important to remain aware of our tendencies as
performers to want to entertain, be funny, look good, etc. The most interesting results in
this form occur when the actors are not trying to be clever (doing their “good ideas”), but
instead are mindful of the amplification and letting it have an impact on the content and

direction of the scene.
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The scene ends when the facilitator or a designated participant sees a

good ending and calls out “Scene!” This can also be achieved in a performance setting by

having a blackout.

Secondary Amplification can be applied to other Insight Improvisation activities,
by practicing that activity in the foreground while doing Amplification in the
background. Looking ahead in Part II, several exercises in the chapters “Working with
Text” and “Singing” would lend themselves well to amplification. One can also bring a
conscious intention to amplify roles in the Role Stream and Scene Stream structures. |

encourage you to experiment and see what works for you.

In Closing

Amplification can take us to new places. For the actor (and often the audience)
it’s an invitation into a surreal world where we can let go of logic and be pushed to our
creative edge.

Amplification can help those new to acting break free of assumptions formed by
years of seeing naturalistic acting on film, TV, and elsewhere. Also, the idea of doing
something in the background while something else is in the foreground (explored in
Secondary Amplification) is useful training for working with acting concepts that fall into
this category, such as being motivated by a subtext or tapping into sense-memory.

Ultimately, the purpose of Amplification is to foster three main attitudes:

1. A mindful awareness of the body and voice
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2. A choiceless opening to vocal and physical impulse

3. An intention to expand our expressive range
By cultivating these attitudes, the aim is to be both fully expressed as well as creatively
inspired by our own vocal/physical instrument, to learn to express our passion onstage as

well as off.
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The Three States

Two men move together in the space. There is stillness, silence, a
sense of mutual caring. They move extremely close to one another, barely
touching. Then one holds the other for what feels like a long time. The
group, witnessing, does not make a sound. There is a poignancy in the
dance, a feeling of loss or grieving. Some in the group are moved to
tears—afterward they share how rare it is to see such intimate connection

between men.

Next, two women enter the space. Suddenly, a different quality:
wild play. Ponies gallop over open prairie. Freedom. Breath. Air. Wind.

The group’s eyes are wide.

The final pair, a man and a woman, enter the space. It’s a barroom
brawl waged by two Neanderthals. Grunts, groans, curses in gibberish. A

primitive, gut-wrenching battle of the sexes. Belly-laughs from the group.

The Three States is a simple and deep practice of moving in relationship with
another. Part dyadic improvisation, and part authentic movement, the exercise provides a
liberating context to explore moving in contact and apart from one’s partner—all while
maintaining mindful awareness. It can be playful as well as moving, and can evoke a

wide range of feelings, states, and mutual experiences.
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The exercise was inspired by the work of Carol Fox Prescott and Jean-Claude van
Itallie, and developed by yoga and improvisation teacher Billie Jo Joy and myself. This
chapter describes the basic version of The Three States, as well as variations
incorporating sound and words. The exercise is enjoyable to watch as well, so we’ll also

discuss its use in a workshop or performance context before an audience.

The Three States

Basics Use in a Workshop VELELI

Starting Out Transitioning from = Sound and Words
Exploring Group Authentic = More than Two
Returning to One’s Movement = Performing
Own Center to

The Three States

Basics

Starting Out

The Three States begins with two partners entering the space, closing their eyes
and beginning to practice authentic movement. No external witness is required for this
exercise—both partners are in a sense moving and witnessing.

As the two move, they are already experiencing one of the three states: moving
while apart, but with an awareness of the other. They may open or close their eyes at any

time during the exercise.
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At some point, one or both partners, following their authentic impulse, makes
either physical contact or with the other.

The state of physical contact begins when one person touches the other, making
physical contact in some way. The two continue moving in physical connection, without
breaking it, for as long as they like. They are still in a sense each practicing authentic
movement, following their own impulses—they just happen to be in physical contact. If
one person breaks the physical contact, or makes eye contact, they have entered a
different state.

Note that while in physical contact, the partners can move and change the way
they are connected. For example, if my first impulse brought my fingertips into contact
with my partner’s back, I may follow that movement by rolling the back of my hand and
then my arm against his back, until I end up back-to-back with him. We may then slowly
squat until we’re sitting back-to-back on the floor together. There is no plan; we are
simply following our own authentic impulses while remaining open to what we’re
perceiving from the other.

The state of begins when both partners have their eyes open, they see
one another’s eyes, and they maintain the eye connection as they continue to move but
without physical contact. It is not necessary to stare: it’s OK to blink, or briefly look
away—the instruction is to continuously return to making relaxed eye contact with the
other, while following one’s own authentic movement impulses.

As the exercise proceeds, either partner can initiate a change to a new state:

moving in , moving in physical contact, or moving . However, you
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must keep in mind a basic rule of The Three States: You cannot be in physical contact
and eye contact at the same time—if you initiate one you must break the other.
Before you begin, it can be helpful to set a timer—perhaps try 10 minutes if this is
your first time (as you gain experience, you may experiment with 20 minutes or longer).
When the timer sounds, take a minute to transition back into the first state—moving
apart—and then gradually come to stillness, with eyes closed. Each person should take a
few moments with eyes closed to notice their body, their breath, and how they feel.
Afterwards, set aside a good amount of time to share what the experience was like
for each of you. A thorough sharing process can take as long as the movement itself, and
is an important part of the exercise. (You can follow some of the suggestions for sharing

which appear in the “Authentic Movement” chapter in Part I.)

The Three States is rich terrain for exploration and exercising both self-awareness
and awareness of the other. Once you’ve tried the exercise a few times, the following
questions can be used both as “lenses” to look through during the exercise, as well as
useful areas for exploration in the sharing process:

The Other/Myself. How does the quality of my awareness of the other—and of
myself—change when moving apart, in physical contact, or in eye contact? What
happens to my awareness when moving with eyes open versus eyes closed? What affect
is my partner having on my own movement, emotions, state of mind? How am I affected
by their facial expression, their body language, the way they make eye contact and/or

physical contact?
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Physical Contact. What do I notice as I make physical contact? Can I take in bare
sensation: touch, pressure, texture, weight, temperature, friction? If I slow down and take
in the contact, what am I sensing when touching my partner: clothing, hair, skin, fat,
muscle, bone? What happens when moving in contact with eyes open versus with eyes
closed? What feelings arise for me while in physical contact? Is it pleasant, unpleasant,
neutral? What is getting communicated in each moment of touch: connection, affection,
distance, support, conflict, desire?

Eye Contact. What is the impact of making prolonged eye contact? Can I relax in
the eye contact, let go, return to an awareness of myself and my own body? Or is the eye
contact so powerful that I feel pulled by it, or lost in it? Am I still breathing while in eye
contact? (Breathing is recommended...!) How does it make me feel: Vulnerable? Shy?
Aggressive? Attracted? Fearful? Seen? What role do I feel I am playing as [ make eye
contact? Can I notice subtleties: the color and shape of their eyes, how much they are
blinking/looking away, what emotion/feeling is getting expressed through their eyes?

Impulse. Where does impulse come from? How do I “decide” when to initiate
physical contact, or eye contact, or move apart? Is my impulse authentic? Is it driven by
desire, aversion, or something else? Can I slow down and notice impulse, but not react
instantly?

Relationship. Am I open to being in relationship with this other person? What are
my tendencies or habits in relationship? E.g., do I tend to hide, or to be assertive? Am I
able to stay in touch with myself and my own authentic impulses while being in

relationship? Or do I tend to “care-take” the other?
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How does the quality of the relationship change when in the three different states?
For example, when moving apart, I may still sense the other, feel their energy—as one
can sometimes feel the “chi,” or energy field, when two hands are rubbed together and
then held facing one another and slowly brought together. Can I be open to being affected
by the other, while not being attached to them?

Status. In each moment, do I notice feeling superior, inferior, or equal to my
partner? Have they cast me in a certain status role—e.g. by lowering their body in
relation to mine—or am I the one changing things in order to balance or unbalance the
status? What uses of gesture, posture, or stance affect our relative status? How about eye
contact?

Sensuality, Sexuality, Attraction. Any exercise involving touch or prolonged eye
contact can evoke feelings of connection, attraction, or desire—or, conversely, distance,
dislike, or aversion. Can I be aware when these feelings arise in this exercise, and open to
them, rather than push them away? How are they affecting my ability to remain present
and centered? How am I changing my movement or use of physical and/or eye contact in
response to these feelings? Can I appreciate the feelings, but not act on them?

For couples whose relationship has fallen into dysfunctional patterns, such as an
avoidance or diminishment of physical intimacy, the Three States can be a useful
exercise, particularly when facilitated by a trained clinician as part of a therapeutic
process. The exercise allows one to experience one’s partner in a new way physically, in
a context distinct from sex or affection (and the habits built up around each), and
removed from the pressures, constraints, and judgments of daily life. (More on

applications of Insight Improv with couples appears in Part IV of this book.)
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Imagery and Role. What inner images am I experiencing during the exercise—
e.g. am | imagining a “scene” happening in a specific place, or that we are playing certain

roles in our relationship with one another?

There is a tendency when moving with a partner to focus on—and worry about—
the other person and what they are thinking, rather than being grounded in one’s own
experience: “Is she OK with the way I’m touching her?”; “I wonder if it’s been too long
since I’ve made eye contact with him?”’; “Is she avoiding me?”’; “Is this too much?”; etc.

Van Itallie refers to this as “giving away one’s center.” As actors—or speakers—
we sometimes do this when standing before an audience, wondering what the audience is
thinking about us, rather than focusing on our intention, or on simply being in the
moment. In The Three States, it is easy to give away one’s center to the other person.

To return to your center, one of the best ways is to return to bodily awareness.
The body is a gateway leading back to the present moment.

If I simply take a breath—feeling that breath in my center, in my belly (also
known as the hara or lower dantian in Eastern traditions)—I am brought back to myself,
to the present moment, to a sense of authentic impulse: “gut feeling.”

But any sense door can lead me back to the here and now. Feeling the back of my
hand against the cool floor, opening to my sense of smell or taste, taking in my partner’s
eyes and noticing their color and shape, closing my eyes and simply listening to the
subtle sounds of our movement; all are ways to get out of my head and return to my own

center.
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When I am connected to myself, my movement is truly authentic. I am no longer
reacting to what my partner is doing—the reflex to mirror, or please, or protect, or avoid
the other. Instead I am able to respond, taking in their movement, feeling the contact (or
lack of contact) and its effect on me, but also noticing my own impulse and following it
mindfully, intentionally.

The Three States provides a safe container in which to practice having an
authentic response to another, a response grounded in one’s own center. This is useful
practice for real-life relationships, where we often are prone to giving away our center.
The next time I have a conflict with my partner, for example, can I stay grounded in
present-moment awareness, noticing how I feel, while listening and remaining open to

the other’s point of view?

Use in a Workshop

The Three States can be taught in a workshop setting, even as an introductory
exercise. Because it involves improvisational movement and physical contact, ask
participants to remove eye glasses, jewelry, watches—anything breakable, sharp, or
dangling—beforehand.

Begin with the whole group doing simultaneous authentic movement, with the
facilitator as witness. Then, instruct participants to open their eyes slightly while
continuing to move, and slowly allow their movement to take them into contact with a
partner. Once they have all found partners, say: “Continue following your authentic
movement impulses, but do it while maintaining physical contact with your partner—do

not break the physical contact as you move.”



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 203

After a minute or two, offer some coaching: “As you move in physical contact
with your partner, you may find yourself worrying about what your partner is thinking or
feeling. ‘Is this touch OK for them? What do they need right now?’ Those are completely
natural thoughts. However, for this exercise, try to return to your own center, your own
authentic impulse. What does your body want to do right now, in this moment? Listen to
your body and follow it. If you’re unsure, just be still, relax, and breathe, until an
authentic impulse arises. Treat this exercise as a meditation in which the goal is to
continually return to your own center. Continue to move in physical contact with your
partner for a few more minutes.”

Allow them to try this for a little longer, and then say “In a moment we are going
to make a transition: slowly, in your own time, I’d like you to shift to moving in eye
contact with your partner, no longer in physical contact. Continue following your body
and what it wants to do. Slowly allow your eyes to open and make relaxed eye contact
with your partner. You are no longer touching your partner. It’s OK to blink or look away
briefly whenever you need to, but see if you can return to making relaxed eye contact
with them, as you continue your movement.” In a minute or two, add: “As you move in
eye contact with your partner, can you stay connected to your own center, your own
authentic impulse? Don’t forget to breathe! Really relax and let go as you move in eye
contact with them.”

After a few minutes, introduce a third stage: “In a moment we’re going to make
another transition. Slowly, in your own time, I’d like you to break the eye contact with
your partner, and move apart from them, no longer in physical or eye contact. Maintain

an awareness of your partner as you move apart. What are you noticing coming in
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through your sense doors? How is this different from moving in physical or eye contact
with them? Follow what your body wants to do...”

And then a final stage: “In a moment I’m going to invite you to continue your
movement as an improvisation with your partner, exploring these three states: moving in
physical contact, moving in eye contact, and moving apart. Feel free to initiate a change
anytime. However, note that you can only be in one state at a time: if one partner makes
eye contact, both of you must break the physical contact, and vice versa. As you
improvise, stay connected to your own center and what your body wants to do.”

Let the pairs improvise for several minutes, and then talk them through a gradual
ending, e.g. “In your own time, begin to find an ending with your partner.” And then:
“Slowly make the transition to moving apart now, no longer in physical or eye contact
with your partner. Allow your eyes to close. Begin to come to stillness. Take a moment in
stillness and silence to relax, breathe, and notice how you feel right now. Let everything
go. Take a deep breath and let the body fully relax. When you are ready, you can go meet
your partner. Take a few minutes to discuss the exercise: what was it like for you? How
was moving with a partner in these three states different from doing authentic movement

alone?” Etc.

Variations

As with authentic movement, the partners in The Three States can agree

beforehand on the use of sound and/or words. Note that this is an advanced stage of the
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practice, as words and sounding can really pull us off our center. There is a great deal to
gain from the nonverbal and silent form of this practice, including a deeper understanding
of body language in each of the three states. Once you’re comfortable with The Three
States as a silent exercise, try allowing the use of sounds. Only experiment with words
when you feel ready.

A few ground rules help when adding language in The Three States: speak only
about what’s happening right now, either directly or through metaphor (e.g. don’t deliver
a monologue about what you had for breakfast this morning); keep the language spare
and essential; avoid unnecessary repetition; have plenty of pauses and silences (i.e., avoid
a stream-of-consciousness non-stop delivery). The idea is to be mindful, and notice the
effect even a little language has on the interaction, rather than to get lost in a lengthy
monologue. Notice how role/story can emerge from the interaction and use of language,
and be open to what emerges. But also be open to changing roles/stories as the physical
interaction changes. Singing is OK (see the subsequent chapter, “Singing”), but again
only if it’s about what’s happening right now.

Here are a couple of interesting variations that can help control the amount of
speaking and prevent simultaneous speech:

Assign one person to be the dedicated speaker; the other person must be
silent throughout the exercise. Then switch roles. One variation on this variation
is to switch roles whenever the pair move apart.

Assign one person the ability to make sound or speak words only when

in physical contact; the other can make sound/speak words only when in eye

contact. Both must be silent when the pair is apart. This also makes for a very fun
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performance score when doing The Three States in front of a group/audience. If
three are moving (see below), each can be allowed to speak during one of the
Three States. The downside of assigning roles is that it can put the movers into

their heads a little bit, as each must remember when they are allowed to speak.

It is possible to do The Three States with more than two people.

When doing it with three or four (or more) at one time, add the instruction that it’s
OK to be in eye contact with one person while in physical contact with another.

As the size of the group increases, the exercise may begin to look like a big
“Contact Improvisation Jam.” There are some important differences, however:

Participants in The Three States are, within the structure of the exercise, doing
authentic movement, in the sense that they are following their body’s authentic
impulses—rather than thinking and moving intentionally as in Contact Improvisation to
find ways of sharing weight, balancing with a partner, etc. If these things happen
organically in The Three States, that’s fine, but they are side-effects or happy accidents
rather than the goal.

Participants in The Three States are conscious of what state they are in: moving in
eye contact, in physical contact, or apart. They may be in eye contact with Person A and
in physical contact with Person B, but they cannot do both with the same person at the
same time. This is also in contrast to Contact Improvisation, where there are no such

rules about eye contact and physical contact.



Gluck / Insight Improvisation / 207

The basic version of The Three States, as well as any of the variations mentioned
above, can be used as performance structures in a workshop or experimental theater
context. The examples at the beginning of this chapter come from one such workshop
session.

It is important to remind the movers beforehand about the distinction between
Performance Mind and Being Mind: “Break out of your habit to perform or entertain
us—instead, stay with yourself and follow your inner impulses, what you body wants to
do. Trust that the audience will get what they get.” (For more on Performance Mind

versus Being Mind, see the first chapter of Part II, “Naked Improvisation.”)

Final Thoughts

Like all Insight Improv exercises, The Three States is a part of mindfulness
training, an extension of meditation. It is an opportunity to meditate on relating to others,
to open one’s senses and experience the power of sight when in eye contact, the power of
touch when in physical contact, and the power of all the senses when moving apart.

The Three States is a practice of being true to the moment while respecting the
other. Can I fully take in the other—the subtle expression on their face, the weight of
their body leaning against mine, their scent, the sound of their breath—when doing The
Three States? Can I really let someone else in, open up to them, with mindfulness?

When doing The Three States, I am in a relationship. At the same time, the
exercise is a metaphor for relationship. It can echo all the qualities of actual human

relationships: intimacy, competition, camaraderie, shyness, domination, seduction,
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support, empathy, inhibition, exploration... It may be a misnomer to call the exercise The
Three States—it would be more accurate to call it The Infinite States, as there are infinite
possibilities that arise when working with a partner in a mindful and open way.

We can extend this idea to all of the exercises in Part II of this book—all explore
the mindful relationship to something or somebody. We began with Naked
Improvisation, working in relationship to oneself, the space, and the audience; then with
Amplification, working in relationship to one’s own body and voice; and now The Three
States, working in relationship with a partner. We’ll see in the upcoming chapters, on
Working with Text and Storytelling, how the text or our story can be an inspirational
partner as well.

Ultimately, any object of our meditation provides infinite inspiration. When
practicing with mindfulness and choicelessness—staying focused while remaining
open—the actor, performer, or artist is never at a loss for something to spark their
creativity and self-expression. Inspiration emerges from this very moment, with no stress,
no pushing. Each moment of awareness presents its own gift to us, if we can remain open

to it.
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Working with Text

We need to learn to accept our minds. Believe me, for writing, it is
all we have. It would be nice if I could have Mark Twain’s mind, but |
don’t. Mark Twain is Mark Twain. Natalie Goldberg is Natalie Goldberg.
What does Natalie Goldberg think? The truth is I'm boring some of the
time. I even think about rulers, wood desks, algebra problems. I wonder
why the hell my mother gave me tuna fish every day for lunch in high
school. Then zoom, like a bright cardinal on a gray sky, something
brilliant flashes through my mind, and for a moment I'm turned upside
down.... We have to accept ourselves in order to write. Now none of us
does that fully; few of us do it even halfway. Don’t wait for one hundred
percent acceptance of yourself before you write, or even eight percent
acceptance. Just write. The process of writing is an activity that teaches us

about acceptance.

— Natalie Goldberg (1990, p.53)

Imagine putting pen to paper and writing without stopping, being fully present,
undistracted, uncensored, allowing your creativity to flow.

And then imagine taking that writing, standing up in front of an audience, and
performing it full out, your body and voice expressing each sound, word, and thought
with passion and meaning.

Years ago I led the progression of activities described in this chapter at Shantigar
in Charlemont, Massachusetts, in Jean-Claude van Itallie’s big white workshop tent. I

was a little nervous, as respected friends and colleagues of mine were attending the
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weekend program, among them professional actors, workshop leaders, and therapists.
After a morning of Naked Improvisation (clothed!) and Amplification exercises, |
suggested we have a silent, mindful lunch, and invited participants, after eating, to roam
freely in the fields and woods, doing their own Nature Meditation (see prior chapters for
all of the aforementioned exercises).

When we reconvened for the afternoon inside the tent, each participant sat with a
piece of paper or journal and did spontaneous writing for 10 minutes, capturing their
experience of their encounter with nature, or whatever else was coming up for them—a
memory, fantasy, spontaneous poem, etc. Then, in pairs, participants read each other’s
writing, underlining words, phrases, and passages they especially liked. The pairs met in
groups of four, and each person had a chance to stand up and share their writing, using
the underlined text as a kind of script, but improvising with it: using their body and voice,
expressing each syllable, each idea fully, repeating words and passages, bringing it to
life. Group members rehearsed in this way, offering feedback and coaching to one
another.

Then, since it was a beautiful day, we met outside the tent, and one at a time each
person got up on a hill overlooking the audience. The performer, text in hand, paused,
closed her eyes, took a mindful breath, and then opened her eyes and connected with the
audience. What followed was something quite wonderful: a piece of personal writing,
delivered in a unique, expressive, aware, and fully-embodied