Heuristic Expression: ‘Self’ as inmage in amagin-ation.
By Azra Dani el Francis, Ph.D.

I n an individual who wi shes to engage in Acting,
self image is the nost inportant single factor. Self
esteem has em nence over all skills that m ght be
acqui red by professional training. An onstage
performer nust be confortable with being diligently and
critically | ooked at by strangers, through successes
and failures. Indeed, self inmage is so inportant that
onstage perforners are obliged to cultivate it as near
as possible to its nmutant evil twin, ego. Ego, which,
too often is disastrous to an Actor’s general sociable
personality.

| n professional theatre, if a woul d-be perforner
Is lacking in self esteem that person is sinply not
hired. End of problemfor the theatre. This drastic
and i medi ately and permanently successful solutionis
not available in school classroons. | refer here
mainly to university classroons, because that is where
| do nost of ny work as an instructor of Acting. No
Head of Departnent accepts as a legitimate reason for a
teacher to require a student to drop the course because
of the student’s |ow self esteem

These students are a real problemin Acting
cl asses because conventional pedagogy does not provide



for their accommodation in a subject and process that
assunes the pre-requisite of healthy self image in
extroversion. The situation is worsened when | ow
confidence is a consequence of ongoi ng personal private
trauma about which the student has no need to talk, and
whi ch, anyway, the Acting teacher is usually not
professionally qualified to address even if the cause
I s known.

It was to cope with such individuals in Acting
cl asses that Heuristic Acting, Heuristic Expression,
had its origins in South Africa sone 40 years ago. At
the 2 universities where | taught part-tinme in the
1960’ s, first year students had no options. Everybody
had to take specified courses, whichever the degree.
Acting was one of those course. And that was | ong
bef ore senesterization of the year.

For the first few years in Acting cl asses, we
bl undered al ong, neither teachers nor students quite
know ng why we were trying what we were trying. And
yet, serendipitously, in all of our frustrations
t hrough sincere bungling, a new genre gradually
bur geoned.

Heuristic Acting, in the end, is one of the many
ki nds of drama therapy processes. In 2 significant
ways it is unique anong drama therapies. First, it
evolved at a tinme and in a country in which any form of
drama therapy was unknown, and so it had no prior or



concurrent nmodes fromwhich to earn. Second, for a
long tinme Heuristic Acting was the only formin which
perfornmers perforned to heal thenselves. Even as l|late
as nowadays, the predom nant node involves well
perfornmers sinulating unwell personalities, a node
bei ng popul ari zed and endorsed by the novie industry
and tel evision producti ons.

Since Heuristic Acting evolved out of and diverged
fromtraditional onstage theatre acting, it is best
under st ood t hrough a conparison with the latter genre.
From here on | sel ect sone of the usual areas of
conventi onal onstage acting, and outline how they are
nodified in the heuristic approach.

Expressi on and Communi cation. |n conventional theatre
acting, expression and comruni cation are equal
conmponents. For our purposes, expression is approached
as ‘meani ng denoted by a performer for the perforner
only’, and comuni cation as ‘meaning directed by a
performer to listeners or, and, viewers beyond the
performer’. |In conventional Acting, the perforner’s
need to communi cate beyond self is, at |east, as

| nportant as self expression for self fulfillnment. The
obligation to communicate to strangers is a very high
stressor in all conventional approaches to acting.

Fear to communi cate wth strangers is the
indication if not the cause itself of the personality
| npai rment addressed by Heuristic Acting. Hence, in



Heuristic Acting, expression is nmuch nore inportant,

m ni mum conmuni cation serving as only a necessary
conduit out of excessively introverted expression.
Goup work. It is the normin conventional Acting

cl asses to begin with group work. Part of the usual
reason for this is that it ‘breaks the ice’ ; that it
creates a group spirit anong students. In the early
years of the Heuristic approach we were constrained to
re-visit this group work approach because it was not
working with individuals with an inveterate shyness, to
begin with. They use the group to hide in, or their
sel f-consci ousness worsens. Sone drop the class if
they can, after the first group invol venent.

For these students, work is one-on-one with only
the instructor, nobody else in attendance. And the
instructor is perfornmer only; not teacher. This sole
focus of attention would seemto not have a chance of
success wWth these students, and yet it works every
time fromthe very first class. It mght be because
the total involvenent of the teacher as perfornmer in
the role elimnates conpletely, for the nonent, the
real ness of self-presence. The student’s need to match
the instructor’s intensity, quickly renoves whatever
barriers there are against freed self expression. This
initial working with the teacher is the only tine the
student works wi th sonmeone else. Al



other work that follows is with nonol ogues in solo
per f or mance.

The nonol ogue for Heuristic purposes is defined as
one person tal king to another inmaginary person. The
soliloquy, talking to oneself, is avoided since it
calls for expression that is mainly introverted.
Pretence. Pretence, or nake-believe, is the nodus
operandi of all genres of conventional acting, because
it is a popular and valid notion that through pretence
a high level of entertainnment is easier achievable.
This is a fact. But it is also a fact that pretence
for spectacul ar entertai nment always functions through
a large neasure of artifice, aesthetic and other.
| medi ately patent artifice does not work with
personalities struggling with | ow sel f-esteem
Situations for Heuristic presentation have to be as
close to reality as is healthily and practically
possi ble. Students create fromtheir own real
experiences. Scripts by other authors are not used.
Students are encouraged to use their own native
| anguages and di al ect s.
| mprovi sation. Inprovisation is an integral part of
conventi onal onstage perfornmance, verbal and non-
verbal. In Heuristic Acting, non-verbal inprovisation
Is not automatically part of the process, because it
calls for a high degree of inclination to healthy
extroversion. Individuals in need of Heuristic



di scovery, have no such healthy predisposition. In
conventional Acting, beginning classes always include
pure pretence inprovisational exercises such as
“I'magine you're a tree.” Not in Heuristic Acting.

| nprovi sation during expression and conmuni cati on
happens naturally all the tine, and so is present in
Heuri stic expression, but not as a teacher-invited
conponent. Nor does the teacher draw the student’s
attention to it when it happens.

Coaching in delivery techniques. Detailed instruction
i n speech, voice, novenent, posture, for perforners is
crucial in conventional acting, in order to provide
audi ators with the best possible entertainnent through
expressi on and communi cation. There being no
obligation to an audi ence of strangers in Heuristic
Acting, coaching for technical virtuosity is not
attenpted. Mreso since the drive for virtuosic
excel |l ence, as valuable as it is toward hi ghest
artistic achievenent, brings with it stresses that
exacerbate a personal state of inadequate self esteem
Rehearsal and performance. |In traditional acting,
rehearsal is repetition toward the attai nnent of
accurate representation for a culmnating performance.
In the Heuristic approach, rehearsal repetition

provi des opportunities for the individual to explore
and experinent with different waysto express the sane
meaning. There is no cul mnating perfornmance occasi on.



The de-enphasis on accurate repetition of words and

ot her conponents and patterns of expression, renoves a
stressor that, in all other approaches to acting,
continually adulterates the salutary flow of neaning

I nformed with heal thy enotion.

Menorization. |In Heuristic Acting, the only nenory
work required is that of general plot sequence.

Menori zation for accurate representation of speech is a
maj or source of onstage stress, that is absent in the
Heuri stic approach. Continual re-direction and

nodi fication of expression is a necessary option for an
i ndi vidual’s di scovery, exploration and devel opnent of
heal thy enotion. To this end, after the first
scripting of an experience in order to provide general
direction for expression, the perfornmer is encouraged
to spontaneously re-word thoughts during class
sessions. And beginning at the beginning each tine is
al ways optional .

Performance area. The traditional stage-auditorium
arrangenent is avoided in the Heuristic approach since
It heavily inplies prescribed obligations for
expressi on and communi cation. |If a stage is the only
facility available, both instructor and student work on
iIt. The preferred area is a | arge general space

i ndoors wwth a very small nunber of chairs and snal
tables. Quiet spaciousness is a npbst whol esone initial



setting for elimnating extrenes of introversion.
Stage novenent. Only the accountability to an audi ence
necessitates the specialized genre of poetry known as
stage novenent, on the live stage. This obligation to
audi ence being at the barest mninumat nost, in
Heuristic Acting, and quite irrelevant nost of the
tinme, the functional and aesthetic enbellishnent,
flourish, extension, stylization, that constitute the
nature and character of stage novenent, are pointedly
avoi ded. Absence of audiators is not the only valid
reason for no functional and aesthetic onstage visual
hi strionics. The genuine poetry of stage novenent has
no bearing on the ontogeny of genetically sourced
heal thy enotion that has been | ong denied full
expr essi on. Al ong with stage novenent, sone other
onstage poetics that are avoi ded because of their pre-
requi site of considerabl e extroverted expression.
These are: costune for character, theatre make-up,
dance, singing, mne.

Posture is addressed only insofar as it rel ates
directly to healthy voi ce production.
Hand props. Functional hand props al ways inprove a
perfornmance, onstage or Heuristic. Wen a functional
hand prop includes functional novenent, it quickens
spont aneous affective developnent. |In Heuristic
Acting, only functional hand props are used



because of the unavoi dabl e externalization of
expressi on they invoke.

Theatrical hand props are avoi ded because the kind
of extroversion they call for is nore fictional than
functional .

Characterization. Because of the high inportance of
communi cation to an audi ence in conventional acting,
the onstage perforner is trained to acquire the
presence of mnd to be two persons simultaneously, the
fictive character and an environnental ly alert
perfornmer. The fornmer in the interests of

ent ertai nnent through the audi ence’ s suspensi on of

di sbelief. The latter in order to attend to onstage

| ogi stics for

safety and ot her practical exigencies.

In Heuristic Acting there is no need for this
di chotonmy. Portrayal of fictional character is left
out because it requires an intensity of pretence that
I's counter productive for introverted personality. The
| ssues of onstage safety and other |ogistics are
virtual ly non-exi stent because of the irrel evancy of
stage novenent, group work, and dance.

Enoti on. Enotion has been central to conventional
Acting fromthe very beginning of the art form Not so
In Heuristic Acting. Healthy expression has been

avoi ded if not repressed for so long, by the
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i ndi vidual, it has becone unconfortable, at best, and
unsightly, at worst. The words “enotion” and “feeling”
must be elimnated fromthe teacher’s vocabul ary when
working with individuals in need of Heuristic
attention.

Thi s does not nean enotive expression does not
happen. There are sentences common in everyday
expression that are virtually generic forns of
unavoi dabl e spontaneous enotion. It is these sentences
that the teacher accesses in the one-on-one brief
exerci ses at the begi nning. Sone exanples of such
sentences: “Hey! Wat do you think you re doing?” “I
don’t have to stand here and take this fromyou!” CQut!
Qut! Qut of ny sight! Now” There is no degree of
repressed enotion in a student that wll not respond
enotionally to such sentences spoken passionately by an
I nstructor.

Sone changes in Acting classes over the years have
hel ped, others have not. Senesterization of the year
has not hel ped because a senester is too short to
achi eve nore that occasions of success w th nost
I ndividuals. In the days of full-year courses
consi stent success in the |ast few weeks was
guaranteed. Nowadays, only a few students enroll in
the foll ow ng senester.

A change that has helped is the division of Acting
students into General and Specialist. Each group
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enrolls in different class tinmes. In CGeneral Acting
cl asses all the students easily and wllingly enbrace
the Heuristic approach, even those who are not in need
of it. Mkes |ife easier for the instructor.

In conclusion, | would like to draw attention to
the ancient pedigree of Drana therapy. | do this
partly to show t he uni queness of our Heuristic
appr oach.

Thr oughout the Ancient Hellenic world
ar cheol ogi sts have uncovered about 100 sanctuaries
dedi cated to Askl epi os, the G eek god of nedicine.

Adj acent to every one of these structures for healing,
Is a theatre. These sites include the fanous Epi daurus
anphitheatre which, in its day, was, perhaps, nore
renowned as a healing centre than as a performng art

pl ace venue.

At present we have no information on just how the
connecti on between the perfornmance of plays by
Aeschyl us, Sophocl es, Euripedes, was played out between
D onysus and Askl epios. W do know that in al
religions fromthe beginning to our present tine, it is
usual practice to offer religious service on behalf of
the ill. It is quite possible that this was the basis
of the connection between the Ancient G eek sanctuaries
and their theatre spaces.

In all drama therapies at present, restoration of
healthy self-inmage is at the heart of the process.
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Li nkage with the art of Acting in that the sufferer is
coached to performartistically, is either absent or
nmerely adventitious. The facilitators or counselors
are not required to have had training as onstage
perforners. |In the Heuristic approach the Art of
Acting is the source fromwhich all basic principles of
approach are derived.

Al t hough at present we do not have enough
information to determne if in fact there was a direct
connection between nedical healing and performng arts,
not wi t hst andi ng the joi ni ng of buil dings
architecturally, there is evidence in Ancient G eek
religion that the connection was deeper than the
outwardly physical. Apollo was the Hellenic god of
bot h nedi cine and poetry. Apollo was al so the father
of both Askl epi os, the divine healer, and O pheus, the
di vi ne musi ci an.
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