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Abstract:


Any event of performance, whether it encompasses a production run of several months, an evening's performance, or a moment of rehearsal, can be thought of as a cycle which begins and ends in a quotidian, non‑performance state.  Two parts of this cycle, cool‑down and aftermath are largely ignored in acting and actor training in the United States.  Evidence from other cultures, other disciplines, and from within American theater itself indicates that neglecting these portions of the performance cycle may have implications for the well‑being of actors.  This article offers anecdotal evidence of the consequences to actors of not cooling‑down and, through a technique developed by emotions researcher Susana Bloch, suggests a mechanism by which an effective post‑performance cool‑down can be achieved.
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This essay was first presented at the 1992 annual conference of the ATHE in a panel entitled: "Approaches to Problems of Transformation, Distance/Becoming, and Emotional Hangover in the Actor's Process."  It is not part of any other work and has not previously been published.

"Dealing with Emotional Hangover: 

Cool-down and the Performance Cycle in Acting."


An actor's performance ends with the fall of the curtain.  Like most American directors and teachers of acting I was bred in a system which rarely, if ever, questioned this "fact."  In recent years the long‑ and short‑term effects of performance on actors have been questioned.  Feminists have made us aware that the performance of inappropriate gender roles can have an ontological effect on the women and men who play them.  Other performance scholars have shown us that other traditions are as interested in what comes after the event of performance as anything which precedes it.  The results of emotions research give cause for concern and suggest possible means for dealing with the emotional problems of post performance--what research psychologist Susana Bloch calls "emotional hangover."


The actor Janice Rule, in a 1972 article published in the International Journal of Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy, tells of a male actor who was in love with a young woman and wanted to marry.  Their happiness, however, wasn't to last.  He began to treat her poorly.  Instead of pet names, he referred to her in unloving ways and repeated strange phrases over and over.  It dawned on her, finally, that he had ceased to love her and she resolved to leave.  While packing she came across his script and on impulse picked it up.  Her fiancé did not discuss his work, and she knew little about the play, not even the name of his character.  However, she had no trouble identifying it, nor in discovering the source of the cruel names.  In the script, she encountered the personality that her husband had become.  


This story, Rule says, has a happy ending.  In her article, "The Actor's Identity Crises  (Post Analytic Reflections of an Actress)," she explains that after the show closed the young man gradually returned to his old self.  As is common in such cases, Rule says, the actor was unaware of the change that nearly cost him his relationship.  He and his fiancé married and managed to work through the emotional stress when onstage work affected offstage life.


Writing in TDR, John J. Sullivan, asks us to regard the problem in another guise.  

Consider the actress in a Western movie who marries the wrangler on the set.  If her next picture takes her to Paris, she may shed the wrangler for a Parisian fop.  If her next picture is in the Canadian Northwest we will not be surprised to see her playing the role in life, for a short time or until the next picture, of the adoring wife of a Canadian Mountie.  (emphasis mine, 108)


Can something as unreal as the playing of a role alter the life of an actor?  Janice Rule gives a hypothetical example of how this might come about.  An actor, she says, is to play a character whom he basically does not like.  To be successful the actor must find sympathy for the character, a man who walks out on his wife and family at the end of the play.  The first danger, according to Rule, is that the actor may unconsciously look for all the reasons that would justify walking out on his own wife and family.  The role, she says, would also bring closer to the surface any repressed dislikes that the actor might feel toward his family, exaggerating them to bigger‑than‑life size.


The second danger lies in the fact that the actor is applauded every night for these character traits, values, and attitudes.  This, Rule says, makes it probable that they will be carried over to some extent in private life.  Not only the applause, Rule says, but the "living oneself into the part" for weeks or months that makes the separation of stage and home extremely difficult (54). 


To review, Rule designates two major causes for post-performance emotional problems.  The first, is the actor's "as if" process of matching personal experiences to character behaviors; the actor probes the psyche searching for similarities between the character's experience and his/her own.  In so doing relationships, beliefs, and behaviors are examined and, sometimes, called into question.  The second source of problems is reinforcement, from the actor and those around the actor.  The day‑in and day‑out process of steeping oneself in the character, taking on the coloration of the role, "living oneself into the part," trains actors to become more like their characters and, consequently, less like themselves.  Those who watch the actor also exert an influence, first in the rehearsal room and later on the stage.  Appreciation, whether it be the applause of the audience or the encouragement of a director or fellow cast member, has the double effect of promoting character behaviors as it eclipses the ordinary behavior of the actor.  Cast and crew further reinforce the reprogramming, says Rule, by treating the actor, onstage and off, as if he or she were in fact the character.  "Thus," Rule concludes, "the hazards the actor struggles with internally are reinforced by the external world" (64).  


This process might be likened to working in a garden.  The needs of the actor's ordinary life translate into a pattern of watering and fertilizing.  This pattern encourages some plants, and keep others at bay in this "psychic garden."  When the actor takes a role, a different pattern of watering and feeding is demanded.  Because dramatic characters have flaws, because such flaws are essential to their being dramatic, when actors water and fertilize in the patterns of Macbeth, or Hedda, or Blanche their gardens grow differently; dark blooms flourish, weeds crop up.  The actor isn't the only one tending the garden.  Other actors, director, crew, and audience all have a hand in the process.  Over the length of a rehearsal and a run, the different pattern of watering and fertilizing changes the actor's garden considerably.  The result, to a greater or lesser degree, is that the characterization process reprograms actors, onstage and off.  
The theater is not the only profession to encounter this problem; it is, however, one of the last to do something about it.  To prevent emotional damage from role playing, experts in related professions debrief their "actors" after the "performance."


There are imporant differences in the types of role playing that are done in and out of the theater.  Nevertheless many practices are similar (Stern and Henderson 4-25).  Educational and therapeutic programs take advantage of embodied learning, or role playing, and some resemble classes in theatrical improvisation.  "New Roles for Psychodramatists" (1986), outlines the use of role playing to train military personnel in anti‑terrorist tactics.  Author/trainers Kerry P. Altman and Holly Hickson‑Laknahour recount their experiences during and after a fifteen hour hostage‑taking exercise.  


Participants knew in advance the roles they would be playing and were prepared for the situations and stresses to which they would be subjected.  Role‑playing was followed‑up by debriefings, as is standard.  The purpose of debriefings was simple: to assure that the participants returned to their "real life roles" at the conclusion of the exercise (75).  Pre‑event warnings to the "cast" to be prepared for post‑performance reactions were given.  In spite of this, several follow‑up days of hour‑long post‑performance debriefings were required in order for participants to recover fully from the emotionally intense exercise.  


In role‑playing‑‑whether the context is psychodramatic therapy, anti‑terrorist training, a laboratory experiment, or a client‑salesperson exercise‑‑at the conclusion of the session the participants are always debriefed.  According to communications expert William Starosta, group leaders who employ reality‑imitating games are ethically bound to hold a debriefing as a means of returning their clients to pre‑experience status.  So significant is this responsibility, says Starosta, that certain techniques, such as psychodrama, may be counter‑indicated.  The "risks faced from emotions that are improperly debriefed may offset the possible gains of the technique, except in the hands of an extremely skilled and ethical practitioner."  Starosta concludes by saying that the expertise and professionalism of the trainers "is often the only safety‑net to protect a client from lasting emotional damage" (1).  Concerns over "lasting emotional damage" also come from within our profession.


The problem of stage fright, as conceived by Donald M. Kaplan and Stephen Aaron, intersects the post-performance problem.  Though the conceptual models are different--Kaplan and Aaron, like Rule, speak in terms of an identity crisis--the practical issues are those of post performance.  Kaplan, in his 1969 Drama Review article, "On Stage Fright," lists ways in which performers avoid "the final dissolution of the personal self into performance" (70).  Stephen Aaron's book, Stage Fright: It's Role in Acting, examines in some depth the interrelationship of actor and character personalities.  Aaron, an acting teacher and psychotherapist, applies the psychoanalytic model to his discussion.  The "observing self," Aaron says, is the actor's personality, the "acting self" is the character's personality.  In rehearsal the lifeline to reality, the observing self, is tethered to the director who, Aaron says, takes over this function to enable the actor to explore the depths of character contained in the acting self.  In performance the lifeline is tethered to the audience, which, like the director, is all observation and judgement (118‑20).  The problem of stage fright "breaks in" at the transition, when the director "abandons" the actors on opening night (104‑05).  Before the audience can tether the actor in reality, the stage frightened performer experiences devastating vertigo, free‑falling into the abyss of character and losing track of the personal self (119).


This problem, Aaron points out, has been treated in at least two films and a play.  In Dead of Night Michael Redgrave plays a ventriloquist who becomes slave to his dummy, and in A Double Life an actor portraying Othello is invaded by the Moor's personality and emotions.  Six Characters in Search of an Author can be read, says Aaron, as an analogy for the battle between observing and acting selves, between performer‑as‑person and performer‑as‑character.  Aaron relates that Jeremy Irons had trouble withdrawing from his character in The Real Thing, that Richard Burbage took two hours to cool‑down after playing Richard III, and that Basil Rathbone gave up playing Sherlock Holmes because he felt in danger of losing his identity to the famous detective (116‑17).  


The problem also finds its way into recent literature on performance theory and pedagogy.  Richard Schechner has written around the subject for sixteen years citing instances of post‑performance cool‑down from around the world in Performance Theory (90, 145, 169), and Between Theater and Anthropology (12, 18‑19, 42, 74‑75, 125‑26, 247).  Feminist authors have warned against the damage to female actors from playing degrading stereotypes.  Linda Walsh Jenkins and Susan Ogden‑Malouf, for instance, assert that when a female actor aligns with an "unhealthy gender role" it "usually reinforces the woman's already negative ontological development."  These authors recognize that "life offstage . . . is affected by the life onstage" (66).  The first article in the inaugural issue of Theatre Topics (1991) dealt head‑on with the problem.  


In "A Crucible for Actors: Questions of Directorial Ethics,"  Suzanne Burgoyne (Dieckman) describes the nightmares and fears created in a cast of actors portraying Miller's characters in her production of The Crucible.  Burgoyne is interested in the impact on actors of "embodying" an author's world view, and the ethical responsibilities of directors who urge actors "to explore their own psyches in the process of creating a character" (1).  At the time of the production (1980), Burgoyne little suspected the dark link she would discover between the rehearsal process of actors and their out‑of‑rehearsal emotions.  Using improvisation exercises (of the type taught in both Stanislavski‑ and post‑Stanislavski‑based systems of actor training) Burgoyne led the cast in explorations of the "root causes of human evil" and encouraged actors to "seek personal analogies as a means of connecting with their characters" (1, 4).  By so doing, she says, her rehearsal process "came to mirror the hysteria in the play" (5).  Fury, hate, hysteria, and terror were not confined to the stage, and the high dudgeon among the actors resulted in nightmares for some of them (4‑5).  


Significantly, Burgoyne describes incidents of emotion, not identification.  She couches her concerns not in terms of actors unable to withdraw from their emotional roles, but in terms of the emotions themselves--fury, terror, hate.  Her phrase "psychological fallout" (6) might more precisely be termed emotional fallout, a phrase roughly equivalent to "emotional hangover."


While the models of Kaplan, Aaron, Rule, Schechner, Burgoyne, Jenkins, Ogden‑Malouf, and practitioners of role playing may differ, they agree on one problem: persons playing roles may be emotionally affected by the roles they play.  


Since 1970 Susana Bloch has researched emotion in acting, first in Chile, then Brazil, and more recently in Denmark and Paris.  She earned her PhD in psychology at the University of Chile and later studied and taught in the United States at Harvard and Boston University.  In Paris she is Research Director‑CNRS at the Institut des Neurosciences at Universite Pierre et Marie Curie.  Currently she is working on a full length book on ALBA Emoting--her non‑psychological approach to summoning and controlling real emotion onstage.


In his introduction of Susana Bloch at the 1992 ATHE national conference, Robert Barton, author of Acting: Onstage and Off, referred to her work as a natural extension of Stanislavski‑based approaches that employ physical actions to create subjective feelings.  Bloch has developed a method for inducing real emotions in actors by training them to initiate precise patterns of breathing, posture, and facial expression associated with each of six basic emotions.  Students learn to activate voluntary muscles in specific "effector" patterns.  In addition to creating the "look" of the target emotion, the execution of the effector pattern triggers subjective emotional responses.  


Based on the laboratory research conducted with actors by Bloch, there is reason for concern relative to emotions post-performance.  While interviewing research subjects the week following their participation in her laboratory experiments in induced emotions, Bloch discovered that the subjects often remained in the emotional state that had been cathected the week before (personal interview).  Bloch coined the term "emotional hangover," to refer to this phenomenon in the laboratory, and developed a technique to assist subjects in returning to their normal emotional mode.  She named this procedure the "step‑out" technique (et al. 10).


To avoid the continuation of emotions beyond the experiment, Bloch developed--and strictly adhered to--this technique for "abruptly ending every exercise" in the laboratory.  Immediately after the command to step‑out is given, her procedure is to have the standing subject complete several deep abdominal‑thoracic breathing cycles and to perform a few simple actions such as wiping the face with the hands, stretching, and changing posture (et al. 10).  Such a procedure, she says, immediately brings the person back to a "neutral state" ("ALBA Emoting" 6).  


Bloch is adamant about the necessity for stepping out. Stepping out, she says, returns the actor to neutral and "removes the possibility of emotional inertia.  "Since one has activated the network, one is de‑activating the network" (personal interview).


Bloch foresaw the usefulness that her laboratory technique might have for actors onstage who "often have great difficulties in 'leaving their roles' and specially the emotional states implicated in them . . . ."  This difficulty, she says, results in "emotional hangovers" ("ALBA EMOTING" 7‑8).  Peter Brook commented similarly:  "The step‑out technique is particularly interesting because actors have usually no difficulties in stepping into a role, but very often have difficulties stepping out.  (Bloch personal communication)


Part of Bloch's early training was with famed Harvard behaviorist B. F. Skinner, and what she has created is, in essence, a behavioral model.  Instead of conceiving the post-performance problem as an issue of identity, she conceived it as one of behavior.  Instead of attempting to cure it globally through therapeutic intervention, as Rule suggests, she sets about to extinguish it locally‑‑each time the actor leaves stage‑‑by means of a simple physical exercise.  


In a series of discussions, I came to understand that step‑out works best for those who practice it regularly as part of their training in ALBA Emoting.  Bloch and I argued about the intensity of emotional involvement from which an actor could step out.  I maintained that if the actor was "swept away" by the role, then step‑out was probably impossible.  No amount of neutral breathing and face touching, I said, could return such a person to pre‑performance status.  Bloch replied that an ALBA trained actor could always step out.  But, I argued, what if one night the performance was exceptionally moving for the actor and he or she was emotionally caught up in it?  Such a person, I insisted, could not possibly step all the way back out.  The ALBA actor, said Bloch, in a comment reminiscent of Brecht or Diderot, constantly monitors subjective involvement and adjusts it.  In the midst of such a process there is no room for the sort of abandonment to which I referred.  The ALBA actor, she continued, is taught from the first instant of training to step out, it is a matter of habit.


I had underestimated the difference in effect that step‑out would have on an ALBA trained actor as compared to one trained in another approach.  In Bloch's workshops I had witnessed actors (trained in other systems) unable to shed an emotion in spite of her command to "step‑out."   Watching their I had concluded that step‑out was only partially effective.  Among other factors I had not taken into account the difference between ALBA actors and those trained in other systems as regards their attitudes toward emotion.  For most actors, a real emotion is precious, it is to some degree a souvenir of their validity as artists.  They don't want to give it up.  ALBA actors, on the other hand, can create emotion at will and have no inclination to cling to it.  There is also the matter of habit, ALBA actors have been trained from the first to return to neutral as soon as they walk offstage.  Step‑out forms part of a routine which concludes with the ALBA actor invariably, Bloch claims, returning to neutral.


To summarize, scholarship and anecdote from a variety of sources point to the fact that actors experience emotional consequences from the roles they play.  Bloch has developed a technique, "step-out,"  which circumvents this problem.  But for step-out to have maximum efficacy it must be part of ALBA training, which is not yet widely available in the U.S.  So what can actors and their teachers do now?


In the course of my research in post‑performance, I have met and talked to teachers and directors who use different techniques immediately post performance to return actors to their pre‑performance modes of being.  Surprisingly, well over half of the acting teachers with whom I have spoken are concerned about such issues and a number have instituted debriefings and cool‑downs in their teaching and directing.  None that I talked to felt that he or she had discovered the way to accomplish a cool‑down.  Most used techniques that involved the actors sitting together in a circle after the performance.  Some find that sitting quietly or holding one another is useful; others use the time to discuss the performance.  In most cultures rituals of eating and drinking follow performances.  Director and performance theorist Richard Schechner has experimented with rituals of group breathing, sharing water, and quietly talking about the performance (Between Theater 18‑19).  


My impression is that none of these techniques is a complete answer in and of itself, but the fact that so many exist further underlines the need to do something to ease the transition from stage to life.  The following are suggestions for approaches to cool-down that may prove useful.  Though based on emotions research, they are unproven and should be looked on only as hints, possible avenues for your own exploration.


During my research in emotions, I encountered the emotional induction work of Manfred Clynes, a scientist and a musician.  In his book, Sentics: The Touch of Emotions, he develops a method of emotional induction that, while it has no direct application to acting, suggests several interesting approaches to the problem of emotion cessation.  He notices (as have other researchers including Bloch) that an emotion, if not fully discharged, has the tendency to continue chronically until such time as another episode of the same emotion is strong enough to precipitate a catharsis of the original.  He relates an example of a young woman who broke down and wept while doing his emotional exercise for grief.  She explained that her dog had died six months previously, but she had not wept for it until then.  Apparently, the chronic emotion persisted until the exercise activated the acute form of the emotion and discharged it (170).  


According to Bloch's theory, each of the six basic emotions has both an acute and a chronic state.  In the case of the woman grieving for her dog, the chronic state was her depression, the acute state tears.  (For fear, the acute state is terror and the chronic state is anxiety; for anger the acute state is rage and the chronic state is aggressiveness, annoyance, or "having a short fuse;" for joy, the acute state is laughter and the chronic state is cheerfulness; and so on.)


Combining Clynes and Bloch gave me an idea for a post‑performance exercise to sweep away lingering emotions.  The idea is to perform, one after another, Bloch's effector patterns for the six basic emotions (which can be learned at a rudimentary level rather quickly).  If Clynes' theory is applicable, this would tend to sweep out any emotion that persisted after the performance.  The actor would do this exercise directly after leaving the stage and follow it up with at least three "step‑out" breaths.  


Working on my own with Bloch's patterns, I noticed another application which is of value.  When I am anxious‑‑a state which Bloch defines as the chronic, low level presence of fear‑‑I perform the effector pattern of acute fear and follow that up with stepping out.  The idea is based on an notion familiar to all who work with relaxation: a muscle may relax most fully directly after a complete contraction.  Since Bloch has been able to define six basic human emotions in terms of patterns of tension in voluntary muscles, what we know about muscle relaxation may prove relevant to cool‑down.


If the performed emotions are particularly strong, and if the actor is not a student of ALBA Emoting, then the step‑out technique may be insufficient to return the actor to pre‑performance levels of arousal.  Something more is required.  

The performance sequence of Schechner, adapted by me as the performance cycle, may add to students' understanding of performance.


Richard Schechner has observed performance traditions from around the world and noticed that in non‑Western settings the post‑performance period is often very important.  In his book, Between Theatre and Anthropology, Schechner documents numerous post‑performance activities that include smudging, sprinkling with water, drinking beverages (both alcoholic and non‑alcoholic), eating, and sleeping (18‑19, 74‑75, 125, 126).  By observing performance in many different milieux, Schechner has developed a pan‑cultural, seven‑part sequence of performance: training, workshop, rehearsal, warm‑up, performance, cool‑down, and aftermath (16).


I have condensed his seven‑part sequence into three and included an additional quotidian element out of which the sequence arises, what Schechner calls "ordinary life" (14).  The four part "performance cycle" begins with ordinary life and moves through preparation, performance, and aftermath before returning again to ordinary life.
 The part labelled "performance" includes three sub‑parts: warm‑up, presentation, and cool‑down (Bloch's step‑out procedure, for instance, is a cool‑down technique for ameliorating the short-term effects of performance).  Performance also creates, as Rule and others have shown, long‑term effects on the performer.  These effects occur in the aftermath portion of the performance cycle.


Aftermath effects‑‑which follow cool‑down and last indefinitely‑‑include the sorts of behaviors that nearly destroyed the relationship of the young man described at the beginning of the paper.  Such effects can alter the way the performer interacts with others outside the acting situation.  I do not wish to imply that all long‑term effects of acting are negative.  Many, as we know, are useful and positive.  The point is to integrate them successfully into one's life.  


To deal with any negative, long‑term effects of performance, I recommend another approach aimed at keeping the actor aware and in touch with the process throughout the performance cycle.  Psychologists, social scientists, psychodramatists, all agree that the single most powerful means for preventing damage to individuals engaged in any role‑playing situation is awareness.  Role players need to know in advance how the performance process may impinge on their ordinary lives.  We, as instructors of acting, need to teach performance as a holistic discipline, a cycle that has its times of productivity and rest.  We should teach students to welcome the winter that follows performance as the time in which lives and creativity are fertilized by the harvest of performance.  Actors should not ignore this time or try to get through it quickly.  


Bloch's suggestion for dealing with the long-term post-performance problems is much simpler.  For actors trained in ALBA Emoting, the use of effector patterns and the step‑out technique insures that the performance cycle is completed each time the actor walks offstage.  If this in fact happens (and so far we have no hard data to show that it does), further cool down would be unnecessary; reintegration would be complete without aftermath problems.  Such a result would lend increased worth to ALBA Emoting as a technique for training actors.  


As the ethics of training and directing are debated, a higher value will be placed on those training techniques which are not psychologically invasive.  Bloch's technique of emotional induction through effector patterns, coupled with her step‑out procedure, offers a precise and non‑psychological means of summoning, controlling, and dismissing emotion.


My purpose in this essay has been to bring to the attention of my reader an area of actor training and directing that is beginning to draw notice.  Texts and critical writings on acting and directing, have, for the most part, ignored the problems of post performance arising from emotional hangover.  I am convinced that for some actors emotional hangover is not a problem.  Nevertheless, the subjects of cool-down, emotional hangover, and the aftermath of performance are worthy of much more study.  Thus far there is sparse data: little qualitative study and no quantitative research.  A controlled long‑term study of the issues raised in this paper would be logistically complex, expensive, and theoretically difficult.  That fact does not lessen the urgency of the problem.  In the final analysis we are dealing with nothing less than the well‑being of performers.  Peter Brook's goal for the actor should be our own:

The actor, when he performs in the right conditions, confronted by a true necessity, is "better" than he is in life.  He is exalted by the act of playing, and when he stops the play to come back to everyday life he is not completely the same.  His life is nourished by his experiences on the stage.  As his experiences on the stage are nourished by what he is in life, without ever confusing these two situations. ("What Is It Useful For?" n.p.)


___________________________________

Richard Geer earned his doctorate from Northwestern University in Performance Studies.  He lives in Chicago with his wife Adrienne St. John.
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