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Manuscript for Lecture-demonstration  

 
The act of Listening  
-  as vehicle and approach to the world  
 

 

Introduction 
I have chosen ”listening” as the main theme of my presentation, as I consider the act 

of listening (perception) as a crucial aspect in the theatre work. I want to highlight it 

as an active component - and not a passive support tool to the more important 

aspect of action - and to discuss the relation between listening and acting. How is the 

act of listening engaged in the shaping of an action and how is the action part of 

creating the listening?  

What do I mean by ”listening”? Of course I mean perceiving with all senses. But 

included are also aspects such as comprehension, searching for meaning, 

judgement etc.  

I will use some practical examples from the studio. Since my work partner Helena 

could not be here today, and helping me to demonstrate, she will instead appear in 

some short film clips. 

 

A short background 
I am working as a director, artistic researcher and teacher. My identity as a director is 

outside the academy, connected to my theatre tradition (which is outside the 

academy), and my identity as a teacher is linked to my experiences as a reseacher. 

In my research I connect my artistic and pedagogical identities. It’s a bit complex! 

Since 1997 I have been collaborating with the actress and tightrope dancer Helena 

Kågemark. We have conducted many performance- and research projects together 

during the years. We have a common theatre background in the group Institutet för 

Scenkonst (the Institute for Stage Art) which is a Swedish-International laboratory 

theatre group that was formed in 1971 (and for many years it was situated in Italy). 

The actor, director and pedagogue Ingemar Lindh was the leader of the group until 

he passed away in 1997. Lindh’s heritage is that of Etienne Decroux’ mime 

(Decoroux was a pupil of Jacques Copeau) but Lindh was also deeply inspired by 



! #!

Grotowskis work, having met him in the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 70s. 

The group Institutet never worked with the mime as an art form or genre but was still 

were much influenced by Decroux’ teaching. This fact, I believe, sometimes confused 

audiences and critics, as the performances of the Institutet were carrying the 

precision from the mime but without performing ”mime” as a stage language. Their 

performances were often based on collective improvisation and site specific 

strategies.  

The concepts and the practice of the Institutet/Lindhs work have become an 

important reference in my and Helenas work. I also would like to mention that I am, 

since 14 years, training tai chi regularly for a Chinese Shaolin munk in Gothenburg, 

and I believe this experience influences my work with theatre. 

 

The physical training 
When we learned physical training at the Institutet in the 90’s it included physical 

exercises, plastical exercises and the training of techniques such as tai chi and 

Decroux’ mime.  

For some years we used the training as a starting point and reference in our work, 

and we still use many of the working principles (the way of doing acting 

improvisations) and the general approach to making theatre. But for many years we 

have not been using the training as a conscious work method.  

 

Recently, in November – in connection with our new project on Walking - we decided 

to revisit the ”physical training”. We wanted to see what it was and what it could 

mean for us today.  

From the beginning we tried to perform the training we had once learned, but it felt 

almost impossible. It didn’t seem relevant anymore to step into all these exercises 

and codified patterns. Mark Evans’ talk yesterday comes to my mind, when he spoke 

about that nobody believes anymore in the great systems. We are entering another 

era. And maybe this situation was making itself visible in our resistance to stepping 

into the exercises and patterns from the passed. 

So instead we performed the training in a more free form (which I believe even the 

Institutet is doing today), which means elaborating actions in time and space without 

using predetermined and fixed movement patterns. Of course it is still possible to see 

traces of patterns and experiences in the actor’s way of moving (in our case it might 
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be possible to see traces of mime, martial arts, different exercises! as well as the 

fact that Helena is a tight rope dancer which also affects her way of moving).  

In many ways the acting training, in this context, resembles the performance work, 

not least in this freer form. The main difference is of course the goal: which is, in the 

training, for the actor to work on his/her own instrument and capabilities and not on 

creating performance material.  

 

* Viewing a video clip: a documented training session from our work in Nov/Dec (1,30 

min). 

 

Briefly: In this training the actor is working on the execution of actions in a fluidity in 

space. Some central working principles are: 

- to alternate between different actions (without arranging a specific logic) 

- to work with different dynamics and directions  

- being aware of where each action starts and ends, sometimes go to the end, 

sometimes stop in the middle of the action and change (making yourself aware of the 

intention) 

- to stop in the middle of an action and keep the intention (continue with the intention 

but without moving in space) 

- to work on the chock and resonance of each act 

- to work on creating phrases  

- conscious use of the space  

Etcetera. These are some of the basic training tasks behind.  

 

Even in a seemingly neutral studio space there are items to relate to; The wooden 

floor, the air which is never without substance, the gravity when the body moves 

against the floor, the breath in the nostrils, the warmth in the room, the hidden mirrors 

at the wall and the big windows overlooking the backside of the city theatre. There is 

nothing empty or neutral, there is sensory input in every space and situation. 

 

- Another video example (2 min). 

We have chosen a limited number of actions for the actress to explore (walking, 

turning, pointing finger, pushing the elbow, getting up and down). It’s about limiting 

the possibilities of actions and to go further into, expand and develop each thing.  
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It is a challenge to really explore the same actions over and over again. After some 

time the actor usually starts to get more deeply into the explorative side of the work, 

and discovers all kinds of variations, different intentions and new possibilities inside 

these limits.  

 

To act is to listen 
To act is to listen. It is about reading the consequences of one’s action; How did it 

reach through the room? Which resonances did it cause? How did the surroundings 

respond? What was the next step? But listening is also involved in shaping the 

action. The act of doing and that of listening are closely interconnected, they take 

place in micro-moments, more or less simultaneously. The action is being born in a 

context that has already from the beginning been perceived by the one who acts. It is 

already a respons to, or rather in dialogue with, a situation, with the world. 

 

If we consider life processes as fluid and people and material things as processes 

and not stable states of facts – and certain philosophers do today - the listening-

acting activity seems perhaps quite obvious. Even as I speak we are dying and 

continuously rejuvenating as the cells in our bodies die and others are born. Matter 

never ceases to change, shape and modify. Perhaps the performer’s (and mans) real 

agency lies in the fact that he/she cannot be captured, contained and fully defined.  

 

The anthropologist Tim Ingold writes: 

 

 (T)he role of the artist is not to reproduce a preconceived idea, novel or not, but 

to join with and follow the forces and flows of material that bring the form of the 

work into being. ‘Following’, as Deleuze and Guattari point out, ‘is not at all the 

same thing as reproducing’. 

 To improvise is to follow the ways of the world, as they unfold, rather than to 

connect up, in reverse, a series of points already traversed. It is ‘to join with the 

World, or to meld with it’. 

 

- A last example from our working sessions (2 min).  
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We have experimented with Helena speaking from the inside of her improvisation, 

explaining what she is doing when she is doing it. This is done in an attempt to put 

words on what is actually taking place in an improvisation from the perspective of the 

actor, to grasp something of the complex web of choices made by the actor, in the 

moment. Speaking from the moment! 

 

(Translation of what she is saying): 

”I have already started with the head, everything is in the head, not everything 

because much of it is here, in this hand that ... that ... and now one can say that I'm 

at this tension... it is tense here at ... here they are ... the hands. These, hands, are 

yours, my hands, please take them. I stop, take another direction, the head goes 

over here, the feet and the elbow continue where the hands just were and I walk over 

there! Stop. No. Clap. I bow down. It's like a lullaby, but it never really begins, it just 

passes. This, I recognize. Almost. Though the dynamics is different, this one is more 

tottering. There will be more ... 

Well, you say that! That one can relax! Just look. There. Wow. And turning around 

and ... what a beautiful lamp. Anyway. This is something completely different. Yes. 

And so back in familiar patterns. Here. Just because I see that tongue over there my 

own tongue appears, because one is mirroring oneself in everything around you. 

Here we have the horse, and it sometimes becomes a rescuing angel. So I take the 

reins but there are no reins, it is just the hand that pulls, tightens. And then there is 

something very soft and you are curving the whole body. Here. It's like the shoulders 

are fronting, the chest goes back. You can press the chest forward and you have a 

very different position with the body, that says something completely different. If you 

are looking up, or if you look down. If you crouch.” 

 

What was made visible? 

- the actress inner associations, that were created through the actual performing of 

the action and through different sensory impressions  

- her respons to things she experienced in the surroundings (for ex to stick out the 

tongue: a drawing on the whiteboard in the room) 

- memories and familiar patterns for the actress emerged  

- she created new combinations of wellknown patterns and new components (for ex a 

familiar movement pattern in combination with a new dynamic),  
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- different sensations/emotions drifted by.  

 

In this way it is the processes of formation (the coming into being/”tillblivandet” in 

Swedish) that is interesting, and not an end result. It is a matter of taking into account 

the flows and transformations of materials. It also means that there is no absolute 

boundary between body and environment, between the mental and the physical. 

Things are perceived by incorporating them in the body, but the body is also being 

perceived by turning to the things outside oneself (to refer to thinker Michael 

Polanyi). 

In the training situation the actor has to take responsibility for her choices, actions 

and the encounter with others (and things outside herself). It can remind us on the 

importance of continuously working on our own presence in the world and the art of 

encountering the other. 

 

The context we seem to be living in today makes me think of a text - a manifesto - by 

the French sociologist Bruno Latour. In this manifesto he discusses how it is possible 

for us humans to build something in this world of broken dreams and utopias (where 

the modernists belief in progress has faded away). I relate these concerns to our 

discussions here in Helsinki on acting training for the contemporary actor and the 

lack of faith in the great systems in our time (in liquid modernity). According to Latour 

the modernists did never contemplate their future, as they could never let go of the 

horrible passed they tried to escape. So far, man has been ”flying backwards” without 

seeing the destruction he causes while moving. Latour paints the picture of a war-like 

narrative where the avant-garde is marching towards progress and victory. But this 

belief in progress, speed, and one single truth does not necessarily lead forward 

anymore. We have no time for monologic visions. Latour urges us to think in a 

different way, to recapitulate, to compromise and slowly tread new ground; to gently 

compose instead of taking things for granted and impose them on all. This is the 

Compositionism Manifesto; Compositionism as in compose or composite, but also 

like compost, compromise and deconstruction. 

 

Cecilia Lagerström 2014-01-11 
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