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Abstract 

Translation for the stage, considered as practice in the rehearsal room, concerns the cultural 

encounter produced by an original text, a translator-director, and actors. The first part of this 

thesis, therefore, examines key elements of the process of textual translation as semiotic 

negotiations between the original text and the target language/culture. Thus, elements such as 

performability, speakability, rhythm, paralinguistics and kinesthetics all become important 

features for the translator-director and actors to consider. The next stage of this analysis 

comprises the psychophysical effort on the part of actors when it comes to embodying character, 

so that physical imagination and phenomenology are examined as new elements that re-direct the 

discussion towards the work of actors in the rehearsal room. It is here that the exploration of key 

principles of the actor training method of Michael Chekhov are tested in the context of preparing 

the Chilean play Diciembre for stage production.  
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Note on Appendices 

The appendices of this thesis are embedded in an external memory stick, with the aim of providing 

access to the evidence of my practice. Each appendix is named after a letter. The order, and its 

contents are as follows: 

- Appendix A contains the thick translation I provided to the actors in the first phase of my 

practice. 

- Appendix B contains the last draft of the translation of Diciembre, which was crafted with 

the actors in the rehearsal room.  

- Appendix C contains the concept statement I designed before my directorial practice. 

- Appendix D contains the blocking division of the text. 

- Appendix E contains the rehearsal structure, in which units of the actor training and 

insights of each session are explained. 

- Appendix F contains the video of the diagnostic session of the psychophysical training 

delivered by the acting coach. 

- Appendix G contains a video with the exercises on the principle of Atmosphere. 

- Appendix H contains a video with the exercises on the principle of Imaginary Centre. 

- Appendix I contains a video with the exercises on the principle of Tempo Rhythm. 

- Appendix J contains a video of the Work in Progress of Diciembre.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Investigando lo no decible, el lenguaje crece. En las fronteras de nuestro lenguaje se hacen visibles 

 otros lenguajes, otros mundos. No es opacidad, sino una nueva transparencia lo que llega a escena   

 (Juan Mayorga, 2013 p.15) 

(By investigating what is not possible to speak, language grows. In the borders of our language, 

other worlds and other languages are visible. There is no opacity, but a fresh transparency arriving 

on stage, my translation)  

The theater must pursue by all its means a reassertion not only of all the aspects of the objective 

and descriptive external world, but of the internal world, that is, of man considered metaphysically. 

It is only thus, we believe, that we shall be able to speak again in the theater about the rights of the 

imagination. (Artaud, 1958 p.92) 

This Practice-Based Research (PBR) project takes the form of a practical and theoretical analysis 

of what it means to create translated work for the stage (Kershaw, 2011; Nelson, 2013). But before 

delving into the analysis that lies at the heart of this research, it is important to contextualise how 

practice and theory are interlocked in the context of this project. From the outset we have to note 

that PBR implies a hybrid methodology that investigates original knowledge in the context of 

doing and making. The basis of this methodology is, therefore, a practice-oriented process that 

encompasses diverse shifts in research design throughout the timeframe of the project itself, a 

process whose aim has been to generate evidence for further analysis through the creative process 

of an artistic production by bringing theory and practice into mutually interrogating contexts. In 

that way, this model of PBR implies establishing new questions which in turn may form a basis 

for further practice and enhanced understanding of theory might evolve. In order to create new 
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knowledge through practice, this project has required the understanding and testing of principles 

of cultural models of analysis, as well as principles of actor training methodologies. 

This is the aspirational model of theory and practice that underpins this project. In terms 

of the practice-based component, the project originally envisioned developing at least two 

elements of practice in the rehearsal room. The first one concerns translating and staging Diciembre 

by Guillermo Calderon, and the second one translating and directing a play written by myself and 

premiered in Argentina. The reason behind exploring two processes was to test insights gleaned 

from both in order to suggest which elements might be suitable for a holistic sense of the 

collaborative process between translator-director, acting coach, and ensemble in the rehearsal 

room. However, due to external elements that happened between the years 2019 and 2021, notably 

Chilean unrest and the global pandemic, the aim of two case studies underpinning my research 

conclusions proved impossible. That said, the disadvantages implicit in the impossibility of 

rehearsing over an extended period of time also brought me to approach my empirical research 

with Diciembre in a more structured and reflective way. At the core of this is the way in which this 

thesis adopts practitioners' perspectives with the aim of highlighting the processes of cultural 

negotiations and representation that intercultural theatre entails. 

As a Chilean theatre practitioner, my background encompasses movement training, actor 

training, stage direction classes, and playwriting workshops. It is this background that informs 

the core of the multidisciplinary approach of my research. However, beyond my training, what 

has motivated me to proceed with a project that crosses the fields of Performance Studies and 

Translation Studies is the search to find new ways of promoting fruitful encounters between 

groups such as, theatre practitioners and audiences, or storytellers and listeners. Consequently, 

the main challenge that translation has brought to this search is the cultural encounter that 
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underpins these relationships as a material phenomenon. So, the only way I could design and test 

systematic practice in the rehearsal room was by identifying what I could learn from theatre 

practitioners whose backgrounds are rooted in different cultures, and to assess my own possible 

contributions to their work in the context of collaborative practice.  

In that sense, my contribution to their practice was based on what I could bring from my 

previous experience in Chile. In that way, any decision-making process I carried out in this project 

was influenced by what I have observed and learnt from other practitioners during my training 

and practice in my early years as a drama student, director, and playwright. In that regard, the 

actor training elements that I could bring to the rehearsal room were influenced by the blended 

methodologies I acquired from my Chilean teachers, which, at the same time were influenced by 

Eastern-European acting methodologies, such as the Stanislavski method and Grotowski’s 

techniques. That said, the most direct contribution that my background brought to the process 

was most immediately identifiable during the staging phase of Diciembre, when every directorial 

decision I made was based on previous exercises explored with the acting coach. This is important 

because this was what I came to think of as the first point at which the practice was culturally 

interwoven. In other words, by applying exercises based on methodologies deriving from the 

explorations and findings of different practitioners, who also belong to different cultures, I could 

see how the actors’ physicality was modified by the new knowledge acquired in these training 

methods – a modification influenced in turn by the cultural dimensions in which the practice was 

situated. The second key example of cultural interweaving arose with the actors’ redrafting 

process of the translated script, which was achieved by means of discussion, tablework and on 

the rehearsal-room floor, where actors brought bot verbal changes and a new musicality to the 

speakability of the first draft.  
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In that regard, the influence that my native culture and its reflection in my background 

and training has had on my practice is twofold. In the first place, I would point to the 

Eurocentricity of the theoretical framework of this thesis, which is reflected also in my 

exploration of the practice. The main reason for this is the dominant presence of 

European/Western acting training methodologies and text-based theatre production in Chile 

during the time that I was training and developing my own practice. This, of course, framed my 

attempts to design and assess the whole process of Diciembre. The second dimension that shaped 

my perspective as a Chilean practitioner is the way in which discussion and the detailed input of 

actors’ perspectives is a central feature of every rehearsal. This is because this strongly 

collaborative way of working, in the case of Chile, has a profound political dimension in that it 

responds to the historical process of the country during the dictatorship. It is important to note, 

in this regard, that collaboration between theatre practitioners has been a concerted response to 

a number of social crisis through which Chile has passed. In that way, the linkage between the 

political contingencies of society and the fictional world created on stage offered a safe place for 

my decision making processes in the context of my creative practice.  

Consequently, my decision to work with Diciembre is founded on reasons that are both 

ideological and practical. The rest of this thesis is concerned to account for those practical reasons 

and the processes that flowed from them. But from an ideological perspective, the play resonates 

with my vision of Chile as a broken society. In the final analysis, it is the way in which Guillermo 

Calderón gives form to this vision that is the underlying reason why I chose to work with this 

play. 

BETWEEN TRANSLATION AND PERFORMANCE STUDIES 
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Although my background is in theatre practice, this thesis is focused on the intersection between 

Translation Studies and Performance Studies. The main reason for this is because my analysis 

required both the conceptualization, and strategies applied to drama translation in order to 

sustain the communicative, collaborative, and representational processes that rehearsal room 

practice involves for theatre practitioners when they are working with the specific demands of 

the translated text – it is those specific demands that much of the discussion below seeks to 

address. But my interest in these two disciplines, and crucially the space between them, has its 

origins in my earlier life as a drama student in Chile, a time when I developed a curiosity as to the 

way in which texts written in other languages actually reflect their own society, culture, and time. 

This was because the versions of the foreign classics we used to train in class were invariably 

translated into a Castilian Spanish so that words, melody, and subtext were necessarily modified 

by us, the students, in order to create a more meaningful relationship with our own Chilean 

society. In this sense, the adaptation processes that we as actors employed in order to promote a 

more organic relationship between enunciation, physicality and our own context of performance 

became a norm for Chilean actors.  

Once I began to work as a playwright and director new enquiries relating to rehearsal 

processes with actors and the materialization of the text began to arise. The first and most 

pressing question, the one that eventually led to me engaging in academic research was how do 

we actually rehearse? Even though this question basically involves rehearsal methodologies in the 

context of any text-based theatre, my focus here is more specifically on the alchemical process of 

a text becoming its live version on the stage. And this, in turn, is where Performance Studies comes 

into the picture, through the co-bodily presence that live performance requires. While 

Translation Studies gave me the framework for examining the text as a site of multiplicity where 
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translators work as mediators and shapers, Performance Studies endorsed my aim as both artist 

and researcher, which is to provide an intercultural experience onstage for an audience.  

However, the intersection between these two fields, in the case of my practice, was located 

in the actors’ embodiment processes, particularly in the ways in which they began to experience 

physically the characters in the play. What I mean by this is that the aliveness of translation, in a 

rehearsal room context, derives from the efforts of the theatre practitioners to bring the text to 

life. And in the specific case of Diciembre it is in the hermeneutic and embodiment processes of the 

actors that both Translation Studies and Performance Studies come together, because it is 

through that practice where performers materialize the text in a new language-culture and, at the 

same time, connect with a new target audience.  

THE AUTHOR AND THE CASE STUDY 

The practice-based element of this thesis, as already noted, is based on the Chilean play Diciembre, 

written, and originally directed by Guillermo Calderón on the 15th of January 2009 at Teatro Mori, 

Bellavista, Santiago de Chile. It was a production created in collaboration with the actors in the 

rehearsal room,1 and tells the story reunion of a soldier, Jorge, who arrives home to celebrate 

Christmas with his two pregnant sisters during the course of an imaginary near-future war 

between Chile and Bolivia. The sisters argue about what their younger brother should do, either 

hiding in the south and taking refuge until the war is over, or returning to the front to face near 

certain death. The struggle between these bordering countries emphasizes the ideological 

positions of the sisters - racist, one, humanist, the other - as well as their discourse - patriot or 

 
1 See https://repositorio.uc.cl/xmlui/bitstream/handle/11534/4629/000539679.pdf 
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pacifist -, leaving the brother in the middle ground between, a soldier lost between ideologies, and 

discourses, ridden with doubts and devastated. 

 The reasons for working with a text by this author were, in the first instance, due to his 

influence in Chilean theatre, and secondly, because of the way in which this text makes a powerful 

statement about Chilean society. To contextualize the first point, I need to explain briefly that 

the influence that this author enjoys in Chilean theatre began with his study of modern Chilean 

dramatists (Knapp Jones, 1961; Pereira Salas, 1974; Boyle, 1992; De Costa, 1992), specifically Isidora 

Aguirre. In consequence, echoes of previous playwrights are explicit in his political discourse 

(Larrain, 2018), which is also influenced by his training as an actor at the Drama School of the 

Universidad de Chile during the last years of the 1980s and beginning of 1990. In other words, 

Calderón is part of the last generation of practitioners who studied during the dictatorship in the 

country, leading him to assert that Chilean theatre has its roots in an opposition to the socio-

historical process of the country. In that way, the tradition of political theatre derives from an 

entrenched dialectic, which, in the case of Chile, directly corresponds to the contingencies of each 

historical period and the audience’s lived experience within them. The best examples, perhaps, of 

this political opposition are the plays of the university dramatists, and their influence on Chilean 

contemporary theatre of the country (Boyle, 1992). 

The second reason for selecting this text is because of the way in which the author weaves 

what we might think of as Chilean idiosyncrasy through the play’s central setting, establishing a 

complex overview of relations between Chile, Perú, Bolivia, and re-visiting the military fronts of 

an old war, using them as given circumstances for the whole play (see Appendix A). There are also 

key allusions to the Chilean dictatorship in the monologue of one of the characters, Uncle León, 

to Chilean conservative society and excessive patriotism in the utterances of Paula, as well as 
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views drawn from the Chilean left through Trinidad. In this way, the author illustrates Chile as a 

society intimately divided against itself through the conflicting opinions of members of the same 

family. Thus, it is a play that, in this regard, poses complex problems of translation.  

In this context, particularizing concepts such as territory, discourse and given 

circumstances are key points in terms of understanding the human conflict behind the words of 

the various characters. In the case of territory, the text establishes two different dimensions, one 

real, the other psychological. Although the play’s treatment is essentially realistic, the action is 

mixed with hyperreal scenes where each character’s views on homeland, love or betrayal are 

attributed to a specific geographical territory but made manifest on stage through a visibly 

emotional place, producing a non-coherence between thought and external action (Lagos 16). In 

broad terms, therefore, the first of these dimensions relates to a physical place, the family house 

where the action happens, or the barracks to which Jorge is supposed to return, while the second 

is an emotional place where the characters find their shelter from the war, a realm of inner 

experience expressed through their respective monologues. In this sense, some problems related 

to translation arise, perhaps put simply in terms of the heavy presence of the local within what 

otherwise might be seen as the universal experience of war. Moreover, in terms of stage language, 

the dominant Chilean Spanish is peppered with words from indigenous dialects, such as 

Mapudungun, and the use of repetition brings both a rhythmical identity and, at times a 

humorous stamp to the language, stage characteristics that once again demand careful translator 

attention. In other words, in short, all these details, that not only configure the text but also 

bestow its particular style on it, require the translator to make decisions that will profoundly 

impact on the target text and its relationship with a new culture.    
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Calderón’s work on popular and political theatre reflects his view as to how the Chilean 

theatre repertoires favoured European and North American plays, rather than supporting national 

productions. It is an imbalance that has its origins in the dictatorship. Accordingly, he asserts that 

Chilean theatre is rooted in a reactionary trench that runs counter to  the socio-historical process 

of the country. Consequently, political theatre, in the case of Chile, relates to the dialectical 

principle of thesis – antithesis which reflects the social division and the contingencies of each 

historical period of the country. The clearest examples of this are to be found in the work of the 

modern dramatists and the repercussion of their texts for future generations.  

Staying with Calderón, however, after collaborating with various theatre companies 

during the 90’s, he emigrated to United States to continue his studies at the Actor’s Studio in New 

York, mainly in order to acquire new acting techniques to complement his practice of 

Stanislavsky’s method (Larrain George, 2018 p.1), which is why he subsequently continued his 

studies at the Dell' Arte School of Physical Theater in California. This part of his training is 

reflected in his work as a director, where the physicality of the actors is approached as a key  

component of rounding out any character.. In parallel, the influences of other Chilean dramatists, 

specifically of Isidora Aguirre, who was one of the first playwrights to bring Epic Theatre 

aesthetics to the country, accounts for the way in which Calderón develops his own method for 

blending realism with Brechtian elements to create highly socially-charged speech.  

As mentioned above, my main decision to work with Diciembre arises from the political 

perspective the play takes on national life, which is developed through a dialectical making 

process that emerges from the dialogue between the characters. That is to say, the author re-

interprets the identity of his country by establishing inquiries and opinions concerning 

nationalism, patriotism, family attachments and violence. The second reason for choosing 

Diciembre relates to formal aspects, such as the syntax of the lines, local references to places, the 
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inclusion of dialect, the specific contexts of the action, the development of principal and 

secondary characters alike, and the Aristotelian structure of temporal and spatial units contained 

within the arc of one night, with no scene divisions. However, what really focussed my attention 

on the development of a collaboration between stage translation and cultural negotiation through 

this play is the process that Calderon followed in order to build the original text. In other words, 

the text development process of the original was conducted through trial and error with the 

actors in the rehearsal room. In an interview with the actors of the original version of the play 

(Herrera, 2009) they describe how the storyline of the text was built within improvisation and 

active analysis process during the rehearsals. In addition to this, the acting training delivered from 

and to the actors was an important factor, not just in terms of how to approach the characters 

physically, but also how to create a sense of common vocabulary between them and the 

indications of the director. Therefore, the dynamics developed in the rehearsal room contributed 

to the flow, the rhythm, and the character-building process both for the actors, and the playwright 

who after every rehearsal dedicated a couple of hours to redrafting the script in order to produce 

a synthesised version for the next session. Finally, the way in which the ensemble collaborated in 

the elaboration of the mise-en-scene itself led me to think that the only way to develop a similar 

process involving translation might be through practice involving the creativity and imagination 

of actors who belong to a culture distant from Chile.  

THESIS STRUCTURE 

This thesis comprises two theoretical chapters and a third one in which the supporting practice 

is described and analysed. In order to illustrate the practice, there are 11 appendices, the aim of 

which is to illustrate the changes through which the text passed on its journey towards 

performance, and the way in which actor training became an integral element of the process of 
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working with translation in the rehearsal room. The underpinning questions for the thesis as a 

whole, therefore, begin with the enquiry into what might constitute translation for the stage. 

Following on from that, how might we frame theatre translation as an intercultural experience? 

And within the communication of that experience, what might we regard as constituting the 

work of actors? This, in turn, leads us to investigate the extent to which psychophysical training 

methods support - or indeed might impede - the staging process, and how might the director 

promote actors' organic relationship with the text (in particular, one that presents the 

translational difficulties of Diciembre) These foundational questions have evolved and been refined 

over the course of the whole process, in great part in response to the way in which the practice-

based component framed discoveries and new avenues to explore in the rehearsal room. However, 

these questions are set out here as a way of accounting for the approaches of, and issues covered 

by, each chapter.  

Following on from this, the first section of the opening chapter establishes translation for 

the stage as a collaborative effort, in which the text is focused on promoting an experience for the 

actor and the target audience. In order to achieve this, the crucial strategies and elements needed 

for the negotiation of a first pre-rehearsal draft are examined, such as: structure, speakability, 

rhythm, and performability. The next section continues by exploring those kinesthetic elements 

that can contribute to the task of translating a text for the stage, so that, in this sense, the 

representational aim of translating for the stage is illustrated by noting how actor physicality is 

intimately linked to the work of the translator, and in particular how it generates stage imagery - 

in other words, in this conception of translation for performance, the translator is not just 

translating words, but physical images and characters. The last section of this chapter introduces 
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the notion of cultural encounter that translation for the stage must necessarily entail, examining 

possible perspectives to deal with the encounter between source and target cultures.  

In this respect, the model of Culture Interweaving in Performance, suggested by Rustom 

Bharucha, and Erika Fischer-Lichte, is adopted here as a theory that looks into interlocking 

diverse cultures, with the aim of not only creating its own hybrid aesthetic, but also promoting a 

cross-cultural experience between performers and audiences. In other words, the theory is 

valuable in the way in which it looks at creating a balance between diverse cultures involved in 

the same space-time, leading in turn into an investigation of Homi Bhabha’s concept of 

hybridisation, explored here as a notion that offers a balance between cultures and identity, both 

exposed in the translated text and on stage. The final section of this chapter redirects the 

discussion back towards Chilean theatre and its relative lack absence on the British stage. 

Furthermore, it addresses the issue of internal foreignization in the source culture, firstly by using 

examples contextualised in Chilean texts translated by William Gregory, and then as inflected 

later into the practice of Diciembre.  Finally, the chapter concludes by suggesting that while the 

ultimate aim of the translation process is the provision of a performable text, one must take into 

account the crafting of the text in the rehearsal room - firstly as part of the collaborative efforts of 

the ensemble and, in the case of this thesis, myself as initial-translator director, and secondly, as 

part of an interweaving process.  

The second chapter, concerned with actor preparation, establishes a practitioners' 

perspective as the framework for examining the work of actors, and the way in which their 

psychophysical efforts produce what might be considered a representational phenomenon for the 

audience. In other words, the actor’s body is considered as the motor force of the representation 

of the translated text. But in order to examine how the actor might achieve his/her task on the 
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stage, the first section necessarily addresses imagination as the main connector between 

intellectual and physical endeavors to create character, arguing that phenomenology might be 

considered a fruitful approach for thinking about the work of actors in the rehearsal room. 

Consequently, the following section examines embodiment and psychophysical training as active 

agents in the process of translation for the stage. On one hand, this leads to the exploration of the 

possibility of body-mind union through a progressive sequence of exercises, based on the very 

broad-based recognition that a traditional Western perspective on actor training is generally 

associated with intellect and physicality generally considered as binary qualities, in contrast to 

the more holistic training techniques of the East. Moreover, the analysis of how psychophysical 

training methods might be culturally interwoven in performance leads us to consider aspects such 

as presence and energy, and how they might exemplify the way in which trainings both 

encompass and offer specific vocabularies and meaning that affect and shape performers’ process 

of embodiment. In consequence, the last section of this chapter addresses the psychophysical 

methodologies of Michael Chekhov and Konstantin Stanislavski, in order to set out and 

understand the principles of the training that will be explored through the practice of the third 

chapter.  

This final chapter, therefore, aims to explore the issues set out in the preceding chapters 

through the practice of Diciembre.  In the interests of systematic analysis of the whole process, this 

chapter has been organised in the following sections: Pre-Rehearsal Work, Work with the Text, 

and Work with Actors.  In the first section, the development of the material prepared during the 

pre-rehearsal work is presented as a first overview for the play’s director, through the notions of 

a ‘Concept Statement’, a ‘Block Design of the Text’, and ‘Chekhov’s Laws of Composition’, which 

together suggest how the director can reach a first visualisation of the materialisation of the text 
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in the rehearsal room. Within this section, the subsection Rehearsal Structure addresses an issue 

of everyday logistics, related to the availability of actors to rehearse, and the appearance of 

characters in each scene. Thus, this subsection suggests a system that works through blocks that 

illustrate which characters appear in each situation. This strategy is offered as a way of working 

with a one-act play that best optimizes the time with the cast in the rehearsal room. 

Following on from this, the second section of this chapter addresses issues that relate to 

the transformation of the translated text – or rather it approaches linguistic negotiations, changes, 

and omissions from source to target texts. This first tranche of changes is manifested in the two 

drafts, the first one being the thick translation (see Appendix A), in which cultural references and 

textual modifications are described in the footnotes, followed by the final draft devised in 

collaboration with the actors (see Appendix B) in which gaps between the numbered utterances 

reflect omissions made in the final translation draft. Subsequently, the subsection Issues of 

Enunciation investigates the issue of speakability by looking at a number of terms written in the 

original language which were deemed untranslatable into the target language. Moreover, the 

enunciation of actors is adversely affected by the way in which the rhythm and sound of these 

omitted phrases impedes their grasp of image or access to meaning.  

The third and final section of this chapter, Working with Actors, examines 

psychophysical training based on Chekhov’s system that, in practice, is delivered by an acting 

coach. Moreover, it addresses the way in which imagination is involved in the training exercises, 

and therefore the way in which this training subsequently shapes the physicality of the cast. 

Following on from this, the question of how to promote the actor’s organic connection with a 

dramatic text is addressed by observing how Chekhov’s principles connect with the particular 

skillset of each actor. In that way, from a directorial perspective, it was possible to apply the 
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specific vocabulary of training in order to facilitate the work of the actors throughout the staging 

process. For that reason, the first subsection -The Training - explains the design of the training 

offered by the acting coach, in terms of its delivering a cumulative set of exercises. The following 

subsections reflect what the cast gleaned from these training principles, as follows: Working with 

the Principle of Atmosphere explores perception and sensory awareness through a set of exercises 

delivered by the coach in order to promote psychophysical response on the part of the actors to 

the specific features the text offers - in other words, how they develop a sensorial response 

through textual imagery. The following subsection is Working with the Imaginary Centre, and it 

examines how the actors can involve their imagination as a support to lead the physicality and 

movements of their characters. The last subsection - Working with Tempo/Rhythm - approaches 

the way in which internal and external stimuli can be harnessed in order to promote actors’ 

control of energy, thereby increasing the level of truthfulness of the stage situation. In order to 

demonstrate evidence of the delivery of my practice, I include extracts of my production diary, 

and emails from the acting coach. The reason for embedding these elements into the body of the 

thesis, is to provide a selection of the information acquired, rather than a description of the 

process. For that reason too, and given the limitations of space in the thesis and the already 

extensive nature of the appendices, the production diary is not included there. It is, however, 

available on request. Following on from the purpose of this part of the discussion, the aim here is 

to demonstrate that the characteristics of the actor training principles, such as atmosphere, 

imagination and rhythm, impact upon the development of actors’ skills and their performance.  

In the final analysis, this project attempts to examine the gaps that exist between the 

textual translation process and the collaborative6 phase that a staging process entail (Andrade) - 

in other words, to interrogate the previously set out theoretical issues through the prism of 



26 

 

practice. In that way, the last and main question that this PBR addresses is how practitioners’ 

processes in the rehearsal room inform the process of translation for the stage, because it is in the 

rehearsal room where transformations are affected at textual, cultural, and physical levels. 

Accordingly, actor training is central to this practice because it instantiates practitioners' 

imaginaries in character embodiment. By focusing on actor preparation, it is possible to explore 

how the materialization of the translated text promotes a new cultural hybrid experience, not just 

for an English-speaking audience, but also for the cast and translator-director 

CHAPTER ONE 

TRANSLATION FOR THE STAGE AS INTERCULTURAL PRACTICE 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a broad consensus among critics and practitioners alike that translation for the stage is 

essentially audience-oriented, so that we might define intercultural performance as rooted in the 

encounter between cultures, art forms and identities (Lo and Gilbert, 2002 p. 32) and, as an 

exploration of ‘the spaces between source culture and target culture’ (Johnston, 2013). But, of 

course, translation for the stage also involves a textual - or literary - dimension in which a set of 

key concerns and key formulations intrinsic to the source culture are interrogated; these 

interrogations, in turn, provide the raw material to be negotiated in the practical and creative 

aspects of the process. In this way, translation for the stage might be analysed under three main 

aspects: cultural, textual and practice-based. 

In terms of this underpinning textual, or literary, aspect of translation, one of the key ways 

to locate the potential for intercultural encounter encoded into the text is to treat translation not 

solely as a writing form that goes beyond the conception of a conversion of languages, but rather 

as a way of establishing a dialogue or a set of shared – and therefore newly conceived- meanings 
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between source and target languages. In other words, we are drawing on the concept that refers 

to the intersections between source and target systems of representation - that is, the key notion 

of the ‘hybrid’, coined in the context of drama translation by Snell-Hornby (2001) and Evan-Zohar 

(2007), deriving from the seminal analysis of Homi Bhabha with his interrogation of colonial and 

post-colonial situations (1994). 

The implication of this is that, in the context of cultural diversity, translation eschews the 

apparent binaries of domestication and foreignization (Venuti, 2012) by maintaining elements of 

the source culture and incorporating them into the target language, creating a ‘liminal process’ 

between both source and target cultures (Schäffner-Abad, 2001 p.173) Having said that, all 

translation necessarily implies a search for domesticated equivalence as its point of departure, 

implying in the process cultural shifts, appropriations and negotiations from source to target 

language.  The question that arises in this case is the extent to which the sort of processes of 

translation and actor training undertaken and examined by this thesis might enable the 

emergence of equalizing strategies, allowing the foreign and the domestic to merge into a 

satisfying and intelligible stage performance.  

In that regard, this chapter will examine some of the aspects that promote the 

transformation of the source text into its representational version on the stage. In parallel, it will 

explore possible new ways in which the cultural encounter of translation for the stage practices 

can be applicable to future practice. In other words, it will attempt to address crucial elements   

involved in the preparation of a text for its crafting process in the rehearsal room with the aim of 

suggesting the strategies necessary to achieve a performable text. Once these strategies have been 

discussed, the issue of creating a representational balance between source and target cultures, 
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will lead into topics such as: hybridisation, domestication/foreignization, cultural interweaving 

in performance, and possible correspondences between Chilean theatre and UK audiences. 

1.1 WHAT CONSTITUTES TRANSLATION FOR THE STAGE 

Firstly, in terms of the textual dimension of translation for the stage, we must ask which aspects 

promote the materialization of the text into the live event of performance, while, at the same time, 

supporting the work of theatre practitioners. In other words, what kind of textual aspects in the 

translated draft support or constrict its use by a creative team during the next rehearsal phase. 

Secondly, framing the cultural encounter between source text and theatre practitioners, the 

question arises as to how to promote a collaborative process to balance the elements that belong 

to both cultures. And yet, as we will see later in Chapter Three, the materialization of the text will 

also entail the embodiment and imaginative processes of actors. Thus, the processes of textual 

negotiation between source and target culture will be expanded to a further level, that will 

necessarily involve somatic and gestural dimensions applied to the new version of the translated 

text, followed by the encounter of actors and spectators. This last encounter is what constitutes 

the representational dimension of translation for the stage, which can in turn be analyzed from 

both a semiotic perspective and a phenomenological one. But, in the case of this thesis and the 

pandemic, that last phase, which is audience response to the performance, proved to be a 

milestone that could not be achieved, in practice. Notwithstanding that disappointment, in order 

to present a coherent analysis of the representational dimension of my case study, which 

encompasses text translation, actor training and staging process, I will explore in the first 

instance, what dramatic text translation entails, before proceeding to consider the elements 

involved in the preparation of material for the rehearsal room.  

1.1.2 AN AUDIENCE-ORIENTED PRACTICE 



29 

 

One of the key issues to be considered in relation to theatre translation is the end user of the 

translated text, regarding which Kurt Taroff suggests ‘the dramatic text’s position as a provisional 

document and as part of a collaborative creative process renders the relationship between a 

dramatic text and its translation (s) starkly different from that of translations of prose and poetry 

and their source texts’ (Taroff, 2011 p.242). Here, the idea of the text as a material that will pass 

through several transformations in the rehearsal room also supports the premise that the last aim 

of the translated text is to be completed in the imagination of the audience. This notion of the 

completion of the theatrical text within spectator reception is further explored through the 

concept of physical imagination or dramatic imagination by David Johnston, and Rodrigo Vega-

Balbas and is explored in section one of Chapter Two. But returning to the division that exists 

between translation for the stage and literary translation, a key assertion about the translator task 

in theatre is made by Phyllis Zatlin, who notes simply that ‘translators like playwrights, should 

write for actors’ (Zatlin, 2005 p.4), supporting the ideal scenario of honing and crafting the 

revised translated version of the original text in the rehearsal room. At the heart of this is the idea 

of creating collaborative practices, whose overall purpose in the context of theatre translation 

relates to connections with a new audience through the construction of a new text that promotes 

organic ways for the cast to express the human dilemmas encoded in the original. Bearing this 

relationship between ultimate purpose and creative process in mind, collaborative practices 

involving the translator in the rehearsal room make even more sense in the case of working with 

a classical text – by which, I am suggesting any text that has been written within a different 

lifespan – maybe 70 years' - from its translation, and which accordingly needs to re connect with 

an audience in terms of time. This distanciation, of course, comes into play when working with a 

contemporary text that belongs to a culture geographically distant to the target audience, which 

is clearly the case with Diciembre.  
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1.1.3 TOWARDS A PRACTICE OF TRANSLATION FOR THE STAGE. 

In the widest sense, collaborative practices are considered as constituting the process from which 

performance eventually emerges. That is not to deny directorial impact and, in some guises of 

theatre, leadership, but the director - nearly always - enables the collaborative contributions and 

insights of the actors. This is briefly stated, of course, but the upshot of such an insistence on 

collaborative practice suggests that the process from which the stage translation emerges should 

not be an isolated activity either. Moreover, the original text is encoded in such a way as to enable 

its presentation in front of an audience, so that any writing practice in theatre is geared – or should 

be geared – towards performance. 

In his influential essay ‘The Death of the Author’, Barthes (2006) asserts that the search 

for authorial intention and the arising sense of reverence towards the text now conceived as fixed 

form serves to limit that text to a closed range of signification. The text, rather, is constructed and 

re-constructed in and through contingent and shifting contexts, configured around collective 

references and understandings, that supply potentials for meaning that is itself shifting and 

contingent – in the sense that potentials for meaning are generated and re-generated across time 

and space. In other words, it is in the gift of the new production – others might think of it as the 

responsibility of the new production – to initiate some measure of travel across time and space. 

But to do this as well as to ensure that the receiving context is not permitted to swamp the 

reception of the original play, specialists from the field of drama translation must be involved 

throughout the process. That is why it is possible to say that, although the original text passes 

through different interpretations and processes of translation, and that the rehearsal process is 

characterized by a marked degree of interpretive openness, in the final analysis translator, director 
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and actors are working towards a shared vision of what the translated text can do in performance 

in terms of the dynamics of cultural encounter.  

In translation for the stage, it is crucial to identify the specific aspects that derive from and 

contribute to the collaborative acts from which the final production emerges. Bassnett and 

Johnston (2019) suggest in this regard that all acts of translation might be considered as 

collaborative activity because the translator works as part of a team, from the moment of 

transforming the words of the original author right up to processes of final editing. Nevertheless, 

it happens in the vast majority of cases that the translator’s contributions in rehearsal are curtailed 

because of logistical difficulties, so that at its best collaboration becomes indirect and, for that 

reason, possibly diluted. It happens therefore that disputes arise between the translator in terms 

of how they might consider that their work should be represented on the stage, and the director 

who is working towards the implementation of a particular vision that instantiates a particular 

set of newly contextualized concerns. But as Johnston argues (2004), in terms of an ideal 

alignment of interests, there is always scope for recognizing that the translated text on stage offers 

a unique opportunity for intercultural practice. In that way, both translator and production team 

are all, again ideally speaking, practitioners whose work is geared, perhaps in different phases of 

the process, towards interlocking the gaps between source and ensemble without allowing that 

interlocking process to banish any insight into or experience of the potential of the foreign text 

to disrupt the assumptions and expressions of the receiving culture. Common purpose is the 

ultimate goal of collaboration, because there is a common goal for translators and practitioners 

alike, and that is to deliver the new text in as holistic a way as possible to the audience.  

In terms of providing meaning and delivering initial understanding to the process, the 

work of the translator is paramount. On the other hand, it is also true to say that in the 
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professional industry, the process of adaptation of a source text needs to pass through a 

demanding process of sedimentation. Some of the phases of this process are mediated by 

dramaturgs, sometimes in the commercial theatre even by dramatists (Wilson and Maher, 2012).  

But what is of real interest to us in the context of the process that concerns this thesis is the model 

of the translator as full collaborator, both mediating the phases and shaping the ethical directions 

of the performance in terms of the relationships it seeks to establish between dislocated Other 

and located Self. In an interview writer Christopher Hampton, by way of example of such a fully 

collaborative translator, explains how collaboration has been a defining feature of his work as 

translator for the Royal Court and the National Theatre. He asserts that he tries to be as loyal as 

possible to the original every time he translates for the stage, on the proviso that the new text 

always works as a play on stage. The process he describes usually begins with a literal translation, 

followed by the appropriation of that literal translation by the director, ensemble, and translator 

in terms of delivering a new version to the target audience. Thus, communication with the director 

and the ensemble enables further process. He refers disapprovingly to those cases where directors 

manage their own translation draft, adapting it directly with the actors in the rehearsal room 

(Baines et al., 2011, p.176). In other words, Hampton’s clear preference is for the relationship 

between source text and ensemble to be guided by the collaborative mediation of the translator 

and director, who bring together different but complementary sets of knowledge into the process.  

After this, once the ensemble has acquired a sense of the context and confidence in relation with 

the performability of the pre-rehearsal text, the process of rehearsal proper can begin. This is 

important because, although the ethos of the production is established, it functions as a wider 

frame in which actors contribute to a wider creative ensemble process which seeks interlocking 

solutions to the gaps they perceive or that emerge notionally in rehearsal between source culture 

and the target audience. It is precisely for this reason that we refer to the text as being ‘pre-
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rehearsal’; even though many dramaturgical decisions have been taken in order to shape it for 

performance, it is still considered interpretively open to the creative responses of the ensemble. 

This emphasis on the further development of the pre-rehearsal text raises the issue of actor 

response, of how their creativity might be generated in order to contribute as fully as possible to 

the sort of process that we have outlined here. In this case, as Pelletier argues, (in Upton, 2000 

p.55), the worth of actors does not derive from their ability for repetition, but from the effect they 

might create in a specific context inside and outside the spoken text. The work applied to the text 

in the rehearsal process travels beyond mere enunciation accompanied by appropriate blocking, 

but also takes us into the heart of a collaborative process which constantly inquiries into and 

interrogates the best way of creating the aliveness of the performance. On the other hand, we must 

also acknowledge that there is a difference between the interpreting process of the individual 

actor and the creative process of actors as an ensemble in the rehearsal room. The interpreting 

process, of course, brings an associative action between mind and body, but nonetheless it is 

secondary to and supportive of the goal of contributing to performance in a collective way. In 

other words, there is no doubt that in the moment that an actor is working immersed in an 

ensemble there is an indispensable quality of collaboration, not simply because theatre is an act 

of communication between human beings both in terms of its preparation and its reception, but 

for the context of collaboration (which this section is centrally concerned to describe) the 

contribution of an actor is crucial in terms of turning meaning into shared understanding. 

 In particular, it involves their questions and responses to the systems - linguistic, cultural 

and aesthetic - imported into the play (Aaltonen, 1997 p.91). In the collaborative process between 

actors and (in the case of this PBR thesis) director/translator, it is true that the actors need to feel 

confidence in terms of the qualities of the first draft, as well as of their ability to interact with and 
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develop that draft into the specifics of a performance embedded into a context that they help to 

shape. That ability will invigorate the translated text further towards the creation of a high-

quality experience for the audience. Underpinning and sustaining this process, actor creativity 

mediates between actor inquiry and possible gaps between the source text and the target 

audience, as we have already noted. How then do we ensure that actors are equipped to 

understand the parameters of this task? Even though this question opens a wide debate in relation 

to interpretation and actors' skills in terms of their approach to a specific character or even a 

dramatic text in its entirety, it cannot be answered theoretically without being anchored in 

practice. However, it is possible to point out those elements in the treatment of the translated 

text that mediate the connectivity between what might be thought of as the core of the text, 

theatre practitioners, and an audience. These elements have tended to lead the debate on theatre 

translation since the 1990s – such as notions of speakability, rhythm, and performability, and 

accordingly they dominate much of the discussion that follows. 

1.2 NEGOTIATIONS TOWARDS A FIRST PRE-REHEARSAL DRAFT 

As we turn now towards the early stages of the process of our case study, we have to acknowledge 

the importance of a key perception that is central to studies in cross-cultural theatre practice – 

that is, the double nature of the dramatic text - firstly, as textual material to be interpreted 

inwards, and secondly, as rehearsal-room material to be represented outwards. The gaps involved 

in its transformation (text to performance) become another aspect that should be added to the 

issues noted above, because it also shapes meaning, and need to be addressed through the text-

specific acts of attention (Iser, 1994 p.55) that are intrinsic to the way in which translators 

approach any sort of writing. This section will discuss, briefly given the constrained of space of a 

PBR thesis, issues arising from the shift of attention from text inwards to audience outwards, 
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including – as mentioned immediately above - notions of structure, speakability, performability 

and rhythm which are indispensable for the creation of a performable version of the draft 

translation - drafts that will later pass through and be further refined by the perspectives of 

director and actors.  

1.2.1  STRUCTURE 

 Structure - in terms of the union of theme and expression - is something that is also associated 

with the authorship of the source text. In other words, textual or literary style is often thought of 

in terms of the stamp of the author, and authorship is directly influenced by cultural aspects such 

as education, tradition, cultural position etc. In that way, the first key issue appears here in 

relation to how we might negotiate language and theme into the target language, given the 

frequently acknowledged impossibility of finding the same connections between theme and form, 

the same interstices between language and culture, in the new translation and theatre contexts. 

This approach proposes, therefore, that any text is formed by related systems, systems which 

operate within a set of other systems (Zatlin, 2005 p.92). It falls in that way to the translator to 

try to determine from the outset which are the principal systems at work in the source text, and 

from that which of these might work in the target culture. In this sense, a first literal translation 

will allow the translator to assess to what extent the systems that generate meaning in the source 

text are translatable in a formal way to a new language/culture/audience (Basnett, 2014 p.90). 

Subsequently, therefore, the semantic level of these unreconstructed vestiges of other systems are 

also modified in terms of expression (although this does not imply the validity of simple linguistic 

equivalence), so that effectively this process from literal translation to first draft involves shift 

from structure conceived in literary terms to the engagement with aesthetic value that marks the 

shift away from the literal.  
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But of course, dramatic texts also need to be performed, and the gaps involved in the 

transformation of the source text to a target language must be treated in a way that acknowledges 

the specific terms of reception that this entails. It is precisely these gaps that cause the translation 

to be read and perceived as an incomplete text from its first phase (Bassnett, 2014 p.126). It is in 

consequence of this that we can say that, because of the text’s double function, these gaps also 

underpin the problem of creating new dramatic structures within the target language and 

interlocking of the gaps that draws on a variety of dramaturgical techniques, from re-adjusting 

language to character, providing missing contextual knowledge, and re-thinking nonverbal 

theatrical signs (Boase-Beier and Holman, 1991 p.83). In other words, as a number of critics have 

emphasized, the act of translating a dramatic text towards its representation on a foreign stage 

implies transformations both inside and outside the merely textual – or literary - function of the 

dramatic text, and notable among these transformations is the securing of what this discussion 

has highlighted as the core objectives of speakability, rhythm and performability which, once 

secured, underpin the whole rehearsal process. 

1.2.1.1 SPEAKABILITY 

This concept clearly refers to the effectiveness of the dramatic text in terms of its enunciation by 

the actors, aiming to produce fluid utterances that are matched to character, intention and 

relation (Upton, 2000). In that way, from the translator perspective, speakability positions the 

text between its literary dimension and the objective for its enunciation on the stage by focusing 

on the oral acoustic dimension of the dramatic text (Che, 2005 p.169). Discussion about the 

validity of this term goes back to the late 1960s when Jery Lèvy argued that the dramatic text 

should maintain a functional relationship to both speaker and listener as well as to the norms of 

the spoken language – a holistic functionality that, in turn, establishes the theatrical conventions 
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of utterance. In that way, Lèvy considered ‘speakability and easy graspability as criteria in the 

assessment of drama translation into another language’ (Aaltonen, 2000 p.42).  During the 1980s 

Pavis dismissed this notion as too vague a criterion in terms of the establishment of the dramatic 

text because, on the one hand, any attempt to assess both speakability and graspability (in the 

sense, of course, of intelligibility) would necessarily involve contingent aspects relative to the 

performance, and on the other hand, would be easily confused with the concept of the well-

written play. Pavis therefore bequeaths an open debate as to what speakability might mean, 

leading to ongoing scrutiny in the 1990s by a range of scholars, whose analysis and thematic 

discussions associate it variously with playability, performability, and actability. These are 

notions that coalesce in Melrose’s characterization of the gestic dimension of the theatrical text 

itself, arguing that these are the qualities that ensure the impact of each piece of theatre (Bassnett, 

1991 p.110). What this means in terms of actors, however, is not made clear so that, in its own way, 

of course, this remains reductive in that it ignores the key perspective of the performer. It falls to 

director Neil Bartlett to begin to discuss speakability in terms of acting method, suggesting that 

breathability is a more practice-oriented way of thinking about writing for actors (Johnston, 1996 

p.69). It is in this way that the translator and actor work together to create a constant fluency of 

utterance (Upton, 2000 p.50), which at the very least provides the actor with the working raw 

material for their performance, at that stage of the process where breathability is generated by 

aspects such as rhythm in order to facilitate the nuanced performance of the actors.  

1.2.1.2 RHYTHM 

We need therefore to ask why and how rhythm is a key component of translation for the stage. 

On the one hand, rhythm is, of course, at work in both dimensions of the text, the text to be read 

and the one to be created through the effects of the physical imagination (Bassnett, 2014 p.130). 
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In many ways, rhythmical language goes beyond the generation of graspable meaning (which it 

certainly does) but also leads us towards the musicality of the dramatic text. Musicality is a 

special feature of dramatic writing (intrinsically associated with intelligibility and memorability) 

and offers a range of qualities, such as, for example, staccato and legato, so that rhythm in stage 

performance, as in music, bears a direct connection with tempo. The treatment of rhythm in a 

translated text is one of the clearest manifestations of intervention - or refraction - on the part of 

the translator, in the main because the rhythm of the translated text must work within the 

rhythms of the target language, while at the same time - in the interests of hybridity - seeking to 

maintain the aura of the source text in terms of what we might think of in this context as 

negotiated dissonances. Rhythm in a scene creates intensity or moments of serenity, and, most 

importantly, signals transitions so that it is a main support in terms of delivering the story. 

Without musicality in speech, an audience might easily lose the sense of the play, so that for the 

translator, or the translating team, rhythm places aesthetics once again at the service of the more 

notionally practical concerns of speakability and performability. 

1.2.1.3 PERFORMABILITY 

This concept may be considered from a variety of perspectives, the first one obviously being the 

importation into the translation of the qualities of theatricality that make a text performable 

(Espasa, 2000 p.49). Secondly, it can be thought of as part of the cultural adaptation of the 

translated material (Bassnett, 1991; 1999), and thirdly, as a question of aesthetic and ideological 

value (Pavis, 1983 p.471). All of these elements coalesce into the dramaturgical remoulding that 

characterizes the process from source text to target performance.  The discussion that follows, 

which once again is necessarily brief, raises those various issues that allow the text to be 

represented through an act of performance.    
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The main question that underpins this topic is the extent to which, in the context of 

translation for the stage, we should consider the separation between the written text and the 

potential mise en scène. Clearly from the perspective of language, there is a separation regarding 

the double nature of the dramatic text itself. On the other hand, from a semiotic perspective, the 

theatrical text is one of the various systems that come together to create meaning in the context 

of the theatrical production, so that issues of text cannot be considered separately from the other 

languages that together constitute the theatre event. Accordingly, Espasa argues that 

performability is a central strategy for ensuring effectiveness on stage, concluding forcefully that 

it is indivisible from speakability and rhythm, and that the questioning of its validity by scholars 

reflects a literary rather than performance-based perspective (Upton, 2000 p.56). Thus, her 

argument leads us towards the suggestion that performability is inseparable from the theatre 

experience considered holistically, thereby effectively negating any meaningful separation 

between text and performance.   

From an ideological point of view, Espasa pushes the debate towards the ethical question 

as to who is ultimately responsible for importing performability into the translated text - 

translator, production team, or, indeed, audience? The question carries within itself the issues of 

speakability and rhythm because, by identifying performability as a translation objective, it 

amalgamates these elements in that the dramatic text and its effectiveness on stage will be tested 

through the quality of enunciation and interpretation of the actors. And, of course, those who test, 

those who decide if it works or not on stage, is the audience, because it is they who finish the 

chain of meaning unleashed by the theatre play through concluding acts of interpretation.   In this 

opening up of questions of interpretation, the debate widens its territory to a semiotic 

perspective. Totzeva and Pavis concur that performability is applicable to what is named in the 

semiotic field as theatricality and to what is conceived by the relationship between dramatic text 



40 

 

and live performance. Totzeva, however, goes beyond performability by proposing the term 

theatrical potential, a term that will be used specifically to explain the relationship between 

verbal and nonverbal signs and structures in the performance (Boase-Beier and Holman, 2014). 

Following on from this, performability can be considered as the binding element that 

draws together the different languages of performance and that, rather than an intrinsic quality 

discernible in its own right, it emerges from and is contingent on whatever text is in the process 

of transformation towards foreign-language performance. It is pragmatic in that sense, fully 

conditioned and activated by textual and theoretical practices, and is, in the final analysis, like 

the pragmatic utterance, only open to final interpretation on the part of the target audience itself 

culturally conditioned. But of course, these concepts mentioned above are also issues and 

strategies inherent in the work of the translator. The points of connection between them are their 

shared aim to promote a performable text for theatre practitioners, and to engineer the encounter 

between source and target cultures. Furthermore, in the notion of performability there are 

elements that are inferred solely from the dramatic text, and which function to support the 

aliveness of the dramatic text on the stage. In other words, the kinesthetics and paralinguistic 

features a theatre text encompasses are also aspects that need to be associated with translation 

for the stage.  

1.2.3 PARALINGUISTIC AND KINESTHETIC ASPECTS INVOLVED IN TRANSLATION 

FOR THE STAGE. 

As noted above, theatre practitioners work together towards a common goal, which is to create a 

sensorial and emotive experience for the audience. That experience is guided, first by the social, 

emotional, political, or even personal perspectives that the author attempts to encode in the 

source text, and subsequently by the transformations the translated text passes through, in great 
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part thanks to the collaborative insights in the rehearsal room. Consequently, we return to 

consider the differences between the literary and the dramatic text, this time in the words of 

Mateo that ‘drama texts are a complex of aural, oral, visual, paralinguistic and kinetic signs which 

cannot be eluded in the decision-making process’ (Mateo, 1997 p.25). What she is suggesting here 

are the features that, on the one hand, are closer to the concept of performability, but which, on 

the other, may also create obstacles in the rehearsal room. To solve this dilemma, we need to ask 

which paralinguistic elements are centrally involved in the dramatic text, and then ask which 

kinesthetic elements promote stage expression. In this context, what would be the translator’s 

accurate decisions regarding the stage directions embed in the text, and how it is possible to 

detect the elements that allow the text becoming performance. 

1.2.3.1 PARALINGUISTIC ELEMENTS 

In general, paralinguistic elements are features that provide additional meaning to the text, such 

as intonation, tempo, or tone. Therefore, the dramatic text in its fullness emerges from the 

enriched interplay of these elements. The first paralinguistic feature we have discussed in this 

chapter has been rhythm, which in the dramatic text may condition the time frame of a scene, the 

emotional content an utterance produces, and the reaction that it seeks to provoke in any 

spectator. However, these aspects almost inevitably vary from one culture to another one, so that 

while time, rhythm or the emotional dimensions of a scene can create a specific reaction for an 

audience from Latin America, it may well create a completely different impact for an audience 

elsewhere. One example of how paralinguistic elements work in the context of cultural encounter 

concerns place melodrama in the Chilean theatre context and that of the UK, Rodríguez and 

Larraín (2018) argue that the way in which melodrama works through an excessive discourse of 

the visual, of gestures, and of expressionist tone is deeply rooted in the theatrical identity of some 
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Latin American cultures. On the contrary, in a very different theatre environment, such as in the 

anglophone world, features rooted in melodramatic excess might well produce a distancing 

impact on an audience.  

However, returning to paralinguistics and their implications for the theatre translator, 

Mateo argues that ‘the way each language exploits its paralinguistic resources is of paramount 

importance in translational decisions for the transference of an essentially oral text such as a play. 

Not just the pace but also the function(s) (rather than the form) that the paralinguistic categories 

have in each of the languages involved in the translation process will determine translation 

strategies’ (Mateo, 1997 p.30). Here, the translator’s decision-making process is described as a 

diagnostic of the paralinguistic effects in the context of the source and target languages for the 

purpose of achieving a new version of the text that facilitates enunciation and supports the actor's 

interpretation of the text. It that way, put succinctly, the manipulation of paralinguistic elements 

has a significant contribution to make to the texture and tone of both text and performance. 

1.2.3.2 KINESTHETICS 

One way to describe kinesthetics in theatre is by reference to the disposition of bodies in the space 

of performance, the distance between them and the actions, and gestures that act as hermeneutic 

supports in an audience’s quest for meaning. In the words of Corrigan, ‘the theater is always a 

matter of scenic materialization in space. Call it an inferior art if you will, but as Artaud insists, 

theatre resides in a certain way of furnishing and animating the air of the stage, by a conflagration 

of feelings and human sensations at a given point, creating situations that are expressed in 

concrete gestures.’ (1961 p.97) What Corrigan is suggesting here is the importance of physicality 

when the text comes to work on the stage. But he is also aware that through the medium of that 

physicality, there is a narrative and emotional content that the play is expressing to the audience. 
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So, the inevitable question in the context of this thesis concerns the role of kinesthetics in theatre 

translation. 

On one hand, kinesthetics relate to the work of the director and actors in terms of spatial 

composition. On the other hand, stage directions in the text, as our earlier question implies, can 

be crucial for the way in which spatial composition works in terms of developing narrative and 

character relations. Therefore, the decision-making process of the translator to contribute with a 

performable script, can also relate to the limits that he/she has when it comes to involving 

directorial indications in the text. Similar significance in the process of translation are characters 

gestures. 

Thus, if theatre is about materializing a text on the stage, then the bodily expression of the 

characters, gestures, and movements are intrinsically related to the construction of the play ’s 

meaning for the audience. For Zuber ‘drama lives in its theatre performance, the total experience 

expressed in oral and non-verbal language and appreciated by all physical senses as well as the 

intellect and emotions’. (Zuber, 2014) What we might take from Zuber’s words is the importance 

of the access to non-verbal language that a dramatic text provides. Therefore, in this context, the 

translator can contribute to nonverbal communication by using strategies based on what Zuber 

terms ‘the economy of translating for the stage’ (Zuber, 2014) an economy of precision that rests 

basically in ‘omitting words which are redundant in performance and replacing them with 

deictics or with signs from other systems in e.g. stage directions’ (Mateo, 1997 pp.24-27). An 

example of this strategy is by exchanging text for non-verbal signs or actions by the characters’, 

such as laughs, roguish looks, or gasps of astonishment, for instance. In other words, the translator 

works deeply with the subtext of the original play in order to create new ways - not necessarily 

verbal - of expressing the core of a scene. However, one risk of this strategy resides in the reduction 



44 

 

of the text to the point of allowing excessive interpretive choices to dilute meaning and/or 

emotional charge or distorting the scene’s dramatic progression.  

In a similar way, expressive gestures in theatre give movement and imply meaning for 

actors and audience alike and may be either implicit or explicit in the text. There is a difference, 

however: implicit gestures in the text are associated with the subtext or the implied meaning that 

lies behind a character utterance for instance, which insinuates a specific physical reaction for the 

character. But an explicit gesture in the text might well be described via a stage direction. 

Likewise, the gestural dimension of the play for Corrigan is directly associated to the words, an 

association that emerges from the way in which the text encapsulates the gesture. In the words 

of Richard Blackmur, ‘Gesture in language, is the outward and dramatic play of inward and 

imaged meaning. It is that play of meaningfulness among words which cannot be defined in the 

formulas in the dictionary, but which is defined in their use together; gesture is that 

meaningfulness, which is moving, in every sense of that word: what moves the words and what 

move us’ (Blackmur in Corrigan, 1961 p.98). Thus, the importance of gestural language relates to 

the meaning-making processes of human communication, so that in theatre gesture and words 

can be considered as an integral part of the narrative dimension. That said, returning to the issue 

of the role of the translator, the ways in which gesture can be made explicit or left implicit is 

debatable. In other words, stage directions in the translated text can constrict the new 

imaginative practice of the director and ensemble, or they might work as indispensable guidance. 

In either case, the decision-making process of the translator might be thought of as relating to the 

level of collaboration he/she envisages for themselves in the rehearsal room. But, as noted above, 

irrespective of the way in which the translator chooses to communicate or omit paralinguistic 

connotations, all features, and elements that their work for the stage involves are converge in their 
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efforts to promote cultural encounter. So how might such cultural encounter be framed into 

translation for the stage? 

1.3 TRANSLATION FOR THE STAGE AND INTERCULTURALITY 

According to Pavis (2010), the notion of intercultural theatre has acquired a wide spectrum of 

meaning and importance due to the social, political, and identarian challenges of the early years 

of the twenty-first century, when, as we have noted, intercultural thinking potentially challenges 

homogenizing economics and political ideologies, as well as more long-standing nationalist 

agendas that have shaped our geopolitics. If we accept this, we can identify two core phases of 

intercultural theatre, that is before and after 2000. Pavis argues in this sense that the intercultural 

theatre produced in more or less the last three decades of the twentieth century was an answer to 

a fragmented audiences and genres, a response to the dominant paradigm of those years, which 

was heavily freighted by national objectives and references, in its search for collective symbols and 

common identities. Subsequently, in its response to the more recent phenomenon of invasive 

globalization, intercultural theatre has widened its metaphorical sweep, not only seeking to open 

new possibilities for created relatedness across space, but also across time. What is important for 

our discussion here is Pavis’s argument (2010) that the mise-en-scène should not seek to create 

meaning relative to the distance between one culture and another in that the cultural injection of 

the foreign into a localised theatre practice is leading to increasing commodification. His 

implication is clear: if the paradigms determining our global living have changed, the way in which 

theatrical practices (including translation for the stage) think about and work towards 

interculturality needs also to be re-thought. 

The wider context for this is that the western theatrical tradition has normally been 

considered as the principal point of reference for any discussion of intercultural theatre practice 
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in Europe. Perhaps one of the reasons for this is that, in the commercial mainstream at least, 

foreign productions are very often commodified in terms of the exotic values they seem to embody 

-see, for example, Kelly’s discussion of the British reception of the Southern African version of the 

medieval mystery plays The Mysteries Yiimimangaliso (2012). Moreover, in our increasingly 

globalized world there is more traffic, economic and social as well as cultural, between individual 

cultures than ever before. So, if cultures are already intertwined, what is the point of merely 

seeking to establish windows into other cultures? As Lo and Gilbert argue, it is now more 

necessary than ever to differentiate between intercultural theatre and cross-cultural theatre 

practices. This latter term posits a range of different points of contact deriving from transcultural, 

intracultural, extra-cultural, and multicultural practices on a stage, whereas the intercultural 

posits the possibility of opening up the whole notion of encounter, in the sense of a dialogue that 

encourages a sort of mobility in the imagination of spectators, a zigzag itinerary between different 

cultural places, experiences and assumptions prompted by the medium of stage production. 

While much has been written about the cross-cultural and intercultural theatre practices from 

1970 right up to the present moment, with significant attention being paid to the work of 

acclaimed directors like Peter Brook, Arianne Mnouchkine and Eugenio Barba, with their work 

on oriental Middle Eastern or African theatre being particularly acknowledged as enriching the 

western theatrical repertoire, very little has been written about connections between the 

anglophone theatre and Spanish America, at least in terms of practice.  

I shall return to this final point later on in the discussion, when it comes to looking at the 

specific opportunities and challenges presented by the translation of Diciembre, but first we need 

to consolidate our understanding of translation for the stage in terms of writing and analysis. Over 

the last fifty years, this phenomenon has moved from being a virtually ignored area of the 
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disciplines of translation and theatre-making alike to becoming an area of key interest (in 

response at least in part, of course, to the changing global patterns of relatedness outlined above). 

It was Bassnett who, in the early 1990s, began to develop questions relating to the cultural aspects 

involved in the process of transformation of a source text to a new language, and Johnston who, 

in 1993, made the case for translation for performance as a theatre practice. These two approaches 

have, to all intents and purposes, conditioned much of the subsequent writing, which has been 

concerned both to discuss strategies for creating an effective new text for the stage and for 

understanding how stage performance might work in terms of setting down the basis for the play 

in translation as an opportunity for intercultural encounter (rather than cross-cultural contact). 

The work of Lefevre and Zohar is important in this regard: in the case of the former, Lefevre’s work 

in general helps to establish translation studies as an independent discipline with its own specific 

ability to establish connectedness, and in the case of the latter, in terms of polysystem theory, the 

idea that translation can penetrate and modify the normal conditions of theatrical representation 

and reception (Zohar, 1979 p.28). If we bring together Lefevre and Zohar, translation becomes a 

rewriting practice that challenges the political, ideological and cultural parameters of the target 

language and culture (Dincel, 2007 p.142). There is no doubt that without these four extended 

contributions and conjoined emphasis, translation for the stage would not have developed as it 

has done - exponentially – over the last twenty years. Moreover, it has been further enriched by 

theoretical approaches drawn by semiotics, from scholars such as Anne-Ubersfield and Sofia 

Totzeva, as well of course as Pavis, whose models assert the ways in which stage practice and the 

multilayered interpretation and creation of signs coincide in terms of meaning generation.  

Lefevre’s rewriting model, in particular, has become considered an a priori condition of 

translation, evoking both the challenges and the opportunities of effective translation alike. If we 
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fold into this the system of spectacle that is intrinsic to theatre, then aspects such as dramaturgy, 

staging, performance aesthetics and so on become key aspects of translation as rewriting for 

performance. And while there is some sense of a growing relationship between academics and 

practitioners in anglophone theatre, the theatre industry remains much closer to and more 

influenced by the business model than the wealth of writing on models and practices of 

translation - which means that there is little written on translation for the stage from the 

perspective of professional practitioners. This, in turn, is one of the reasons why there is much 

less written material on what interculturality might mean from the perspective of the commercial 

and professional theatre. It is this relative deficit that this thesis, in its own way, seeks to both 

address and redress. By extension, interculturality is conceived here as an evolving phenomenon 

that seeks to keep pace with current socio-political changes, such as globalization, and the 

articulation of national identities. 

1.3.1 NEW PARADIGMS OF INTERCULTURAL THEATRE 

There is still an apparent tension when it comes to analysing the co-existence of non-familiar 

cultures in a creative process which aim is to achieve a new version of a text on the stage. 

Consequently, it is necessary to find new models of analysis in order to clarify the way in which 

we identify those practices that entail cultural negotiation.  

For that reason, the examination of culture encounter in this section will be approached 

from a perspective derived from theatre studies, which reinforces the ideal of diversity and 

coexistence of cultures on the stage and beyond. That said, the aim of this section is first to explore 

what is now generally known as ‘Cultural Interweaving in Performance’, and, secondly, to present 

a brief introduction to Chilean theatre and its cultural presence in the UK, and, finally, to examine 
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the extent to which culturally interwoven processes might promote cultural hybridisation on the 

stage. 

1.3.2 CULTURAL INTERWEAVING PRACTICES. 

Talking about interculturality inevitably leads to thinking about diversity. But diversity is not a 

unified concept and has been approached from different perspectives according to different 

historical periods. Erika Fischer-Lichte, whom we mentioned in the Introduction, has argued that 

western perspective has dominated perspectives prior to the 1990s. In her seminal essay, 

‘Interculturalism in Contemporary Theatre’ (1996), she defines intercultural theatre as the 

juxtaposition of different theatre traditions on the stage, explaining how this aspect might be 

studied from the beginning of last century onwards, in the association of, for instance, Balinese 

theatre forms with the work of Antonin Artaud, Japanese Noh Theatre with Meyerhold’s gestural 

influences on the stage, Alexander Tairov’s aesthetics with Indian Theatre, and Chinese operatic 

theatre’s influence on the Verfremdungseffekt theory of Epic Theatre (Pavis, 1996 p.30),  to mention 

just a few instances. Moreover, Fischer-Lichte has also demonstrated in the 1990s the existence 

of a strong dialogue between theatrical forms, artistic disciplines, texts and gestural aspects 

between Western theatre, specifically European theatre, and theatrical forms as, Noh Theatre, 

Chinese Opera, Balinese Theatre, and Indian Kathakali.  

This analysis is necessarily brief. But it shows that these aspects of intercultural contact, 

which are circumscribed into theatre forms and theatre traditions, should also be considered as 

part of the way we think about translation for the stage. Because on one hand, if translation for 

the stage is an audience-oriented practice that encompasses features of two or more cultures 

simultaneously, then it follows that those aesthetic elements, such as acting styles, theatrical 

forms, artistic disciplines, and textual and gestural aspects, might also be part of this cultural 
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exchange. This is why Rustom Bharucha stresses, in a dialogue with Fischer-Lichte, (Fischer-

Lichte and Bharucha, 2021) the marked extent to which we need to re-frame cultural encounters, 

and why it is necessary to expand our understanding of how we might align theatre practice with 

the communicative requirements of interculturality within any given social situation. 

This inevitably leads us to think of theatre as an activity that organizes cultural context 

via its discursive content. But more intrinsically, in terms of the communication between theatre 

practices and society, we have to consider the extent to which theatre connects with the social 

context of performance. And the answer might lie in how we think about interculturality: the 

model of ‘New Interculturalism’ established by Charlotte McIvor approaches the “reconstitution 

of individual and community identities and subject positions” as central to performativity (Mc 

Ivor, 2019 pp.4-5). In other words, this is a notion applied to those performative situations where 

one or more groups share empathy or emotional involvement,  situations now conceived as an 

engine of individual and collective transformation where “new social identities and social 

formations” might be “forged out of the crucible of traditional performance forms, the 

technologies of contemporary theatrical practice, and the daily (hard) work of negotiating across 

real and acknowledged social and cultural difference” (McIvor, 2019 p.10). In this sense, as we 

shall see later in my case study, the idea of prioritizing one culture over another one creates 

conflict. Firstly, quite simply, which local culture should legitimately be prioritized, source or 

target? And secondly, in relation to the outworking of these decisions, what reductive impact 

might this have on the staged version of the translated text? It is for that reason that I argue for 

the idea of re-thinking interculturalism by focusing on the processual production of individual 

and groups identities, rather than simply considering the semiotics of the theatre event itself. And, 

of course, in order to avoid the perils of giving priority to one culture over another, the model of 



51 

 

Cultural Interweaving in Performance has arisen as a new theoretical framework in which to 

inscribe my practice.  

Inmaculada Serón Ortiz (2004 pp.51-52) places the model of Cultural Interweaving in 

Performance at the heart of how cultures dialogue in theatre. She, like Pavis, also differentiates 

between intercultural productions from previous decades and this new perspective, which now 

investigates an intersectional practice between cultures without the dominance of one over 

another, establishing that cultural differences in theatre are blurred by the imagination of a new 

place that emerges between the two human groups who are experiencing the play in the same 

space and time – the doers (theatre practitioners) and onlookers (audience). In Fischer-Lichte’s 

terms ‘the interweaving of cultures in performances quite often creates an innovative performance 

aesthetic, which establishes and gives shape to new collaborative policies in society. It probes the 

emergence, stabilization, and de-stabilization of cultural identity’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2009a p.400). 

Additionally, she suggests that ‘processes of interweaving performance cultures can and quite 

often do provide an experimental framework for experiencing the utopian potential of culturally 

diverse and globalized societies by realizing an aesthetic which gives shape to unprecedented 

collaborative policies in society’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2014  p.11) 

Crucially then, performance interweaving works to promote diversity in terms of the co-

creation of a new practice that will not privilege status or power between cultures. Additionally, 

it supports the co-bodily presence of actors and spectators as the main feature that condition the 

creation of a third space, or hybrid reality, that arises during the moment in which the play is 

performed, which at the same time creates a new form of social coexistence. The following key 

ideas from this theory are aligned with my practice:  

1- Culture: Cultural identity fluctuates constantly, and one cannot be privileged over another.  
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2- Theatre practices: these facilitate the emergence of the unpredictable connection between the 

co-existence of humans in the same space and time, reinforcing the validity of the third space that 

appears when we co-create something new. 

3- The individual: interweaving promotes the involvement and enmeshing of individual sensorial 

experiences, which in turn constitute valuable responses between theatre practitioners and 

spectators. 

4- The collective: interweaving, accordingly, reinforces the emergence of the space in between 

theatre practitioners and audiences as a third space in which diversity and mobile communities 

are reflected.  

Following on from the above, it is possible to see that this model derives at least in part 

from Homi Bhabha’s characterization of creative hybridity, which supports the idea of a third 

space constituted by the encounter between communities and individuals whose identities ‘are 

formed by the presence of traces of different cultures within the subject’ (Bhabha, 1994 p.142).  No 

less important is the issue of translation for the stage considered as a co-bodily event. Fischer-

Lichte argues that ‘theatre does not imitate reality anymore, it represents its own reality on the 

stage, a reality of emotion’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2009a p.394), establishing, on one hand, that theatre 

performance is a phenomenon that promotes connectivity between human beings beyond the 

constrictions of culture-specific references, and on the other, it expands the possibilities of 

staging an interculturally woven play around diverse features from different aesthetic and 

representational perspectives. This is also to suggest that the theatrical tension promoted by 

different features that cultural encounter entails can be mediated by the emotional complicity 

produced during the theatre performance. In other words, again put succinctly, social behaviour 
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and cultural identities might be bypassed by a negotiation that occurs at the level of empathy 

between human beings sharing the same physical space.  

And yet, how might we associate this phenomenon of emotional complicity with the 

practice of translation for the stage? Or rather, how is it possible to promote within that context 

an empathetic relationship performers and audience? These questions are constants whose 

answers will vary depending on each theatre production. But in order to frame some key points 

for the discussion of practice below, I shall now turn to the transformative processes that 

translation for the stage brings to the source text, processes that impact upon and shape stage 

version and audience reception alike. As set out in the Introduction to this thesis, and argued 

above, one way these processes are achieved is through the workings of hybridisation.  

1.3.3 HYBRIDISATION.  

As noted above, a valuable perspective on hybridisation, applicable to the practices of theatre and 

translation alike, is introduced by Bhabha in his seminal book The Location of Culture, where he 

initially argues that all identities (individual or national) are fragmented, hybrid, and unstable 

(Bhabha, 1994 p.142). In that sense, there is no ‘pure’ identity, since, as was mentioned in the 

previous section, all identities are formed by the presence of traces of different cultures within the 

subject. Moreover, ‘hybridity intervenes in the exercise of authority not merely to indicate the 

impossibility of its identity but to represent the unpredictability of its presence ’ (Bhabha, 1992 

p.142). Even though these three interlocked ideas might be more or less questionable depending 

on the context in which they are deployed, Bhabha’s principle of shift and mobility in and across 

different identities is arguably central to the practice of theatre translation. To put it succinctly, 

it is in the exchange between cultural references of both source and target cultures that the 

mobility between culture and identities happens; moreover, it is a mobility mediated by 
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individuals whose identities are composed by their diverse life experiences, further reinforcing 

the hybrid sweep of the play (see Bhabha Nation and Narration 2). 

Up to this point, I have described hybridisation as a way in which culture and identities 

can co-exist on the stage. That said, we need to define the extent to which hybridisation affects 

the preparatory work of the practice of translation for the stage. As previously noted in the 

introduction to this chapter, the notion of the hybrid in the context of drama translation is most 

directly relevant to the intersections between source and target languages. But it also impacts 

upon the aesthetic and methodological aspects that develop and sustain the representational 

dimension of the play, for actors and audience alike.  Therefore, the full span of the relationship 

between text and final practice is open to the working of hybridisation, and the following 

subsections will examine how its potential impact in relation to both textual and staging 

contexts. 

1.3.3.1 HYBRIDISATION IN THE TEXT 

Christina Schäffner and Beverly Abad, in their essay ‘The Idea of the Hybrid Text in Translation 

Revisited’ (2001) examine the impossibility of reaching a consensus on the definition of what a 

hybrid text might be in the context of translation.  However, the debate that they present is 

centred on a largely language-based analysis in the context of literary translation. Some of this 

analysis is still useful, even so, as a starting point for our discussion of what hybridisation might 

entail in terms of translation for the stage. So, for example, one suggested definition is that ‘a 

hybrid text is a text that results from a translation process. It shows features that somehow seem 

out of place/strange/unusual for the receiving culture, ie. the target culture.’ (Schäffner and Abad 

2001). 
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This, of course, echoes the debate on foreignization and domestication established by 

Laurence Venuti, where there is a clear preference for a foreignization strategy which is ethically 

and stylistically in concert with hybridisation, in that in both the translator becomes visible due 

to his/her resistance to the norms of the target language and culture. In this way, Albert Neubert 

suggests that ‘one reason for the creation of hybrid texts is that the translator may deliberately try 

not to get far from the source text and try to show the differences of the source language and 

culture by “resisting” against the norms of the target language and culture’ (Neubert in Schäffner 

and Abad, 2001). Echoing the idea of foreignization, Neubert suggests here that hybridisation 

happens when the translator attempts to maintain several aspects involved in the source language, 

promoting then a new version in which both source and target languages coexist. However, the 

impact of this on the receiver of the text - in terms of intelligibility, affective content etc - opens 

up a wider debate in terms of the communicative functions of the translated text in question, and 

more specifically of different functioning of hybridisation in literary and drama translation. This 

is due to the dual workings of the dramatic text, as we have already noted, the creative tension 

that exists between its literary and representational components. In that sense, the effects of 

hybridisation impact not only on cultural and linguistic negotiations, but also on what might be 

widely considered the horizons of expectations of the audience, which differ significantly in terms 

of reception strategies and affective responses from the horizons of expectations of the reader 

receptor. And this is basically due to the way in which the dramatic text is designed to be 

enunciated by actors. In short, again the discussion has been concerned to show, the translator’s 

principal aim is to create a text able to be enunciated by the agents (actors) who will be in charge 

of delivering the translated text to the audience. As Chapter Three will show, these horizons of 

expectations relate not only to aspects of the source and target settings, both linguistic and 

cultural, but also to those actions and effects that together compose the dramatic text, such as 
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themes, structure, characters’ behaviours, rhythm and speakability – all of which are discussed 

above. In terms of hybridisation in the context of drama translation, Mateo describes the role of 

the drama translator as follows: 

The drama translator will have to confront the same type of cultural differences that are 

present in most other translation activities. What sets drama apart from other genres is 

that the communication between the receptor and the target text in the theatre implies a 

very complex process of shared experience with an attached quality of immediacy. 

Receptors decode messages in terms of their own experience and cultural expectations; in 

the case of drama, their decoding and feedback reach the actors and director at the very 

moment of the performance. This implies that the need to bridge the gap between the two 

cultural systems involved will loom large in the mind of the drama translator if the 

communication between the actors and the audience is to succeed. Even so, a sense of 

danger will always be there (Matteo, 1997 pp. 105-106). 

Mateo notes that the translator is intrinsically working for a target audience, which at the same 

time will re-interpret the text through not only the encounter between different cultures, but also 

the contingent factors – temporal and spatial - of the specific environment of reception. In this 

process, the spectator’s perspective, his or her positionality, needs to be acknowledged, but not 

allowed to dominate. Thus, if one aim of the translator is to create what we might think of as an 

equitable connection between the source text and target audience, hybridisation provides a series 

of shifting portals between the two worlds, the two human groups, spectators and performers 

who together configure the theatre event. The implication here is perhaps that we should move 

on from the domestication and foreignization debate, or at least be clear that the terms of the 

debate do not exist in over-simplified binary opposition. Moreover, the collaborative nature that 
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theatre entails, which is in many ways the principal underlying feature of the practical component 

of this thesis, can allow for a more distinctive and vivid connection between cultures, between 

the original text and the target audience. To put it in another way, due to the phases that drama 

translation passes through, and due to a purpose that is not only communicative but also 

representational, we can conclude that hybridisation for the stage can be promoted at three 

different levels: firstly, through the language negotiations undertaken by the translator, implying 

decisions that affect both literary and dramatic dimensions of the playtext; secondly, individually 

and collectively through the contribution of creative insights and cultural references from the 

theatre practitioners during the staging process; and thirdly, through the last phase of reception, 

which is that of the target audience, which brings their own cultural influences into a 

constellation with those of the play on stage.  In other words, hybridisation is intrinsic to the stage 

practice of translated plays, and for that reason, I will address the implications of staging for these 

communicative and representational portals between performer and spectator. 

1.3.3.2 HYBRIDISATION ON THE STAGE 

Following on from the premise that everything that is on the stage creates meaning, we can argue 

that everything that is on the stage contributes to the communicative and representational 

processes of the play and their centrality to audience reception. Egil Tornqvist notes in this regard: 

1- A stage performance involves a two-way communication process: the actors may respond to 

reactions from the audience.  

2- A theatre visit is a social event: the reactions are those of a mass audience.  

3- Every stage performance is unique, unrepeatable.  

4- A stage performance is determined by the spatial facilities available.  
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5- The spatial limitation necessitates abundant use of proxemics and the distance from stage to 

auditorium requires special kinesics and paralinguistics.  

6- A stage performance has a plurimedial and unrepeatable nature and it is, therefore, difficult to 

notate (Tornqvist, 1991 p.13). 

These six points, laid out manifesto style, set out the factors of space, time and human 

collaborative aspects that together generate the liveness of the event on stage. Central to all of 

these elements is confluence, so that hybridisation is an organic element of theatre practice, as 

well as, of course, a way in which we can promote cultural encounter through the use of elements 

that shape the communicative and representational processes for the audience. What the six 

bullet points above make clear is that the stage creates meaning through multidirectional ways, 

reflected in the transformative phases through which the text passes before reaching its target 

audience. The aim here is to engage audience attention, to achieve the sort of complicity that is 

made possible through the levels of interaction that the live performance enables, a task that in 

its  final phase is managed by the director and the cast of a specific theatre production. These 

levels of interaction might be summarised as: "audience-stage interaction in the field of fiction, 

audience-actor interaction, and interaction between the audience members’ (Bennett, 1990 p.162), 

of which I shall focus in the main on the first one, ’audience-stage interaction in the field of fiction.’ 

In other words, in order to frame the ways in which hybridisation impacts on the theatre 

experience, we need to ask which elements of the stage can create the sense of 'being in between 

cultures' for the audience? 

Consequently, the elements that compose the staging situate the spectator in a physical 

place, whether realistic or abstract, which encapsulates the action of the play, through visual and 
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auditive channels, and which help to commit spectator perception to stage action. For Martin 

Esslin: 

The objects the actors handle, the furniture they use, can also carry important symbolical 

meaning: a crown may stand for the principle of kingship, as it does most powerfully in 

Shakespeare’s Richard II, or a letter may symbolise the hero’s downfall or destruction. (…)  

On the stage the spatial configuration also has important implications for the timing of the 

performance (another basic element in the perception of its ultimate meaning). (…) But 

the most important function of light in dramatic performance is deictic. It is the lighting 

that can direct attention to the focal points of the action, almost literally an ‘index’ finger 

pointed at the area of maximum interest (Esslin, 1990 pp.73-6). 

Based on this, the question can be meaningfully raised as to how stage objects might not only carry 

symbolical meaning, but can also embrace and evoke cultural references. Thus, staging 

implications, such as physical space and time frame of the play, are also operations that can alter 

the way in which the translated play is re-interpreted by the audience. Hence, it is possible to say 

that decisions regarding stage language made by theatre practitioners also contribute to the way 

in which the source culture behind the text may be represented - visual and auditory elements as 

well as the presence of actors are the key aspects through which cultural hybridisation may be 

most meaningfully explored. These elements may be clarified and defined as follows: 

-Visual elements, as everything the audience can see, such as lights, objects, furniture, 

props, make up, hair style, or costumes. These elements may be culturally familiar or unfamiliar 

to the audience, as well as coherent or paradoxical within the context of the play.  

-Auditory elements, which can be internal or external to the performed action, including 

diegetically any sound or noise produced from the stage, including the sounds that actors emit, 
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music they can play from the stage or by any artifact they manage from the stage, or non-

diegetically any sound or noise produced to promote a surrounding atmosphere. 

-Actor presence, anything that actors express on the stage creates connection or distance 

between the action of the play and a spectator. Gestures, sounds, emotions and everything the 

body of actors can produce, that might frame the fiction for the audience. Esslin explains this as 

follows: 

Thus, gesture can become an element of visual design: an actor looking out of an imaginary 

window or stooping through an imagined low doorway can create those images in the 

spectator’s imagination. Even the modulation of the actor’s voice can create space: an actor 

calling to another character off stage by ‘throwing’ his [her] voice as if trying to 

communicate over a long distance can suggest the immensity of a forest or desert on even 

the tiniest stage.  

Following on from this, we can see how the bodily presence of the actor is a prime agent in the 

practice of translating for the stage because 'the principle of the primacy of the actor and action 

comes into play [due to], action [that] can create images, circumscribe space’ (Esslin, 1990 p.74). 

Esslin effectively recognises actors’ tools of expressivity (in all guises) as part of the context of 

stage language, understood once again as a key element that promotes the representation of the 

play to the spectator. Therefore, all the elements circumscribed into stage language can alter or 

affect the representational dimension of the play by the audience. And in the final analysis, as 

Bennett argues, ‘audience-stage interaction is established according to the spectators' cultural 

assumptions, horizon of expectations and theatrical conventions’ (Bennett, 1990 p.180), so that 

any attempt to create the intercultural conditions of meaningful theatre exchange must 
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necessarily engage significantly at some point and in some way with the context of reception. Put 

simply, hybridity is the currency of this engagement.  

Up to now I have examined the ways in which culture can be crafted and represented both 

in terms of text and, latterly, stage. However, as both a necessary extension to this as well as 

background to the discussion of the case study in Chapter Three, the next section introduces one 

of the shaping issues of this particular communication between the source culture and the target 

audience, which is that of the connections between Chilean theatre and a UK audience.  

1.3.4 THE SPACE IN BETWEEN CHILEAN THEATRE AND THE UK. 

To introduce this section, we need to remind ourselves that the reception of any theatre 

performance implies all the aspects that compose the identity of the spectator. Once again, in 

Esslin’s words:  

The ‘meaning,’ or indeed the multitudes of meanings simultaneously perceived, or 

subliminally received, by the individual spectator of the dramatic action will always be the 

product of the interaction between the content of the signs it emits themselves, on the one 

hand; and the spectator’s competence to decode them, on the other, and always, 

necessarily, in the context of his or her personal situation and the social and historical 

circumstances in which he or she finds him/herself (Esslin, 1990 p.167).   

What might be inferred from this is the impossibility of any consistent in-depth account of the 

impact of any one theatre tradition on the audience of another country. Accordingly, the aim of 

this section is to explore the ways in which Chilean contemporary theatre has been part of a broad 

cultural encounter with the British stage. The issue that concerns here is the lack of translated 

texts from contemporary Chilean playwrights in English, specifically in the UK. Any sense that 
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one reason for the lack of translated material might be due to the deficit of good dramatic texts 

published in the original language, should be met with the reply that, to put it succinctly, there is 

no lack of new playwrights in Chile, although it must be recognized that publications lag seriously 

behind the number of annual premieres each year.2 Furthermore, Chilean playwrights' 

possibilities of publication depend on the Arts Ministry literary funding programme, small 

independent publishing houses, scholarly magazines, or the National Playwrighting Showcase, 

(Muestra de Dramaturgia Nacional)3 with the result that overall there is no consistent policy of 

publication and many very successful plays on stage fail to reach wider audiences through 

published editions. 

On the other hand, the international visibility of Chilean theatre has been enhanced by 

curatorial processes during the Theatre Festival Santiago a Mil, or through programmes organised 

by cultural agencies, such as the British Council for instance, ‘and there has been an improvement 

in mobility across national borders through, for example, international festivals, personal 

invitations to dramatists to work outside their country of origin and translation. Yet, it is still the 

case that the vast majority of Spanish American theatre production remains invisible beyond the 

site of production and that very little is ever revived in the original language, let alone translated.’4 

Nevertheless, these instances function as specific projects or are encased within international 

theatre festivals, with the result there is still insufficient Chilean theatre presence in the 

mainstream UK billboard.  

Despite this, there are two organizations that promote exchange and the visibility of 

young playwrights from Chile and Latin America in the UK. The first is the International 

 
2 In relation to this, see: www.escribirlaescena.cl 
3 See: http://muestranacional.cl 
4 See https://www.outofthewings.org/theatres/spanishamerica/index.html. 

http://www.escribirlaescena.cl/
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Playwrights Programme, a partnership between the Royal Court, the British Council, the Chilean 

Arts Council, and STGO A Mil Theatre Festival (Brodie and Cole, 2020 p.143),  offering 

workshops by theatre practitioners from the Royal Court to emerging Chilean playwrights. As 

well as workshopping opportunities, this program brings Chilean texts in performance at the 

Royal Court. The second organization is Out of the Wings, a funded research project which has 

promoted the translation of Spanish and Portuguese dramatic texts, and organized related 

activities such as rehearsed readings, workshops, and theatre festivals. Both of these projects 

explore Chilean theatre from the perspective of workshops and practice, encouraging dialogue 

between theatre practitioners from both countries.  

This is, of course, work in progress. Central to it in both projects is the translation of texts 

and, in particular, how such translations may be negotiated onto the English-speaking stage. By 

way of example, William Gregory examines three projects that were part of the Royal Court 

programme of 2013, where he examines a number of issues relevant to this discussion:  

In Negra, the eponymous protagonist’s journey to Chile’s remote edges poses the challenge 

of ‘internal foreignness’: the distant landscape is certainly other to an English audience, 

but it is also strange to a Chilean living in the country’s metropolitan center. (…)  Finally, 

Nuke extends the reach of internal foreignness by focusing on a community that is isolated 

historically, culturally, and linguistically within Chile: the Mapuche. In a political charged 

piece, David Arancibia’s exposition of the difficulties facing this community uses ancient 

mythology, cultural specificity and a language spoken by less than one percent of Chileans 

simultaneously to engage and alienate any non Mapuche audience, be this audience in 

Chile or further afield. The translator’s approach to these subtle challenges defines how a 
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target audience may detect these nuances of recognizability versus otherness (Brodie and 

Cole, 2020 p.145). 

Here Gregory sets out the challenges of the unfamiliar that exist inside the source culture, 

and which pose significant challenges, as we have already noted, in the case study with which this 

thesis is concerned. The principal challenge is how that balance of the unfamiliar within the 

familiar might be communicated to a new audience, particularly one for whom so much of that 

original setting is remote. In other words, what strategies might the translator resort to in order 

to create that sense of ‘internal foreignization’ for the target audience? This question brings us 

back to Zohar’s polysystem theory, which is useful in terms of dealing with the tension that arises 

from the creation of a new text that can work within the diversity of systems that are part of the 

target culture. Importantly, Zohar reminds us that taking into account the complexity of 

intersections and systems involved in the encounter between source and target cultures is the way 

to avoid homogenization or, rather, cultural flattening. And, of course, this brings us back to the 

idea of hybridity, which we shall examine in practice in Chapter Three, which examines the 

systems that cohabit the rehearsal room and a specific audience.  

That said, it is important to bear in mind that the cultural encounter between Chilean and 

UK theatres has taken place largely through specific exchange programs, with the reception of 

Chilean writers largely associated with metropolitan multicultural audiences. This is an 

important detail that to take into account when it comes to framing the practice of this thesis, 

which relates to the hybridisation of a Chilean text with theatre practitioners from Northern 

Ireland, firstly because, as mentioned above, every culture has its own internal systems of 

domestication and foreignization systems, and, secondly, because the rehearsal room has also its 

own.  
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1.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has been necessarily wide-ranging – and in the context of a PBR project, therefore, 

inevitably brief – in the way that it has introduced those key aspects of theatre translation which, 

in turn, are addressed in my practice. In that way, it raises the curtain on the theoretical issues 

that the practice interrogates and extends. In a general sense, the analysis of this practice-based 

component is focused on those textual, cultural and representational elements that may emerge 

in the practice of translation for the stage, so that in consequence the main ideas developed in the 

first section of this chapter are the textual dimension of drama translation, the encounter between 

source and target cultures, and the transformations through which the original text passes. 

Following on from that, the work of the translator is characterized as that of a mediator of the 

gaps that inevitably appear during the transformative process that moves the play between 

cultures and towards a new format of representation. And it is here that strategies such as 

structure, speakability, performability, and rhythm are central both to the dramaturgical work of 

the translator and are key to understanding drama translation itself as an independent branch of 

study. 

The chapter then turns its attention to what may be considered an ethical issue in 

translation practice - that of promoting an equitable encounter between self and other - or be 

thought of by others as a key dramatic enrichment that can be offered by the translated play in 

particular. In this sense, it is established that cultural encounter has evolved in relation to the 

paradigms of intercultural theatre from the 2000s, for which reason the model supplied by 

Cultural Interweaving in Performance, which appears ethical in its conception and aesthetic in 

its application, is explored from the perspective of the concept of cultural hybridity in text and 

on stage. The main idea of this model is to instantiate a balance of cultural references in order to 
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promote a sort of space in between cultures on the stage.  Finally, the relationship between 

Chilean theatre and the UK. is very briefly examined, identifying the general lack of translations 

and performances of Chilean texts in the UK, and drawing on internal foreignization in Chilean 

culture as a key issue to be negotiated in English-language performance. This final topic arises 

again in the case study of Diciembre, in particular in connection with the presence of toponyms in 

the source text. 

In all of this, the chapter considers the translator as part of the collaborative work in the 

rehearsal room with other theatre practitioners. Now we need to turn our attention to considering 

the contribution of these other practitioners to the materialisation of the text as performance. The 

issue is briefly raised in the discussion above, particularly through reference to the limits of the 

translator's work in relation to the work of the director (see section 1.2.3), but an issue that 

remains to be discussed in much greater detail is representation. Or rather, in order to prepare the 

ground for this discussion, I suggest that the question that best addresses both collaboration and 

representation in my practice is the following: how do actors work in the rehearsal room to 

achieve the representational dimension of the translated text? At the heart of this issue is the idea 

of imagination as the main connector between the play, theatre practitioners, and audience. For 

that reason, the next chapter will investigate, firstly, the ways in which imagination works at 

different levels in relation to representation and theatre- in other words, imagination considered 

as the main connector between the text, practitioners, and receptors – and, following on from 

this, imagination will be specifically addressed in connection with the work of the actors, 

considered in terms of psychophysical effort. Actor training is therefore considered an essential 

support for the materialisation of the translated text and is accordingly analysed as a process and 

phenomenon that encompasses specific vocabularies and delivery methodologies which are, in 
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turn, intrinsically linked with cultural representation and the diverse acting styles needed for this. 

In short, therefore, I argue that, depending on the needs of the theatre production, it is possible to 

frame actor training as an agent of translation for the stage, agency that is central to the way in 

which our principal theoretical framework - Cultural Interweaving in Performance - may be 

understood and created through the rehearsal room fusion of different actor training principles 

and methods. 

CHAPTER TWO 

ACTOR PREPARATION 

INTRODUCTION 

Chapter One has examined the field of translation for the stage through its textual dimension as 

well as the cultural encounter that the act of translation itself entails. However, as noted, the issue 

that it is still pending is the representational dimension which needs to be discussed from the 

perspective of practitioners - or rather, by focusing on the aspects that allows the creative team 

to craft a translated text into a live event.  

Furthermore, we need to ask in which ways key negotiations, such as language translation, 

cultural relocation, or any other transformation that an original text passes through, may affect 

theatre practitioners’ enactment - understanding enactment, in this case, as the engagement of 

theatre practitioners with the play, their complicity in terms of re-presenting the meaning of the 

play. Of course, it must be recognised that these negotiations may well lead to the creation of a 

highly domesticated version of the source culture on the foreign stage; that, however, is not the 

intended outcome of translation that this thesis supports, so that, in this sense, the goal of creating 

diversity on the stage becomes a task that needs to be clarified from both aesthetic and 

phenomenological perspectives (Fischer-Lichte, 2008 p.18). In terms of the phenomenological, 
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Fischer-Lichte’s notion that in theatre ‘it is possible to grasp the sheer presence of the body and 

materiality through perception [rescuing] the interconnection between feeling, thinking and 

acting’ is particularly important, and explains why the process at the heart of this thesis places 

such emphasis on actor training. Similarly, Zarrilli refers to phenomenology as an underlying 

dimension of practice and of the way in which practice develops in the rehearsal room, defining 

the phenomenological dimension in this regard as ’how we encounter and inhabit the lived/living 

world (s) of our embodied consciousness in “life’’, in the studio, and on the stage’ (Zarrilli, 2009 

p.1). 

Accordingly, this chapter will address the way in which imagination galvanises the 

enactment and crafting processes of practitioners in theatre. It will do so by examining 

imagination and its sustaining relationship with actor physicality, so following on from that, 

psychophysical training will be explored as an active agent in the process of translation for the 

stage. The main reason for analysing in detail the imagination in conjunction with psychophysical 

activity of actors derives from its impact on the representational dimension of the translated text. 

To be more precise, it is through the actor’s actions that a spectator is immersed into the world of 

the play, so that, as Mirodan explains, ‘acting entails a “conversation”’ during which actors 

deliberately guide spectators towards a particular understanding of their characters by means of 

their bodies. The language through which this conversation takes place is based on a “language of 

movement” familiar to the actor and spectator alike and ‘rooted in commonly held assumptions 

about social and psychological categories’ (Mirodan, 2009 p.2).  

What is suggested here is that the embodiment of actors and their co-bodily presence with 

a spectator is what constitute the last milestone in the transformation of the translated text. And 

this is what I call the representational dimension of translation for the stage. In other words, 

paraphrasing Johnston, the final convergence between text and audience, and therefore the 
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ongoing re-interpretation of the play, depends on the final assemblage of the play in the 

imagination of the spectator (Johnston, 2013 p.367).  But, it is thanks to actors’ representation on 

the stage that the play can be re-imagined by an audience. In consequence, since imagination is 

considered as a pivotal element for the assemblage of the play and its representation, I shall ask, 

firstly, how it might work in the actors’ embodiment process, followed by what might constitute 

the work of actors in this particular regard. In order to address these inquiries, this exploration 

brings cognitive and phenomenological approaches to bear on the understanding of the way in 

which imagination affects theatre performance in the first instance.  

Imagination is examined here, therefore, as a driving force of performance, intrinsically 

linked to actor preparation, or training, as a support in the process of bringing the text of the play 

alive. Actor preparation is not directly associated with the process of how an audience re-enacts 

meaning within its own context, as translation inevitably is, but it does work as a process that 

mediates between the ways in which actors might understand imagery and connect it with 

performance. Thus, in the case of my practice, my basic premise is that actor psychophysical 

training is intimately linked with the representational dimension of translation for the stage. 

Moreover, as section 2.2.3 of this chapter will show, when psychophysical methodologies embrace 

aesthetic aspects, such as cultural understanding and acting methods, then in the case of this 

project at least, actor training marks a point of connection with the ways in which actors rely on 

imaginative and imagistic processing during textual re-drafting and character embodiment 

processes in the rehearsal room. Chapter Three returns to this point through its detailed analysis 

of the rehearsal room processes of Diciembre.  

Returning to the idea of cultural interweaving as a framework to examine variations in 

actor training from one culture to another, the discussion then opens to the following question, 

as to the extent to which key qualities of actor embodiment, such as presence and energy, may be 



70 

 

conceived differently depending on the culture, training methodology, and the type of theatrical 

form in rehearsal. The examples mentioned in section 2.2.3 serve to clarify differences between 

what are broadly conceived as culturally influenced conceptions of actor training, describing 

these methodologies as activities that embed cultural beliefs and philosophies, and that are 

delivered by different grammars, and vocabularies from coach to performer. Indeed, some of these 

elements (such as presence and energy) that are addressed by psychophysical training may 

contribute to shaping actor identity in terms of physical expression, and furthermore they can 

also be culturally interwoven in the rehearsal room.  

 These are the key issues associated with imagination and psychophysical training, 

sustained in the case of this particular practice-based translational analysis with a sense of how 

they might contribute meaningfully to intercultural enrichment and cultural interweaving, that 

underpin the following discussion. So, what kind of rehearsal methodologies may be most 

effectively tailored to enabling practitioners engage imaginatively with a translated text in the 

rehearsal room, both in terms of character embodiment and the representation of stage imagery? 

It is for that reason that the discussion turns towards the principles around which the 

psychophysical training methodology of Michael Chekhov coalesces, where imagination and 

physicality are drawn into holistic association (Autant-Mathew, 2015). Following on from this, 

Constantin Stanislavski’s rehearsal methodology known as Active Analysis will be assessed as a 

possible procedure to involve actors in the redrafting process of the text, through their 

psychophysical practice rather than via intellectual analysis.  

2.1 PHYSICAL IMAGINATION    

Physical imagination, or dramatic imagination, can be considered as instigating and underpinning 

the pivotal re-interpretative process that theatre entails (Vega-Balbás, 2020), in the first instance 
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on the part of the theatre practitioners who re-imagine the text, and then subsequently by the 

audience who re-imagine the work of the actors on the stage. Thus, on one hand, this cognitive 

process triggers the representational event of performance on the stage where, paraphrasing Jean-

Paul Sartre’s analysis of acts of imagination (Sartre, 2011 pp.179-183), it connects with the ongoing 

relationship between our consciousness and an object, or even to the absence of that object and 

our perception of it. At heart, this echoes the argument that it is in the imagination of practitioners 

and spectators where the play happens (Johnston, 2013) where it is the sensorial perception of 

both practitioner and spectator alike that constitutes the materiality of the play, so that, in other 

words, imaginative processes generate visual, aural and emotional stimuli to which the play text 

gives rise. 

In that way, imagination may be considered as the link between the theatrical and lived 

experience of actors and audience respectively. Brook, for instance, develops a theory of the two 

worlds, where he argues that there is a world of ‘everyday’ life, and a world of ‘imagination’ 

(Cohen, 2009 p.157), so that effectively while the audience is immersed in the world of the 

‘everyday,’ it happens that when actors represent the 'invisible' that can only become visible on 

stage, then the resulting world of 'imagination’ is shared with the audience (Brook in Cohen, 2009 

p.147). In this way, the play achieves the unification of actors’ and spectators’ processes of 

imagining through the promotion of ‘(…) an experience of intense recognizable quality, [which 

triggers] the special moment when the world of the ‘everyday’ and the world of the ‘imagination’ 

simultaneously exist and interact’ (Cohen, 2009 p.153). And, in the final analysis, it is through the 

actor’s performance on stage that spectator experience of that quality is achievable. 

 But the way in which that moment of encounter is shaped will inevitably vary. Let us 

consider now, for example, what director Declan Donnellan suggests in the context of an 
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interview where he argues that Macbeth depicts how imagination becomes ’cancerous’ for the 

characters: 'It is because the play is about imagination, that we wanted to encourage the audience 

to imagine as much of the play as we possibly could’ (Donnellan in Berga, 2010 p.33) - referring to 

the way in which characters’ allude to magic, witches, and divination of the future. In other words, 

Donnellan is using the text to direct his production more completely towards engaging audience 

imagination, as both a re-creative and critical agent. In the same interview the director further 

develops this complex approach to the co-existence of text and imaginative re-construction, 

when he asserts how important it is to work towards the perspective of the audience, using the 

plot of Oedipus as an example: ‘The only place where dramatic action can possibly take place is 

onstage. The dramatic action of Oedipus is not about a man who murders his father and sleeps 

with his mother. That is not the dramatic action of the play. The dramatic action of the play is 

watching a man realising that he has murdered his father and slept with his mother. The dramatic 

action must take place in the present now, as we watch it unfold.’ (Donnellan, 2002) In this sense, 

Donnellan suggests a pragmatic way to stimulate the audience’s imagination process by exploring 

the extent to which the scene, the situation made concrete by the text, promotes the generation 

of imagery and associated empathy on the part of the ensemble, and therefore within the audience. 

With this, I am suggesting that the originality and impact of Donnellan‘s approach lies in the way 

in which imagination is focused directly on bringing the text to life in front of an audience, rather 

than exploring what lies behind the characters or the themes of the play.  

To understand the influence of imagination on the work of actors, we need to ask what a 

character is and how imagination actually works to help the actor to represent a character. For 

Donellan, ‘there is no such a thing as a character. What is more, in the moment when the actor 

asks him/herself who am I? is when the actor loses his/her natural impulses of acting’ (Donellan, 



73 

 

2002 pp.100-115). This pragmatic perspective contrasts notably with the notion that the character 

is an entity separate from the actor’s embodiment of that character – although, however, in the 

underlying principles of practitioners such as Stanislavski and Chekhov, the idea that a character 

is an entity that needs to be embodied by the actor specifically triggers some of the key exercises 

we find in their methodologies (see section 3.3 of Chapter Three). But, nevertheless, Donnellan’s 

assertion still reflects the evolution of psychophysical training perspectives that are concerned 

with working with the creative skills of actors rather than expecting the actor to become someone 

else. This leads to a question that was central to my rehearsal practice with Diciembre, the 

subsequent discussion will show, reflecting in my view the extent to which the director-

translator can work with actors’ imagination in a way that anchors that imagination both 

physically and textually. 

The question arising from this, therefore, is how actors come to embody behaviours 

encoded in the text. Irrespective of the process that director and ensemble opt to follow in the 

rehearsal room, it is clear that psyche and physicality are aspects that enable an actor to embody 

character. In that regard, the actor’s work involves 'inner and outer’ ways of reaching his/her aim 

on the stage. Following on from this, different pathways to embodying character can be related to 

the aesthetic of a play, thereby conditioning audience reception of the text on stage. This point 

will prove key when we come to discuss Diciembre as our practice-based case study, where the 

underpinning principles of psychophysical methodologies will be assessed in terms of how they 

contribute to the embodiment process of actors. One particular finding from my practice, 

however, that I need to bring forward here is that progressive psychophysical training showed 

that every actor developed a character based on a different principle of the technique explored. 

What this means in practice is that during my rehearsal process I explored Chekhov’s technique 
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sub-divided into the following training units: atmosphere, imaginary body/imaginary centre, and 

tempo rhythm. These principles were developed through psychophysical exercises that 

stimulated the connectivity between actors’ imagination and physicality, as well as their 

awareness in relation to the space itself. Inevitably, therefore, the way in which actors were able 

to apply these principles to embody their characters varied depending on their own physiological 

skills. To sum up, while imagination is generally considered a cognitive activity that works with 

reference to an ontological duality between fantasy and reality, in the case of theatre the workings 

of imagination need to be examined from a phenomenological approach, focusing on perception 

as a framework that allows to understand the psychophysiological dimensions of actor work - 

which encompasses cognitive skills, as well as sensorial and physical ones.  

2.1.2 THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE  

In order to contextualise this phenomenological perspective in terms of its relation to 

imagination, I will turn to Husserl’s approach to the unification between psyche and body, where 

he explains the origins of phenomenology as follows: ‘If we consider animate organism and psyche 

in their real relationship to one another, and if we put ourselves on the ground of Nature, (…) then 

animate organism and psyche show themselves to be connected’ (Husserl, 1976 pp.103-104). In 

other words, phenomenology is an interaction between living forms and the environment that 

surrounds them, that in the case of human beings is mediated by our consciousness. Hence, a live 

experience, such as the theatrical experience, will inevitably work both within the body and its 

attendant consciousness. This, in turn, helps us to understand how we might overcome the 

subject-object divide mentioned by Sartre above, by thinking of the theatre event in a more 

comprehensive way – that is, as an operation that occurs between an actor and spectator in which 

the apparent subject-object binary is subsumed into a sensorial and intellectual co-created 
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experience. In other words, in the context of theatre representation, perception works as a holistic 

experience between inner stimuli and outer physical reactions on the part of actors and 

spectators. Adding to this, and quoting Heidegger, ‘We can only understand phenomenology if 

we consider it as a possibility. We can point out that it is one thing to give a report in which we 

speak of entities, and another to capture entities in their own experience and being ’, so that ‘The 

meaning of phenomenological description as a method that lies in interpretation’ (Heidegger, 1971 

p.37). In that way, the principal idea in the context of theatre practice that I derive from 

Heidegger’s and Husserl’s declarations is that phenomenology encompasses both cognitive and 

sensorial elements in relation to the interpretative actions of actors and spectators alike. 

Moreover, for that reason, as subsequent discussion will show, the core ideas of phenomenology 

may be also applied as a framework to describe and understand rehearsal room practice. A clear 

example of this occurs in the work of the practitioner and scholar Phillip 

Zarrilli who applies phenomenology as a framework to explore and understand 

how ’consciousness’ and ’experience’ work in terms of actors' embodiment processes. He 

argues that ’Phenomenology does not attempt to establish absolute truths, nor does it attempt to 

provide a final/full description of the structure and grounds of our lived/living world but rather 

attempts to understand and articulate how experience, perception, consciousness, imagining, 

etc. are shaped as we encounter the world in all its complexity’ (Zarrilli, 2021 p.23 his emphasis). In other 

words, what Zarrilli does is to apply phenomenology in order to understand and later describe his 

work with the imagination, senses and perception of actors in the rehearsal room. 

Phenomenology provides a way of thinking about the nature of the processes that engage 

the actor with different dimensions of other selfhood. To develop this, Bert O States suggests 

applying a ‘binocular vision’ in terms of involving semiotic and phenomenology as interrelated 

perspectives, perceiving (phenomenology) and re-interpreting (semiotic) theatre as a holistic 
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phenomenon (States, 1985 p. 8) – restoring a sort of balance between actor and spectator. In saying 

this, States points out that actors work as storytellers as well as embodiments of story so that the 

imagery they express and create becomes more complex in terms of its cognitive, affective and 

sensorial appeal (States, 1985 p.8). In that way, put simply, the physical imagination of the actors 

and the interpretative responses of the audience are mutually interdependent activities that stand 

at the heart of theatre as a living practice. Husserl concurs with the evocation of this rich interplay 

between imagination and interpretation, arguing that ‘The Eidos, the pure essence, can be 

exemplified intuitively in the data of experience, data of perception, memory, and so forth, but 

just as readily also in the mere data of fancy (Phantasie). Hence, with the aim of grasping an essence 

itself in its primordial form, we can set out from corresponding empirical intuitions, but we can also 

set out just as well from non-empirical intuitions, intuitions that do not apprehend sensory existence, intuitions 

rather "of a merely imaginative order”’ (Husserl, 1976 p.57, his emphases).  

At the heart of this phenomenology is the enhanced act of presence of the actors and, 

accordingly, the heightened act of attention of the spectator. Maurice Merleau-Ponty argues, for 

example, that we perceive things as a whole completeness, which means, we involve sensorial 

aspects from our bodies to reinterpret a living phenomenon in its completeness in order to 

reinforce our own perceptual experience, which implies an ‘indefinite set of concordances’ 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2011 p.215) - indefinite because the spectator’s perceptual experience involves 

internal and external stimuli, bringing us back, in the case of theatre, to the determining impact 

of contingency itself. In the terms of this particular thesis, what does it mean for a group of 

Northern Irish actors to work upon and perform a contemporary Chilean play in Belfast?  In this 

sense, Husserl’s insistence on ‘transcendental being’ (Husserl, 1980 p.65) may bring us closer to 

understanding how spectator and actor, in their eidetic and sensorial activity, suspend ‘objective 

reality’, at least during the duration of the stage performance. This metaphorical use of suspension 
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emphasizes in this case the notion of a time-shared consciousness between performers and 

audience, which, in turn, constitutes one of the main reasons why the theatrical event is embedded 

not on stage or in the ultimate consciousness of the spectator, but somewhere between its 

exhibition and its reception.  

The philosophy of consciousness and its concomitant theories of perception have, by 

definition, a theatrical relevance. Fischer-Lichte, in her efforts to bring together the fields of 

semiotics and phenomenology, argues in the context of a Marina Abramovic’s performance that 

‘for one, the shifting relationships between subject/object and materiality/semioticity (...) realigns 

the interconnection between feeling, thinking and acting’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2008 p.18). This 

interconnection is inevitably contingent upon the contours of context, reminding us of the liminal 

nature of the experience between performers and spectators mentioned in the introduction to this 

chapter – Fischer-Lichte argues that ‘Due to the inherent in-betweenness of performance, its 

participants, too, are automatically transferred into an in-between state - such as the state 

between co-determining the course of a performance and being determined by it’ (Fischer-Lichte, 

2009 p.392). In the broadest sense, what she is reinforcing here, then, is the space in between 

audience and performers as a continuous negotiation between interpretation, and sensorial 

perception.  

In other words, while we can consider perception as a holistic way in which actors and 

audience experience the play (Camilleri, 2019 p.34), perception itself is subject to the shifting 

frames inherent in contingency. Within these frames, language and its agency are shifting values 

emerging not only from the ’semiotic function of the lexical meaning of language’ (Grant, 2009 

p.13), but also from how language is used and perceived within different frames of time and space. 

This is, of course, inevitable in translation, where every utterance is haunted by the absence of the 
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original words and their functioning within the situation of the source context. In this regard, in 

relation to the practice of translation for the stage, Benjamin’s seminal observation that 

‘translation passes through continua of transformation, not abstract ideas of identity and 

similarity’ (Benjamin, 1994 p.214) is a key reminder that acts of imaginative interpretation are 

central to the theatre considered as an outworking of phenomenology.  In this way, we can 

consider the continuum of transformation that is both embodied and extended by the translated 

play as a phenomenon inherent to its representation within the imagination of actors and 

spectators. In this sense, Johnston’s view to the effect that translator and actors engineer human 

connections ‘through the acts of physical imagination that are the preserve of the dramaturgical 

consciousness’ (Johnston, 2013 p.371) succinctly summarises this sense of translation for the stage 

in terms of imagination and perception as a single holistic phenomenon that brings together both 

intellectual and sensorial levels of experience.  

It is clear from this discussion that phenomenology in the context of both performance in 

general and of translation for the stage in particular concerns the way in which actor and spectator 

imagine, perceive and reinterpret the play on the stage, cognitively and sensorially. In that regard, 

if we set phenomenology as a framework to understand rehearsal room practice, we will observe 

how the relationship between the physicality of the actors, the text and the space in which the 

rehearsal happens, will promote the continuum of transformation that Benjamin asserts as the 

way in which translation operates across time and space.   

2.1.3 IMAGINATION AND ACTORS 

From a cognitive perspective, imagination is attributed to a thought task, which works through 

neuronal synapses, involving sensorial activity relative to our bodies. The relationship between 

imagination and physical reaction has been widely studied by theater practitioners and acting 
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coaches, creating debate around the extent to which psychophysical training is required or not to 

facilitate ‘embodiment’ by an actor.  John Freeman writes persuasively that ‘actor training has an 

obligation to produce technically knowing, investigative, flexible, responsive, resilient, inquiring 

and innovative performers –graduates who have the potential to not only sustain careers in their 

discipline of choice but also redefine what acting might be and what be done with it, not least in 

applied and increasingly technological forms’ (Freeman, 2019 p.8). It follows from this that, in the 

same way that we need to imagine a shape to then associate it with a specific object, when we try 

to recreate a situation, we need to associate it with preexistent images in our brain in order to 

react and to associate them with a specific feeling. This is eidetic imagination, of which Donnellan 

argues that ‘we need imagination to survive, every millisecond of our lives, because we receive it 

through our senses, also through chaotic images of the universe, and imaginations make sense out 

of that, we make sense out of those impulses we are receiving all the time’.5 Imaginative complicity 

allows both actor (and spectator) to create that place of new significance, to construct the new 

situation of the play within its new ever-shifting coordinates. Rhonda Blair argues usefully in this 

regard that conceptual blending theory, which analyses the process of imagination in actors, 

allows us to conceive of a third space in our cognitive processes, a space in which new information, 

such as a character’s utterances, is compressed and added to the initial inputs perceived, ’creating 

a new mental event that is part of the dynamic structure of the entire (mental) network’  (Blair, 

2009 p.94). Donnellan argues similarly that ‘the senses crowd the brain with sensations, the 

imagination sweats both to organise these sensations as images to perceive meaning in these 

images. We forge the world within our heads, but what we perceive can never be the real world; 

it is always an imaginative re-creation’ (Donnellan, 2002 p.9). The director here, on one hand, is 

 
5 See Donnellan, interview https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r78JORq5lAA. 
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referring to the act of re-interpreting reality, which takes us more centrally into the realm of 

epistemology. On the other hand, he is associating sensorial stimuli with the processes of 

cognition. It is this second approach that I consider to be the basis of psychophysical training and 

exploration when working with actors in the rehearsal room. What is more, what we have 

described as Donnellan’s textual pragmatism allows him to focus that text against the shifting 

circumstances of the external reality in which its production takes place. Returning to his 

example of Oedipus in the first subsection of this chapter, it is the setting of human conflicts of the 

text onto the stage that will enable the audience to connect imagination with images, senses, and 

emotions. This is how the director suggests that the way to generate and exploit spectator 

imagination derives from the treatment of the text and the human conflicts between its 

characters.  

In other words, as subsequent discussion of my rehearsal process will show, one of the key 

complicating issues of rehearsal room practice is the presence of text itself. Even though it is the 

text that guides the entire process of a theatre production, or at least marks the final goal of being 

staged, it still poses an extra challenge to actors, especially when the psychophysical training has 

been oriented towards the exploration of sensorial stimuli. The presence of text often translates 

into an excess of intellectual activity on the part of actors in order to understand character 

motivations or the hidden agendas of dialogue. This is not to say, of course, that actors should not 

enquire into the specific coordinates of character in the text (Grotowski, 1968 p.55), but what I 

am suggesting here is that an obstacle arises when the actor’s body confronts the utterances of a 

character.  

It was precisely this tension between cognitive association with the body and the 

intellectual, broadly hermeneutic activity when working with a text that gave rise to the first 
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problem encountered in my practice with Diciembre, where the expectations of creating an organic 

way to incorporate the translated text into the embodiment work of the actors were not fully 

achieved. Instead, a gap appeared between the psychophysical training of actors and the process 

of staging the text. Without wishing to go into specific details of my case study at this stage of 

the discussion, this gap relates in general terms to the involvement of the physicality of actors 

with the text. As we shall see in the relevant section below, our rehearsal schedule, in which we 

had to divide our sessions between physical training and the redrafting process, led to actors 

privileging the hermeneutic over the physical. So, while their sense of ownership of the developing 

text was enhanced, their ability to translate that ownership into physical embodiment was 

diminished.  

Up to this point, I have tried to frame how physical imagination works in theatre. While 

neuroscience examines how the actor’s brain works to trigger imagination, theatre practitioners 

incorporate physical stimuli, such as senses and emotions, into the work of imagination in theatre. 

However, even though imagination is a crucial aspect in the entire theatrical event, the senses and 

emotions are connected to the way in which actors perceive the play. In other words, actors 

imagine what its characters are passing through, but they also perceive in relation to the presence 

of another human being in the same space and time. Thus, the connectivity needed by actors in 

order to achieve their task of linking imagination and physicality will be discussed below as a task 

of embodiment. 

2.2 EMBODIMENT: A PSYCHOPHYSICAL TASK.  

According to Fischer-Lichte’s key notion of cultural interweaving, the ‘threshold’ that the 

encounter between performers and spectators' entails is also considered as a liminal experience 

(as we have also noted): ‘Wherever the performance was shown it appeared to transfer spectators 
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into a state of in-betweenness or into a ‘third space’, that is, an effect similar to that of 

globalization’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2009 p.398). To supplement this, theatre is also a sensorial and 

emotional phenomenon. By extension, the emphasis on the ‘co-bodily’ experience of performance 

acknowledges that actors’ embodiment is a pivotal activity through which spectators may both 

enact and experience a play. This is crucial to support my discussion, which relates to the inner 

and outer task that actors entail. In other words, if actors' representation is considered as an agent 

of translation for the stage, so too is the psychophysical training that prepares for and conditions 

that act of representation. Inevitably, therefore, the central concern of this section is to ask in 

which ways the intellectual, physical and expressive skills of the actor constitute embodiment. 

Rick Kemp, for example, points out that ‘The [b]ody is central to the communication of meaning 

in performance’ (Kemp, 20121 p.2), echoing our ongoing hypothesis that it is the gestural 

dimension of characters that extends the meaning of what is happening on the stage to the 

audience. In short, it is through the body of performers that it is possible to bring characters on 

the stage to life.  

From the actors’ perspective, this can be considered as the activity of incarnating a 

character, but, as we will see later with Stanislavski’s and Chekhov’s methodologies, embodiment 

can also relate to experiencing a character. This task of experiencing might involve emotional 

identification with the ‘character’s behavior’ on the part of the actor (Konjin, 2000 p.79). Konijn 

argues in this article that examines imagination and impersonation from a psychological 

perspective, that actors experience emotions and feelings in an organic way, which allows the 

actor to ‘inhabit’ the emotions of the character (Konjin, 2000 p.79). This opens embodiment as a 

concept that goes beyond the gestural dimension of the actor on the stage to encompass an inner 

activity that is also associated with his/her imagination. Similarly, it could be thought of as a 



83 

 

sensorial activity, which in turn promotes the actors’ experiencing. In this way, the developed 

psychophysiological abilities of performers are able to engineer a wide range of responses beyond 

the physical, ushering actors and audience alike into that third space of the play in performance 

discussed earlier. 

But, of course, when we frame this observation in the context of text-based theatre, the 

actors’ task also involves a hermeneutic process. But perhaps this statement needs some 

refinement. For Paul Ricoeur, for example, ‘the task of hermeneutics, (…) is twofold: to reconstruct 

the internal dynamic of the text, and to restore to the work its ability to project itself outside itself 

in the representation of a world that I could inhabit’ (Ricoeur, 1991 p.18),  implying that the re-

interpretation of a text entails that the reader needs to experience first a story, then appropriate 

it by understanding it and finally refracting its potentials into their own lives, not vice-versa. 

However, in the case of performers, this intellectual activity tends to be considered as a first 

milestone, before character embodiment occurs. Ideally, in the case of text-based theatre, the task 

of the actor is to embrace both the hermeneutic process of and physiological efforts to incarnate 

character, but on the basis that embodiment precedes understanding - so that in the words of 

Zarrilli ‘to decipher actors’embodiment, it is crucial to explore first, how psychophysical activity 

works’ (Zarrilli, 2009 p.9). 

Zarrilli emphasizes that the concept ‘psychophysical’ relates to the mind, the body and 

their connectivity. In his words, ‘We use the compound term “psychophysical” to mark the 

dialectical engagement of the actor’s body-mind in the “inner” and “outer” processes that 

constitutes specific approaches to acting. We view the phenomenon of acting as an embodied, 

inter-subjective/inter corporeal, experiential process of attending to and enacting tasks/actions, 

and of sensing, perceiving, feeling, remembering, and imagining – all shaped by historically, and 
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culturally specific assumptions and /or paradigms’ (Zarrilli, 2009 p.12) so that psychophysical 

training is directed at developing ‘the relationship between body-mind, consciousness, and 

sensory awareness in the actor’s work’ (Zarrilli, 2009 p.5). Even though, these aspects are 

identified as discrete features, all of them should, at some point, converge in the actor’s 

performance. Otherwise, their work runs the risk of lacking truthfulness for spectators (my 

emphasis), thereby precluding empathy and engagement. So, in order to understand the actor’s 

psychophysical efforts, Zarrilli points out that we might consider actors as ’doers’ in the sense 

that it is through their actions that they can depict a character, and it is during that holistic 

depiction that aspects such as consciousness, attention and awareness are engaged in heightened 

form. In the final analysis, for Zarrilli, what actors need to achieve on the stage is an ‘embodied 

consciousness’, which can be described as an intensified state of presence (Zarrilli, 2009 p.12). In 

the same way, Susana Bloch, from the perspective of neuroscience, claims that acting is a 

particular form of behaviour, that cannot be equivalent to the ’spontaneous emotion’ of real life so 

that ‘acting behavior is a learned process and can therefore be taught’ (Bloch in Zarrilli, 1995 

p.197).  The implication of this is that, since actors are on the special place that is the stage, they 

need to shift from ordinary to extra-ordinary modes of psychophysical activity - which might also 

be described in terms of Bloch’s conception of ‘acting behavior.’ Equally importantly, if our 

behaviour in life is mediated by our background, ‘acting behavior,’ can also be ‘shaped by 

historically, and culturally specific assumptions and /or paradigms’ (Zarilli, 2013 p.11). This is not 

to say that the actor’s ‘embodied consciousness' is mediated by their cultural background, but 

rather that ‘consciousness, attention, and awareness’ might be trainable in order to accentuate the 

actor's performance on stage. And yet, is it possible to say that ‘embodied consciousness’ or ‘acting 

behavior’ are culturally determined? This question goes far beyond this thesis because of the 

breadth of analysis that it would entail. But some of the aspects that we have already described as 
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central to actor performance, such as presence and energy, may be worth exploring in relation to 

cultural context. But, before reaching that point, we need to understand first what exactly 

constitutes psychophysical training.  

In the words of Bloch, psychophysical training is, a ‘systematic way of teaching someone 

how to develop the tools and skills necessary for acting behavior, [this] constitutes a training 

method’ (Zarrilli, 1995 p.197). What Bloch means is that training methodologies can be considered 

as a compound of progressive psychophysical exercises, which share the same goal, helping 

performers to master their ’acting behavior’ on the stage. In the words of Zarrilli, acting training, 

’may be considered pathways into embodying consciousness that attune attention and open 

sensory awareness within the structure offered by specific dramaturgies’ (Zarrilli, 2020 p.4). 

According to both Zarrilli and Bloch, psychophysical training procedures do reinforce actor’s 

body-mind connection, in order to achieve embodied consciousness on the stage. In the next 

section, I will explore what is considered psychophysical training method from a Western 

perspective and how it is possible to determine differences between training methodologies in 

relation to the demands of stage performance. 

2.2.1 PSYCHOPHYSICAL TRAINING METHODS  

According to Ian Watson (2014), training can generically embrace diverse meanings depending 

on cultural context and stage objectives. By focusing on general training as a process which 

involves both body and mind, John Matthews develops it as an extension of the ‘human condition’ 

in that it addresses ‘the conditions that societies have constructed for human living’ (Matthews, 

2014 p.8). What Matthews is arguing here is that the delivery of training is a compound of ideals, 

principles and exercises that are not related to life, but also a disciplinary context of it. Similarly, 

Mark Evans, in his discussion of the framework of Western movement actor training, argues that 
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‘all approaches to the training of the actor’s body are embedded in a set of cultural assumptions 

around theatre and performance, as well as in a particular socio-economic context’ (Evans, 2009 

p.2) - usefully, Evans examines the relationship between actor training in the UK in the context 

of the specific requirements of the Western theatre industry. To summarise so far, if embodiment 

is considered one of the main tasks of the actor, then psychophysical training, in the context of 

text – based theatre, supports the actor in his/her task of mastering skills to meet the demands of 

a specific production. 

This provisional conclusion is supported by Watson, who notes that the goal of 

psychophysical training is particularly useful in terms of preparing students for performance, 

because ‘it develops various skills such as corporal acuity, vocal flexibility and control, as well as 

the ability to project emotional intensity’ (Watson, 2011 p.1). Evans continues in the same vein:  

Experience is written on everyone’s body; the acting student learns to understand and 

master that process, then translate the relevant experiences of fictional others and write 

them on their own body. The general nature of professional movement training for actors 

is a trajectory from training towards performance: the first year of the training is about the 

body and the self -’getting the body to work (..) naturally and easily (Evans, 2009 pp.3-4). 

Therefore, this first phase of actor training is considered as a process of self-knowledge and 

awareness of corporeal possibilities and restrictions. During the second phase, the actor – student 

or experienced - assimilates a specific technique to enable them to use it as part of their embodied 

knowledge on the stage. Nevertheless, as our discussion above has suggested, there are diverse 

perspectives related to this final training objective which can be socially, culturally and 

individually constructed. Matthews’ Performance Studies perspective allows for such potential 

variation:  
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The ‘generic’ understanding of training, evident in Watson’s conception, has situated 

exercises at the center of accounts of actor training. (…) the exercises practiced in each 

discipline of training are largely specific to that training practice, it would seem to follow 

that what constitutes training has little to do with the specificity of each exercise, but 

more to do with something about exercising itself. Addressing itself to the formation of 

both group and individual capabilities through training, (…) [this] relates to the 

construction of social identities and the self-identification of individuals with ethical and 

aesthetically paradigms (Matthews, 2014 p.12).  

In other words, Matthew is pointing to an aspect of training that relates to the way that the 

individual performer folds the principles of this training experience into his/her own systematic 

practice, but that, at the same time, contributes to the creation of aesthetics and social identities 

in the framework of a collective practice.  

Thus, it is possible to now conclude that actors train because they need to master skills in 

order to achieve specific tasks in specific contexts. This is an idea that I shall explore in relation 

to practice, with particular reference to Stanislavski and Chekhov’s, in Chapter Three, with the 

aim of showing how, depending on aspects such as culture, society, and aesthetic paradigms, 

psychophysical training can also promote the identification of performers with a specific theatre 

form. In other words, training at some point can be part of the identity discovery process of an 

actor, especially during his/her formation phase. To put it simply, after several years of practicing 

a specific training method, the body and mind of an actor will absorb not just the principles and 

ideals of that technique, but also will embody a specific movement and gestural quality, which is 

the consequence of repetition and habits that constitute any training. Later, these specific 

qualities will be observable throughout their practice on the stage. 
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2.2.2 WESTERN PERSPECTIVE PSYCHOPHYSICAL TRAINING.  

From the twentieth century onwards, the concept of the psychophysical has been re-examined 

and re-understood through new acting and rehearsal methodologies in the West. That is, the 

relationship between body and mind, has been explored as a holistic phenomenon, in order to 

offer new ways to improve sensory awareness for actors – recognizing that performers’ 

preparation can vary depending on the requirements of each production. In the context of my 

practice, for example, the style of acting is circumscribed into a largely realistic and text-based 

production. Today, it is possible to say that actors in the West can access diverse techniques, the 

majority of them derived from the basic principle of connecting inner emotions with outer 

physicality, developing in that way their abilities to incarnate characters within specific demands 

by a director or a production team. Following on from his generic training description, Watson 

suggests that Western training, in comparison with some Asian and Eastern actor trainings, can 

be considered as an indirect way in which actors:  

learn a basic grammar of performance and apply that grammar to creating performances. 

(...) actors trained in this approach usually study movement, voice, psycho-emotional 

techniques, improvisation, how to create a character, and ways in which to analyse a text 

so that can transform literature into a corporal reality (Watson, 2011 p.2).  

Of similar importance is that Western psychophysical training methodologies have evolved based 

on the contribution of previous practitioners' teachings – notably, of course, Stanislavski, just as 

he, in turn, expands upon and applies Torstov’s principles to illustrate his own acting principles 

in An Actor Prepares (2003) There is a case for saying that acting methods are constantly influenced 

by previous theatre practitioners' teachings, marking the convergence of theatre tradition and 

training evolution. In this sense, it is possible to say that new methodologies arise variously from 
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deepening in specific principles of a previous technique, or at times through adapting previous 

exercises. This topic is crucial to the understanding of my practice, which is also influenced by 

the way in which the acting coach re-creates and develops a specific way to deliver his teaching 

principles based on the physical skills of the group. But, in the broader context of Western 

training methodologies, it is worth mentioning that with these I am focusing on text-based 

theatre training, which implies access to extended practice periods in the rehearsal room. For this 

reason, we also need to think logistically, factoring time into the capacity of a given group of actors 

to acquire any kind of methodology, especially when it concerns working with the physical skills 

of actors.   

The next question to consider is in what ways the developing psychophysical apparatus 

of actors might reflect the style of a character’s utterances.  Gordon, for example, argues that ‘the 

language of a play cannot be treated as language in a poem; its rhetorical structure is located 

within a dramaturgical and theatrical framework, and an individual speech makes complete sense 

only as an utterance within a larger context of enunciation’ (Gordon, 2009 p.172). What Gordon 

is suggesting here is the dramatic text functions pragmatically as a speech act, whose final aim is 

to be spoken by actors and heard by interlocutors. In addition to the literary conventions a 

dramatic text entails, which relies also on its perlocutionary features, which allows the promotion 

of emotions, tensions, and other relationships, to connect with an audience. In short, in the 

context of text-based theatre, I shall ask, what kind of methods have been suitable for textual 

exploration, and actor psychophysical preparation in the West, and in what ways are those 

methods associated with culture and various theatre forms.  

2.2.3 THEATRE FORMS AND GROUP IDENTITIES. 
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The encounter between different theatre forms, across space as well as time, is a key feature of 

cultural transmission, creating sets of performance aesthetics at these points of intersection. 

Many of these occur across cognate cultures, for instance the development of heavily codified 

musical theatre between Japan, China and Korean, or English comedy influencing the 

development of German speaking countries theatre, or more specific, how ‘Molière established a 

new kind of comical theatre by fusing the French farcical tradition with elements from commedia 

dell’arte in his performances’ (Fischer-Lichte, 2009). In terms of more recent examples of broader 

frames of convergence in Western theatre forms of the twentieth century occur in the work of 

Constantin Stanislavski, Michael Chekhov, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Jerzy Grotowski, Eugenio 

Barba, and Phillip Zarrilli, among others, whose productions have been influenced by various 

forms of Oriental and Eastern theatre aesthetics. Even more importantly, cultural exchange is 

reflected through their training methodologies, which, as mentioned above, while they can be 

considered as processes designed to meet specific stage demands, in the case of these theatre 

practitioners, their design and methods also reflect the culturally interwoven events and practices 

from which they derive. Although the whole issue of the relationship between psychophysical 

training methods and culturally interwoven practices, about ‘whether and how specific training 

experiences have helped actors to negotiate this process of intercultural creation and 

embodiment’ (Kim and Yoo, 2016 p.420), remains a perfectly valid line of enquiry, it is clear that 

training promotes ensemble collaboration in the rehearsal room. Collective training practices can 

promote a blended identity in the contexts of rehearsals within a specific group, a blended 

identity that is configured within the utopian space that performance creates in front of an 

audience. In other words, an ensemble might also develop into a group identity through 

interweaving training vocabularies and grammars in the rehearsal room. This group identity 

might arise by exchanging knowledges and practices across the diversity of cultural background 
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of the practitioners (Fischer-Lichte, 2009 pp.420-421). This identity might then promote and 

sustain further cultural interweaving on the stage.   

Along the same lines, Kim and Yoo argue that the notion of group identity ‘opens up our 

understanding of intercultural theatre practice beyond generalized concepts of national or ethnic 

culture and invites us to consider culture in the context of an individual’s life where both identity 

and practice are multi-faceted, complex and located “between”’ (see Fischer Lichte, 2009 pp.420-

421). If the location in ‘between’ cultures also applies to individual and collective training 

practices, then now we can also frame encounters between elements of diverse training 

methodologies. Indeed, the model of cultural interweaving itself reflects the main trends of 

psychophysical training for actors, with its borrowing of key elements from both Western and 

Eastern theatre forms. 

Up to this point, I have argued that actors' psychophysical training relates to culture and 

the encounter that the rehearsal room promotes. In other words, since the task of both theatre 

and translation is concerned to promote the theatrical experience through cultural connections, 

then actor preparation is also part of that collective interaction. What is more, in order to explore 

if actor training can be part of a culturally interwoven practice, we must ask first if the elements 

or principles of diverse training are culturally shaped. That said two pivotal elements that create 

encounter through the culturally diverse theatre practices of West and East are presence and 

energy.  

Finally, the reason for what seems to be a clear division between West and East is due to 

the sharp divergences in the ways in which both the perspectives of both traditions differ in terms 

of training delivery. Nevertheless, these divergences are in many ways complementary, so that, by 

way of example, in the words of Gordon ‘the ethics of body-mind training in Eastern theatre 
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traditions, provides holistic models for contemporary practitioners in the West’ (Gordon, 2009 

p.355). The following discussion sets out ways in which presence and energy are embedded within 

these two diverse but not unconnected training methodologies.  

2.2.4 PRESENCE. 

According to Joseph Chaikin, presence ‘is a quality given to some and absent from others. All the 

history of the theater refers to actors who possess this “presence.” (…) It’s a quality that makes 

you feel as though you’re standing right next to the actor, no matter where you’re sitting in the 

theater’ (Chaikin, 1991 p.20). And this is crucial to my discussion because, as my practice will 

explore later, the core aim of actor training is to help to develop skills, and to promote a better 

performance on the stage. However, this non-tangible nor measurable phenomenon called 

presence seen in these terms seems to suggest an innate talent or quality. Martin introduces a 

more quantifiable element when he notes that presence derives from ‘the correct control of our 

energy’ (Martin, 2004 p.6). Chaikin’s assumption about presence as a human gift is appealing but 

problematic, whereas Martin’s perspective offers a consensus between talent and the possibility 

of actors mastering abilities and developing skills. It is a perspective that facilitates my suggestion 

that actors can be trained through different ways in order to improve their mastering of energy, 

through which, their stage presence on the stage can be heightened. However, the way in which 

actor presence is actually addressed is one of the divergences between Western and Eastern actor 

training.  

As we have noted, one of the key features of the Western actor’s formation derives from 

the perceived division between intellect and physicality, a Cartesian division of opposites that 

pervades much European modernity. This Cartesian duality of mind and body, between presence 

and absence, reflecting the division of skills as a training principle, is also observable in the 
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division between vocal and movement that tends to characterise drama school provision, the 

danger of which is that the osmosis necessary to promote the actor’s presence on the stage is left 

unachieved. Dietchman argues succinctly that ‘body training is either kept separate or ignored 

altogether … I wonder what it is in our culture that perpetuates that split’ (Zarrilli, 2009 p.17). 

The general view is Western thought and training displays a gap between intellect and physicality 

that for Johnson tends to inhibit ‘logical connection, reasoning, and conceptualization [...] aligned 

with mental or rational operations, while perception, imagination, and feeling are aligned with 

bodily operations’ (Zarrilli, 2009 p.17). Following on from Dietchman and Johnson’s findings, my 

working practice assumes that if the quality of actor presence can be developed through holistic 

methods, then the Cartesian-laden approach of the West needs  to incorporate principles from 

foreign psychophysical practices, such as martial arts or meditation techniques, which address 

actors’ body-mind in a holistic way, practices that in turn also import a plethora of meaning 

relating to their own cultures and traditions. An example of this is the concept of energy, which, 

in the context of psychophysical practice in Chinese martial arts is referred to as ‘Chi‘, in Japanese 

as ‘Ki‘, and in kundalini yoga as ‘prana.’ In all these practices, energy carries a connotation of ‘life 

energy,’ which, at the same time, is rooted in strong philosophical beliefs and worldviews from 

each culture. There is no room in a thesis of this nature to go into this in more detail, but what we 

can draw from this is both the diversity in terms of vocabularies to approach the same 

phenomenon, as well as, in broader terms, the benefits of culturally interweaving our training 

methods. 

2.2.5 ENERGY 

Similar to presence, the principle of energy embraces several meanings for an Eastern actor. Tara 

McAllister has written tellingly about her practice with drama students from Korea, describing 
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how students bring an approach to ‘ki,’ that is based in Korean traditional medicine and 

associated with different stages in life – beginning in the womb ‘wong ki’, which becomes the life 

force inherited from parents, before developing into ‘jong-ki’ , the energy of the autonomous being, 

intimately associated with the act of independent breathing, and finally ‘jin-ki’, ‘the energy 

acquired through nourishment [...] accessed through deep mindful concentration of the breath’ 

(Zarrilli, 2019 p.130). These three principles of energy are interrelated through the body-mind of 

each person, so that for McAllister ‘s students, conceptualizing presence was incompatible with 

a Western approach predicated upon the presence/ absence dualism. Accordingly, as McAllister 

concludes, ‘binaries are difficult to integrate with understandings that involve these three “ki” 

stages’ (McAllister in Zarrilli, 2019 p.130). 

Consequently, McAllister argues that presence is a quality that we all have as human 

beings, but that can be lost at some point. However, it is also possible to re-acquire it through 

psychophysical training. McAllister writes persuasively that ‘training might offer other ways of 

conceptualizing and training energy and/or presence [...] And the benefit of the preparation of 

actors in two different traditions simultaneously, means that actors can call upon different 

training techniques depending on the performance task. And therefore, think and talk about energy 

and presence using different concepts and vocabularies’ (Zarrilli, 2019 p.140). The clear implication 

of her conclusions is that psychophysical training impacts differently on the Western theatre 

actor than on the Eastern actor. Zarrilli picks up on this precise issue, with an example drawn 

from Kathakali actor training, when he notes that ‘When I asked seasoned Kathakali actors […] 

What makes for the best acting? They usually respond with one or two similar expressions – “the 

actor becomes one with the character” […] or “the actor becomes absorbed in the character”’ (66). 

He develops this: 
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Kathakali is a rigorous and arduous process of transmission of embodied performance 

knowledge achieved through constant, daily repetition of basic exercises, which provide 

the psychophysiological foundation for developing both superb technique and individual 

artistic creativity when ‘becoming a character [...] Only when the fundamental techniques 

have been so well embedded into the neophyte’s body mind that such techniques are part 

of his performative body-consciousness, ready-at-hand to be used in the performative 

moment, can the maturing student eventually create characters, and be ready to give his 

individual artistic signature to a role’ (Zarrilli, 2000 p.66). 

This description of the Kathakali actor’s path is hardly viable within the context of the business 

model of Western theatre. That is not to say, however, that there is no scope for interweaving 

some of its principles and methods with those in currency in the West. Key principles of Eastern 

psychophysical training methods have demonstrated their effectiveness in unblocking actors, 

who have been trained in the West, through breathing and physical exercises that allow them to 

control their energy. In short, the pivotal gap between Western and Eastern theatre practices 

might be identified as centering upon the value that psychophysical training is deemed to have in 

the actor's work. Whereas for Kathakali, psychophysical training is considered as both process 

and life-based phenomenon, Western theatre models are more pragmatic, concerned to meet 

staging demands. Nevertheless, as both methods are applied within these two broad traditions, 

albeit with different understandings, we inevitably return to the idea that the point of connection 

between cultures and psychophysical training lies in their different apprehensions, where the 

same phenomenon can be named and approached through a different vocabulary.  
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2.2.6 INTERWEAVING TRAINING GRAMMARS 

As noted above, it is in the process of ’actor preparation’, or training, where the connectivity 

between specific elements, or rather principles, entail a culturally interwoven practice in the 

body-mind of the actor. Ideally, these principles can help later to promote what we have described 

as acting behaviour on the stage. For Zarrilli, once the actor is part of this sort of interwoven 

practice ‘gradually over time there is an alteration or refinement in the body-mind relationship 

which will be different from the normative everyday body-mind relationship that existed prior to 

training’ (Zarrilli, 2020 p.5). Moreover, Matthews argues that in the transference of training 

principles, or as he terms them, ‘ideals’, there exist diverse grammars through which those 

principles are transmitted from trainer to student’ (Matthews, 2014 p.8). Therefore, if each 

psychophysical training practice may promote body-mind connectivity for actors, through its 

own methods and principles, it implies also that each practice offers specific vocabularies to 

express its ‘ideals’. However, in the effort of acquiring different principles to achieve the same 

goal, (which is to reach embodied consciousness on the stage), actors need to create their own 

way to blend these sometimes-dissonant acting principles, and grammars. And here is where the 

discussion returns to the idea that actor can be part of the cultural encounter in an individual and 

in a collective way. By extension, ‘cultural encounter’ in the framework of actor training is also 

part of the negotiation between theatre forms that co-exist in the body-mind of an actor, 

negotiations that in the final analysis generate and derive from ‘intercultural performance 

grammars’ (Zarrilli, 2019 p.9). 

Up to this point, what is assumed with the juxtaposition of theatre forms is that 

psychophysical training methods will also carry cultural memory and embodied knowledge. 

Therefore, the way in which actors recompose diverse methods, and therefore cultures in their 
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bodies, can be framed as ‘intercultural performance grammars’. In other words, it is in the body of 

the actor where the different elements of a particular training resides. Thus, if diverse training 

encompasses cultural features, delivered by different vocabularies, then, it is through actors’ 

physicality where the grammar of those vocabularies is exposed. And yet, in order to connect 

translation for the stage with psychophysical training method and actor performance, we must 

ask to what extent a psychophysical training method can affect the staging process of a translated 

text. Although, a number of academics have written about how the practice of translation for the 

stage might work in the rehearsal room, this remains a field that needs more exploration from the 

perspective of practitioners. Therefore, I suggest examining some principles of specific 

psychophysical training methods in order to begin to ascertain which might be more appropriate 

to work with in the rehearsal room, on the basis of incorporating imagination into the physicality 

of actors, as well as offering a holistic approach to the application of imagination to character 

embodiment and text analysis. Accordingly, the following section will introduce the principles of 

the methodologies I explored in the context of the practice of Diciembre.  

 2.3 THE METHODOLOGIES OF STANISLAVSKI AND CHEKHOV 

As is well known, the system of Constantin Stanislavski is considered the seminal acting 

technique in the West during the twentieth century. His work is inextricably associated with the 

systematization of Western actors’ training, and is still used so far in the training of actors, as well 

as in rehearsals of realistic or naturalistic productions.  In other words, Stanislavski’s system is 

still considered the basis of Western actor training, at least, when it comes to transforming a 

dramatic text into the embodiment task of actors.  

Although discussing all of the principles upon which his technique is based is impossible 

in this thesis, we will seek to determine which aspects of his later work in Active Analysis, to 
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which we have already referred, would contribute to the development of ‘organicity’ in the work 

of the actor with a translated text – by which I mean an embodied response to both understanding 

and enactment. Therefore, to understand the extent to which these training principles influence 

actors’ embodiment, I need to return to the actor’s dimensions of being, inner and outer, as a 

general framework. With inner aspects, the focus is on emotion, and imagery, two elements that 

actors need to master in order to experience a character, while with outer aspects, the focus is on 

expressiveness, physicality, and embodiment. In other words, inner aspects involve those 

emotional images and stimuli that help actors to approach character creatively, while outer 

aspects communicate meaning and sense to an audience. The unification of these elements within 

the actor’s performance becomes the principal objective of the process.  

Having recognized Stanislavski’s system as the foundation of modern Western acting 

methods, we can now consider Michael Chekhov’s method as key to the systematization of 

Western actor training. Checkhov’s indebtedness to Stanislavski is clear – having participated in 

Moscow Art Theatre (MAT) productions and training delivered by Stanislavsky from 1912 to 1925 

(Gordon, 2009 pp.11-16), although there are key differences between the approaches of both 

practitioners. The most frequently cited one concerns emotional or affective memory 

(Chamberlain, 2019 pp.56-7), and the way in which the psychological dimension is addressed in 

both methodologies. Whereas in Stanislavski the subconscious and the personal memories of 

actors were harnessed in his first phase of exploration, for Chekhov, the way in which the actor 

can develop emotional content for a character is by mastering imagination, concentration, and 

visualization. As Chamberlain puts it: 

The question which arises from this is: ‘How can I imagine being in this person’s shoes if 

I’ve never been in this position myself? A Stanislavskian response might be to ask us to 



99 

 

remember a moment where we had those kinds of feelings to transfer those feelings to this 

person’s situation. Chekhov, however, doesn’t see that hunting for the memory of a specific 

moment is useful (Chamberlain, 2019 p.57). 

Thus, between Stanislavski’s system and a Chekhovian perspective on acting, there is a key 

difference in that, in the latter, the training to embody character is divided into concentration, 

imagination, and creative movement.  It is true that this general difference applies most neatly to 

the early phases of Stanislavski’s work, summarized as follows in Jean Benedetti’s translation:  

My system is divided into two basic parts: 1. The internal and external work of an actor on 

himself; 2. The internal and external work on a role. The inner work of an actor consists in 

perfecting a psychological technique which will enable him to put himself, when the need 

arises, in the creative state, which invites the coming of inspiration. The external work of 

an actor on himself consists in preparing his bodily apparatus to express the role 

physically and to translate his inner life into stage terms (Benedetti, 1989 p.52).  

On the other hand, when we come to consider the principle of Physical Action that lies at the core 

of the second phase of Stanislavski’s system, there is a clearer convergence with Chekhov’s 

methods. That said, Chekhov responds in his work to a number of external stimuli which lead 

him to re-think the dominant acting paradigm of his time. According to Andrei Kirillov, in 1921 

Chekhov met Andrey Bely who introduced him into Rudolph Steiner’s anthroposophy, which 

later influenced the development of Chekhov’s ‘own views on theatre’ (Autant-Mathieu et al., 2015 

p.40), especially in terms of the way in which the actor might apprehend the invisible dimensions 

of the drama - in particular, through an understanding of eurythmy (Gordon 16) - eurythmy, or 

the ‘science of visible speech’, attempted to transform sound and colour into movement (Chekhov 

1991). Thus, his new vision encompassed a new way of acting, ‘more akin to the ecstatic religiosity 
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of the ancient Greeks than the petty commercialism and politics in the theatre of contemporary 

Russia’ (Gordon, 2009 p.16). This new perspective led to experimentation both within the MAT 

and abroad. For Kirillov, ‘by the time of his emigration […] he had formed his original System not 

only theoretically, but in his teaching practice’ (Autant-Mathieu et al., 2015 p.42).  

By focusing on his new system in more detail, it is possible to see how Chekhov created a 

new vocabulary to work with both the imagination and the physicality of the actor, with the aim 

of facilitating his/her work with visceral images instead of blocking them with secondary mental 

processes. His seminal book To the Actor, originally published in 1953, exemplifies clearly the way 

in which perception and phenomenology work in a way that is cognate with the experiencing 

ideal of Stanislavski’s system.  In that regard, for example, by way of brief illustration of how 

different vocabularies and grammars can mean the same but work in different ways depending on 

the specific contours of each psychophysical training methodology, we can refer to Stanislavski’s 

principle of ‘relaxation’, with its key goal of dissipating actor tension, and Chekhov’s ‘feeling of 

ease’ that ‘involves performing any action with a sense of lightness and ease, no matter how 

“heavy” the theme’ (Chamberlain, 2019 p.16). Finally, an example of how these principles can also 

be interwoven is observable in my practice, when some of the principles of Stanislavski’s later 

work assumed a particular relevance within Chekhov’s methods as the result of the way the acting 

coach fused training principles during one rehearsal (see section 3.3, Chapter Three). It is for this 

reason that Active Analysis also needs to be briefly explored in order to gauge how, in part at least, 

it might still be co-opted into the actor’s use of physicality and imagination to work with text.  

2.3.1 ACTIVE ANALYSIS  

Maria Knebel, who worked directly with Stanislavsky, continued the task of developing the latter 

phases of his work – that is, Active Analysis. This is an important detail because her contribution 
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made possible access to the written version this methodology from a practitioner perspective. 

According to Whyman, this rehearsal method could also be called ‘rehearsal by études’ and ‘analysis 

by action;’ because the procedure is the same (Whyman, 2013 p.83), and can be illustrated as 

follows: 1. General reading of the scene. 2. Discussion of the scene. 3. Improvisation of the scene 

without text. 4. Discussion about the improvisation done and returning to the text. 5. Comparison 

between the improvisation and anything related to incidents and information in the text (Merlin 

197). From a general perspective, therefore, Active Analysis can be considered as a framework in 

which directors and actors can progressively craft the inner content and outer actions of the play, 

and therefore the staging of text and subtext in a holistic way. This rehearsal procedure involves 

elements from Physical Action method, such as silent études (that is, silent improvisations within 

a concatenation of physical actions), although the main difference between both Stanislavski and 

Chekhov resides in their respective emphases on hermeneutic and dialectical functions. On the 

one hand, the Method of Physical Action works with the connection of body-mind through a 

sequence of actions filled by emotional content from the character’s perspective. Therefore, the 

connection with the subtext of the play is explored through questions narrowed to the 

perspective of the fictional character, so that a gap remains between the meaning of speeches and 

the actor’s inner activity.  On the other hand, Active Analysis establishes an encounter between 

the actor's improvisation and the content of the text, with that process of improvisation carried 

out from the actor’s perspective. In other words, if the silent études of the Physical Action method 

promote analysis from the perspective of character, they now derive from the actor’s perspective. 

In the words of Merlin, ‘the reason why Active Analysis is different from the Method of Physical 

Actions is that it didn’t put all its eggs in one Action basket: as well as their bodies, the actors 

could follow their emotions or their fantasies’ (Merlin, 2007 p.198).  
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Therefore, the subtext and the corresponding inner dimension of the character are 

acquired in a holistic way, through an initial recognition of the actor as a sensorial and receptive 

body in space. Moreover, those two interconnected tasks (improvisation and text analysis) 

facilitate the emergence of what Stanislavski refers to as the anatomy of the play, promoting the 

actor’s cognitive and physical engagement with the entire unit of performance – whether play or 

scene. The goal now is to embrace mental, physical, emotional and experiential phenomena 

holistically, from the outset of the rehearsal process. According to Merlin (2007) and James 

Thomas (2016), Stanislavski realized the problem of excessive text roundtable work with actors, 

which creates a thought process disengaged from their bodies and emotions. In summary, in the 

words of Whyman, ‘the purpose is to engage the actor actively in getting to know the text in a 

way that will lead to experiencing as opposed to ‘round-table' analysis. […] The actor identifies 

facts and events then 'evaluates’ them through improvisation and discussion on the improvisation, 

focusing on interactions with the other characters’ (Whyman, 2013 p.83)   

2.3.2 KEY PRINCIPLES OF CHEKHOV’S TECHNIQUE 

According to Yana Meerzon, during his exile Chekhov developed the idea of an international way 

of acting, which consisted in the utopia of ‘an international language of theatrical communication 

accessible for audiences of any cultural or linguistic background’ (Meerzon, 2005 pp.35-6). His 

idea of a new theatre was based on a type of visual and communicative dimension of the co-bodily 

encounter, similar in vision to Fischer-Lichte’s cultural interweaving, as discussed in Chapter 

One. However, the last phase of his methodology, which is related to work with text, requires 

months of training, especially from a directorial perspective. It is centrally concerned to prepare 

the actor sensorially for his/her performance on the stage – sensorially in the way that 

concentration, imagination, visualization, and physicality are crucial components of Chekhov’s 
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training. Within that context, atmosphere is the first phase for exploring the relationship 

between the body of the actor, and its inner and outer stimuli. 

2.3.3 ATMOSPHERE 

Chamberlain argues that theatre practitioners in the West have discussed the importance of 

atmosphere on the stage since the early twentieth century (Chamberlain, 2019 p.53). Chekhov’s 

examination of sensorial work within atmosphere brought a deeper and more systematic 

approach to actor training on the basis of Chekhov’s dictum that the actor should first be aware 

of the environment that surrounds them, being responsive in particular to how that environment 

impacts on feelings. In other words, by being aware of the sounds, temperature, density of the air, 

and any element that composes the atmosphere in which one is involved, it is possible to connect 

it with a specific emotion. Those external stimuli that affect atmosphere can also affect 

behaviours, so Chekhov asks the actor to be aware of how the behaviours, actions, and emotions 

of the performer alter the atmosphere of the room. In that way, atmosphere is ‘something which 

is continually in motion and developing and which moves and inspires the actor who is open and 

responsive to it’ (Chamberlain, 2019 p.53). In the words of Chekhov, ‘the life through which we 

move is rich with this interplay of atmospheres. The actor must apprehend all those atmospheres 

with which he [she] has come in contact’ (Chekhov, 1991 p.27), and by analogy should be able to 

be modified by the diverse atmospheres through which their characters move. 

By the same token, Meerzon suggests that the concept of Chekhovian atmosphere is a 

multidimensional device, involving the whole action of the scene, with its conflicts, tensions, and 

audience. But overall, ‘it is built up by the spatial-temporal relationships between the actors’ 

bodies and their on-stage characters’ (Meerzon, 2005 p.38). In other words, atmosphere emanates 
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from the agency of the human practitioners. Gordon argues that atmosphere in the rehearsal room 

might be summarized as follows:  

Atmospheres are sensory mediums, like fog, water, darkness, or confusion, that permeate 

environments and radiate from people. (...) the play or the director suggest the 

Atmosphere of the scene and the performers work together to maintain it; they are in turn 

influenced by it (Gordon, 2009 p.20). 

Chekhov sets out the crucial role of atmosphere within his system in his To the Actor in the 

following way: 1. The atmosphere inspires the actor, 2. It unites the audience with the actor as 

well as the actors with one another, 3. It deepens the perception of the spectator, 4. Two 

contrasting atmospheres cannot coexist. But individual feelings of the characters, even though 

they may contrast with the atmosphere, can exist simultaneously with it (Chekhov, 1953 p.62).   

2.3.4 IMAGINARY BODY AND IMAGINARY CENTRE 

In this stage of Chekhov’s training process, the actor uses his/her imagination to visualize a 

fictional body of the character outside of him/herself. This exercise is in all probability connected 

with an incident when Chekhov during a live show experienced the sense of being controlled by 

his character (Chekhov, 1991 p.23). He termed this phenomenon a ‘divided consciousness’, By 

focusing on this principle in more detail, it is possible to associate it with other principles which 

are part of the holistic system at the heart of Chekhov’s methods. In other words, the use of 

visualization and sensorial awareness is a first step for other phases such as Higher Ego, 

Archetypical Gestures, Psychological Gesture, or even Characterization. Because, as noted above, 

this ‘divided consciousness’, according to Meerzon, relates to ‘the two personalities that artists 

inhabit, the first one associated to his/her everyday life, the second one, to his/her higher I ’ 

(Meerzon, 2005 p.19), which underpins the embodied behaviour on the stage. On the one hand, 



105 

 

this approach may well prompt a discussion between director and practitioners, due to the way 

in which it seems to suggest the Cartesian division between body and mind, although, on the 

other, if that ‘divided consciousness’ is associated with a state of psychophysical awareness, it is 

arguably closer to the notion of embodied consciousness set out in section 2.2 of this chapter. 

Moreover, the process of working with this dual awareness in the rehearsal room can be helpful 

for actors in terms of approaching a character in a non-rational way. Gordon argues, indeed, that 

‘through constant practice, the performer can appear to change the length and shape of his [her] 

body and physically transform himself [herself] into the character’ (Gordon, 2009 p.38). 

After this process of visualisation of the body of the character, the actor can locate the 

motor force behind character motivations, desires, and movements, focusing the arising energy in 

a specific zone of his/her body. In other words, the purpose of the ‘Imaginary Centre’ is to find a 

physical stimulus through which the character can lead gestures, and physical actions. This is the 

point of departure for approaching the character physically. In short, these two principles are 

examples of how the inner and outer dimensions of actors’ embodiment are combined to work 

holistically in the Chekhov system. 

2.3.5 RHYTHM 

For Chekhov, rhythm is associated with the ‘whole’ composition of the play. Returning to the idea 

of creating a universal theatre language, Chekhov suggests that gestures, and sounds, are natural 

ways to create communication between performer and audience. I will frame two main points 

regarding the principle of rhythm in Chekhov’s system. The first one is related to the influences 

of Russian Modernism in Chekhov’s perspective of rhythm, the second suggests that rhythm 

promotes connectivity between the text, the actor, and the audience.  
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 Firstly, according to Meerzon and Kirillov, Chekhov was influenced by Russian 

modernists of the early twentieth century, whose ‘purpose was no longer to produce the feeling 

of beauty, but rather to develop the observer’s capacity to see for him/herself the prototypical 

meaning of these images in the very phenomena of life’ (Meerzon, 2005 pp.165-6). In particular, 

the influence of Bely’s Rhythmical Gesture Theory, which focused on the relationship between 

text and actor, was important in terms of the way in which ‘the word [shall be considered] as a 

rhythmical incarnation of reality in verbal images’ (Meerzon, 2005 p.168). Therefore, the 

relationship between actor and text in Bely’s theory is supported by actor transformation, by 

which, following their impulses, they bring to life an organically and rhythmical version of the 

play. Chekhov develops this ideal by arguing that “it is impossible not to perceive rhythm. The 

thought might not reach the audience, but rhythmical action definitely will (...) An alteration of 

the rhythm can fundamentally change the content of the material’ (Chekhov, et al. 2013 p.54). In 

other words, by mastering rhythm, the actor can generate and communicate emotional content, 

transforming through this technique, for example, a humorous scene into a dramatic one.  

Secondly, as noted, rhythm promotes connectivity between text, performer, and audience. 

In that regard, it is an organizational principle in Chekhov’s system, carrying the same importance 

as the theory of sound as image - for Chekhov, the word is linked with gesture and sound alike. In 

his terms, ‘a word should be approached not from the semantic side, but from the side of sound, 

music, and plasticity’ (Meerzon, 2005 p.168).  So non-semantic elements are crucial in terms of 

adding meaning to any pause, image, or symbol the text might offer. A clear example of how 

rhythm concatenates stage, performer and audience is, through silence for instance. The way in 

which that silence is produced in terms of place and duration is often, of course, proposed by the 

author of the text through stage directions, but Chekhov offers the possibility of further crafting 
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any word, vowel, or silence, by linking them through sound and gestures. In that way, rhythm in 

Chekhov’s theatre is crucial to enactment, so that Kirillov argues; ‘if space and time are the 

organizing principles in Chekhov’s theatre, rhythm constitutes the pivot of the architectonics in 

the spatial-temporal organization of role and performance’ (Chekhov, et al. 2013 p.5).  

2.4 CONCLUSION  

In this second chapter, I have examined key principles from Chekhov’s technique which are most 

relevant to my practice. Due to word count, the complexity of other principles of Chekov’s 

technique, such as Archetypical Gesture, Tempo, Legatto/Stacatto, Higher Ego, have barely been 

mentioned here.  

On the other hand, this chapter has been concerned to examine those central aspects that 

constitute the work of actors, such as imagination, embodiment, and training. Thus, it has argued 

that the connectivity between imagination and physicality may be considered in terms of 

psychophysical effort. Following on from this, phenomenology presents a perspective that 

embraces both the cognitive task that imagination entails, as well as the sensorial task that 

embodiment requires. Even though it may not be possible to argue that actor training directly 

conditions the way in which spectators re-enact a live performance, actors’ psychophysical efforts 

are central to qualities of communication and can be improved by following a systematic and 

progressive training method. Moreover, it is certainly true that actor training encompasses diverse 

cultural features and methods for its delivery. For that reason, Western and Eastern practices are 

presented to explore the way in which the same concepts, such as presence and energy, are 

addressed differently depending on cultural contexts. In other words, diverse theatre forms derive 

from and generate different trainings principles, grammars and vocabularies.  
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Returning to the lines of exploration associated with translation for the stage, identified 

in Chapter One as textual, cultural, and representational, I argue that actor training encompasses 

cultural features and vocabularies, which, as the practice-based component of this thesis will 

explore, is crucial for the embodiment process of actors when it comes to working with a foreign 

text. Moreover, a possible way to promote cultural interweaving in performance is through the 

intersection of training principles in the rehearsal room. Within this context, psychophysical 

training is considered a main support for performers to reach what the discussion terms organicity 

on stage, leading to a discussion as to the most effective rehearsal strategies from a directorial 

perspective to promote organicity for actors to embody text. The specific question in the context 

of this thesis that arise from this is the extent to which psychophysical training exercises sustain, 

extend or impede the practice of translation for the stage? Do these methodologies contribute to 

the intercultural ideal that translation for the stage seeks?  

The practical implications of these questions are discernible in productions by seminal 

director Peter Brook, such as Orghast, The Conference of the Birds and The Mahabharata, (1987) all of 

which are developed around the dynamics of cultural encounter from rehearsal process to 

performance, so that the psychophysical methods explored by Brook and his ensembles inform 

these interwoven theatre pieces in an entirely holistic way. In the particular case of The Conference 

of the Birds, for example, rehearsal room decisions made by Brook and his ensemble were half 

concerned with cultural encounter in the room itself, and half related to the envisioning of the 

eventual stage performance before a live audience, a decision that arose from his choice to work 

with actors from different nationalities, with no common language - embodying Brook’s professed 

aims for the International Centre of Theatre Research (Brook, 1987 pp.129-134). For reasons such 

as these, the impact of Brook’s productions on the context of intercultural theatre is 
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unquestionable, as, for example, Patrice Pavis argues persuasively. In his seminal work Intercultural 

Theatre Today (2010) Pavis gives an account of interculturalism in theatre since the 1970s onwards, 

describing the work of Brook as making a crucial contribution from the 1960s onwards. Pavis also 

argues notably that the non-fixable mobility of the term interculturalism relates to the contingent 

and shifting relationships between theatre practitioners and local or international audiences. This 

idea of the influence of the shifting context, of the contingent, is central to the translational 

situation of the practice-based component here. However, in this regard, the working premise 

that Brook developed during the 1980s, in which he asserts that ‘we are searching for what gives 

culture its life - not studying the culture itself but what is behind it. For this, the actor must try 

to step back from his own culture and, above all, from its stereotypes’ (Brook, 1987 p.106), differs 

from my practice with Diciembre in that it is precisely the cultural background of practitioners 

that, in my process, contributes to shaping the final version of the text on stage. 

In this sense, I suggest that the practical milestones in the rehearsal room, such as the 

redrafting processes of the text, as well as the actor’s psychophysical training, encompass 

aesthetic and phenomenological aspects that are ultimately reflected in the mise-en-scène. It is 

for that reason that this thesis considers actors’ psychophysical training as part of the cultural 

negotiation system that translation for the stage entails. Accordingly, the idea of actor training in 

the context of an environment of cultural encounter is central to the cultural interweaving of the 

translated play in performance. Thus, the key points to explore in this practical component are 

cultural encounter through the extension of source material into another language and another 

staging for a new audience. Furthermore, central to this component is the question of how the 

translated text can be an added element within an exploration of both training methodologies and 

of how actor imagination engages with texts originally written in another language.  
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 CHAPTER THREE 

                                                    THE PRACTICE OF DICIEMBRE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As Chapters One and Two have been concerned to argue, translation for the stage is an act of 

representation in which the translator’s task encompasses decisions influenced by a range of 

cultural and textual negotiations. In addition to this, translating for actors involves aspects 

circumscribed into the fields of imagination and embodiment. In other words, the body of the 

performer is considered as the crucial element in terms of the representation of the translated text 

on the stage. As Donnellan suggests (see section 2.1 of Chapter Two), the importance of the 

dramatic situation lies in what we perceive on the stage, not any prior information or previous 

experiences that the actor brings to the process of character creation. In that sense, theatre 

practitioners’ work on imagination is determined by the action and the situation depicted in the 

text itself. 

This idea leads to the conclusion that actors’ embodiment must also be considered as a key 

agent of translation for the stage, firstly, because it is the principal vehicle for the representational 

dimension of the text on the stage, and, secondly, because it embeds different cultural elements 

into actors’ bodies. Similarly, actor training responds also to the politics and ideologies arising 

from social constructions of a particular culture. What is more, it is in the relationship between 

training and ‘socially constructed determinants’ (see Matthews in section 2.2.1 of Chapter Two) 

that the connection between cultural references and embodiment may reside. Thus, the way in 

which actor training is designed and applied in the rehearsal room may also bring into play the 

cultural encounter in which translation for the stage is circumscribed (see Ian Watson in section 

2.2.1 of Chapter Two). In broad terms, this is why it is the deep correspondence between cultural 
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contexts and translation for the stage that has moved us towards considering actor training as an 

integral part of the whole process from source text to target performance.  

This is a very telescoped account of the discussion of the first two chapters of this thesis. 

Now it is time to redirect this discussion towards practice, towards what I was trying to achieve 

by working with the translation of Diciembre, as well as towards my experience as a translator-

director in the rehearsal room. In that regard, on the one hand, the process aimed at producing a 

text, and through that a staging that might encompass elements from both cultures, the Chilean 

and the Northern Irish. The textual translation would, accordingly, explore issues mentioned in 

the first chapter, such as cultural hybridisation, domestication and foreignization. On the other 

hand, as director as well as initial translator, my aim has been to support and develop the actor's 

physicality in terms of its connection with the enunciation and representation of the text. Thus, 

within the process of collaborative text redrafting, some questions arose regarding which acting 

training methodology to apply, or rather which training exercises might be most relevant in the 

practical process of finalising a translation for the stage? The aim of these questions is to identify 

which aspects facilitate this process and which constrain or misdirect my work as translator-

director.  

To reflect these concerns, I have divided discussion of my practice into three main sections. 

The first one relates to pre-rehearsal work, dealing with directorial planning, the second section 

relates to translation phases of the source text, and the third - and hopefully most innovative - 

section analyses the relevance of psychophysical training to the staging process of Diciembre. 

3. 1 DESCRIPTION OF THE PRACTICE 

As noted in the Introduction to this thesis, the following sections examine the case study of 

Diciembre. The play tells the story of three siblings, Paula, Trinidad, and Jorge, sharing Christmas 

Eve. The context is a war between Chile and its neighbouring countries, and an internal war 
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between indigenous nations and the state of Chile itself. The main conflict between the characters 

is generated by the divergent opinion of the sisters regarding the war. On one hand, Trinidad 

wants to hide Jorge from the Chilean army, while on the other hand, Paula’s nationalism leads her 

to urge him to return to the barracks. 

The first aim of the process set out here is to test in which ways it is possible to involve 

actors in the redrafting process of the translation, and, secondly, to incorporate psychophysical 

training into actors’ embodiment processes to ascertain how its training principles might 

contribute to the staging phase of Diciembre. Consequently, in order to achieve these aims, I needed 

to work with actors who were interested in a non-conventional staging process. In other words, 

what I was looking for was to find actors who would respond to a collaborative process and who 

were interested in acquiring specific acting skills to apply later to their characters. Following on 

from this, the first phase begins with my initial directorial preparation and a first draft translation 

of the text - described here as pre-rehearsal work. Additionally, my preliminary textual analysis 

of the particularities of the text of Diciembre inevitably made me think of Chekhov’s principles of 

composition (I had discovered Chekhov as part of my initial reading around training 

methodologies in general), an association which led me, in the first instance, towards avoiding 

excessive textual analysis with the actors (in the sense of too much table work before getting on 

to the floor) during the second phase of my practice. Whatever was achieved in this pre-rehearsal 

phase of my practice was necessarily provisional in that the draft was tested later in the rehearsal 

room and, as well as being worked into a kind of schedule, was critiqued by the actors who 

pointed to the expressive limitations of a translation written by a non-native speaker of English.  

The main task of working with the actors is divided into the redrafting process of the text 

and the training delivered by the acting coach (see Introduction to this thesis). In the first phase 

of working with the text, some of the strategies – cultural hybridisation, for example - mentioned 
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in Chapter One were explored as issues that were part of the collaborative practice with the cast. 

In the same way as in the training phase, the principles of Chekhov described in Chapter Two, 

helped me to observe the way in which actors might improve their embodiment process on the 

stage.  

3.1.1 PRE-REHEARSAL WORK 

Pre-rehearsal work refers to the preparation I carried out in order to set the challenges I wanted 

to reach with my practice. In the first instance, I needed to decide what kind of actors I needed to 

work with. In one way, by casting actors who bear a familial resemblance to each other I would 

be choosing a semiotic rather than phenomenological approach to the rehearsal process. On the 

contrary, by choosing actors able to approach the process phenomenologically, they would be able 

to collaborate on re-drafting the text and to benefit from sensorial acting training. Therefore, I 

decided to focus on finding actors who could be part of an experimental process, instead of casting 

actors for a professional theatre production. My aim in that regard was to develop a critical 

analysis of the first draft translation in collaboration with them, before applying what they might 

learn from the training to their character embodiment process. With that overall purpose in view, 

I began to undertake the logistical groundwork for approaching the text from a directorial 

perspective.  

At the outset I found useful guidance in a book written by Mark Monday,6 which 

suggested that the first milestone in creative practice should consist of the provision of a concept 

statement of the play made through the application of Chekhov’s principles. Moreover, Monday’s 

book also set out the units of Chekhov’s method, which enabled me to organise a structure of 

units through which to explore my practice. This planning was mapped onto the structure of the 

 
6 See Monday, Directing with the Michael Chekhov Technique (2017). 
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text (see Appendices A and B) where I numbered every line both to facilitate work with the actors, 

and to track the main issues relating to the redrafting process. It was with the blocking design 

(see Appendix D) that new queries about characters and events, as well as the way in which actors 

might approach these characters and events through physical-based work, began to arise. The 

account given below is, accordingly, of the milestones of this phase of pre-rehearsal work, setting 

out the ways I organised these underlying issues of the text - particularly linkages between 

character, situation, and cultural references - followed by the collaborative work on the 

translation, and training processes.  

3.1.2 CONCEPT STATEMENT OF THE PLAY 

In Monday’s terms, the Concept Statement comprises the premise of the play, preferably in a 

single sentence encompassing its central situation and action; secondly, a breakdown of scenes, 

which is primarily a description of the places where this action happens; thirdly, props, scenery, 

and lighting descriptions, and, finally, an account of the major themes of the play (Monday, 2017). 

Following this, the statement is completed by suggesting how these elements might generate 

meaning and cohesion for the ensemble through the intended materialization of the play on stage, 

and by the provision of an image that evokes the visual perspective of the director. To this end, I 

chose the painting ‘El Repase’ by Ramón Muniz (see Appendix C and below), which depicts a 

male soldier threatening an enemy combatant, with a woman interceding to save the life of the 

second soldier. In the overall context of the practice, therefore, the aim of this statement is to 

present as clearly as possible a creative response to the text, and to serve as the basis for better 

communication with the other practitioners involved in stage production. My practice did not 

involve a stage or sound designer, for budgetary reasons, but the Concept Statement was helpful 

in terms of helping to explore character motivations and subtext through the provision of 
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visualised and semiotic accounts of the action. And as such, it increased my confidence as a 

director for the first meeting with the acting coach and actors. 

 

 

El Repase by Ramón Muñiz 

The main reason for selecting this painting as a reference to the hidden sociohistorical referents 

underpinning Diciembre is because it depicts an episode7 associated with the conflict that Calderón 

refers to in the source text - the Introduction to this thesis discusses how he frequently re-

interprets, and re-purposes aspects of Chilean history in his plays, a characteristic of his work 

that responds in turn to his relationship to earlier dramatists whose work reflects the 

circumstances and social issues of the country from the 70s onwards.8  

 
7 ‘La Guerra del Pacífico’. See: https://theglobalamericans.org/2018/10/the-complex-relationship-between-peru-
bolivia-and-chile-a-legacy-of-the-war-of-the-pacific/  
8 In relation to this topic, see Boyle (1988) ´From Resistance to Revelation’, in which an examination of key plays by 
Chilean playwrights illustrates the way in which Chilean theatre was socially committed prior to the dictatorship.  

https://theglobalamericans.org/2018/10/the-complex-relationship-between-peru-bolivia-and-chile-a-legacy-of-the-war-of-the-pacific/
https://theglobalamericans.org/2018/10/the-complex-relationship-between-peru-bolivia-and-chile-a-legacy-of-the-war-of-the-pacific/
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Accordingly, in terms of the broad context of this painting, its specific reference to Chile 

threatening its neighbouring nations9 is what initially drew me to it, and in particular its 

depiction of a situation that historically affects systems of society and family alike. The title itself 

‘El repase’ (‘The Review’ or ‘The Check’) was also directly meaningful in its evocation in a war 

context of the final check to ensure that the soldiers of the conquered army are dead. In a similar 

way, the war in Diciembre creates a sense of reviewing or checking the extent to which the Chilean 

state still has not resolved these historical conflicts whose impact on contemporary society is still 

apparent.  

Finally, some of the queries that arose in the process of developing directorial practice 

from this Statement (see Appendix C) are directly linked to the way in which I envisioned and 

shaped the process as a result of Monday’s guidance, which basically triggered my own 

perspective of the play as a director. This milestone worked, in other words, to support my first 

ideas in relation to what lies behind the text as a whole and was, in essence, achieved before work 

proper with the actors began. Following on from that, in this context of preparatory work, the 

next milestones revolved around the ways in which I provided guidance on character situation, 

the logistics needed to organise a rehearsal schedule, and a Chekhovian perspective of the play’s 

overall structure and writing – in short, its composition.  

3.1.3 BLOCKS AND COMPOSITION OF THE PLAY 

The block division proposed in Appendix D was intended in the first instance to organise the 

information in the text - bearing in mind that this is a one-act play - dividing the play into events 

and situations by means of a blocking scheme. In this particular case, I followed the system 

suggested by Monday, although Katie Mitchell suggests another blocking system – this time 

 
9 Calderón illustrates Chilean nationalism through the character of Paula – see, for instance, line 2 in appendix B.  
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based on questions and facts - that might well allow character motivation to emerge in a deeper 

way (Mitchell, 2009 p.23) I elected, however, to divide the whole text into the entrances and exits 

of the characters, marked by the line number. So that through that it was possible to organise 

actors’ appearances and groupings on stage. Additionally, text numbers mark the beginning and 

the end of each block, or situation. Subsequently, I was able to draw on a brief description of the 

main events and situations of each block so as to be more precise when it came to working with 

the actors themselves - specifically in terms of organising the guidance I wanted to give actors 

within the context of each block. This guidance, in turn, underpinned the work carried out with 

the ensemble later on. But for the time being, the blocking worked as a first overview of the whole 

text - of its composition - and began to feed into initial rehearsals. In terms of this composition, 

Appendix D sets out my first attempt to import Chekhov’s laws of composition into my directorial 

practice, following the guidance in Chekhov’s, To the Actor (Chekhov, 1953 p. 104) - see Chapter 

Two of this thesis - to the effect that, in the context of a text-based theatre production, director 

and actor psychologies differ just as their tasks differ, in particular because of the inner and outer 

places that both roles have in relation to the stage (Chekhov, 1953 p.104). That said, according to 

Chekhov, the work of both (director, and actor) embrace ‘a view of the performance as a whole’ 

(Chekhov, 1953 p.104), through which every principle of his methodology is correlative with 

another. To put it simply, a complete play composition consists of the collaborative effort of 

actors’ and director’s perspective of the whole text. Hence, actors had access to this organizational 

map of the rehearsals, helping us to discuss which situation was to be approached in each session. 

Following on from this, the main principles of composition I used as part of my pre-rehearsal 

planning are the following. 
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3.1.4 CHEKHOV’S LAWS OF COMPOSITION  

The three laws of composition proposed by Chekhov are triplicity, polarity, and transformation. 

Triplicity relates to the opposing forces - or the dialectics – that drive the dramatic progression of 

the play, and to the individual sections that the ‘plot generates, unfolds and concludes’ (Chekhov, 

1953 p.104). Polarity is described as ‘all the main qualities of the first section [that] should 

transform themselves into their opposites in the last section’, and transformation itself is defined 

by ‘the process that transforms the beginning into its polarity at the end [which] takes place in 

the middle section’ (Chekhov, 1953 p.140). Consequently, I re-interpreted these laws in relation 

to the arc of the plot, to dramatic progression and, more precisely, to the way in which the 

characters are affected by the events the text entails - according to Chekhov, the work of actors 

and director alike benefits from understanding the way in which these principles affect character 

progression and the development of the text itself (Chekhov, 1953 p.140). I therefore tried to apply 

these principles to the plot of Diciembre, in an intuitive way, concentrating on the context in which 

the play is circumscribed, as well as the characters’ interrelatedness. What follows are specific 

examples of how I applied triplicity, polarity, and transformation to the play. 

3.1.4.1 TRIPLICITY 

This is the way in which the war impacts upon the relationship between characters. Following 

on from the plot sections mentioned above, we can say that Diciembre is divided as follows: the 

first section explains the context of the war as the main conflict; the second section involves 

secondary characters’ testimonies of the war, and their interactions with the three siblings; and 

the third section portrays the fluctuating positions of the sisters regarding hiding or sending their 

brother to the war - see for instance, Appendix B, lines 844-845.  
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3.1.4.2 POLARITY 

This concerns the sisters and their position regarding the main conflict of the play (See Appendix 

B) and is most overtly reflected in a number of key exchanges where the twin sisters argue from 

opposite perspectives related to the war. According to Chekhov, in this regard: 

Polarity alone, for instance, will save the performance from monotony and give it greater 

expressiveness, as contrasts always do; it will also deepen the meaning of both extremes.           

In art, as in life, we begin to evaluate, to understand and experience things differently if    

we see them in the light of true contrasts (Chekhov, 1953 p.143). 

In Diciembre, the opposed perspectives of the twin sisters generate a sort of black humour for the 

Chilean audience, primarily through the different views that both characters espouse in terms of 

nationalism. Cultural differences, of course, may well cast a different tone on these exchanges.  

3.1.4.3 TRANSFORMATION 

All the characters undergo a change originating in the middle section of the plot - for instance, 

secondary characters, such as Tía Yuli, León, and María, resolve their differences with Jorge, and 

are able finally to say goodbye to him. In a more detailed way, transformation is evidenced through 

how the objectives of Trinidad and Paula change towards the end of the plot. However, from the 

middle section of the play, it is possible to see how the conflict of interest between both sisters is 

reaching its climax. Finally, the clearest example of transformation is the last monologue of Jorge, 

in which he asserts his sexual identity while announcing that he intends to return to the war (see 

Appendix B line 840).  

 In summary, the way in which I associated transformation with Diciembre was through the 

plot and character changes. In other words, these principles of composition helped me to create a 

sense of overview of the progression the characters pass through in order to have a better 

understanding of them, before the work with actors in the rehearsal room began.  

3.1.5 REHEARSAL STRUCTURE 

As Appendix E shows, I designed a table divided into the number of rehearsals, the unit of the 

psychophysical training explored during that particular session, and the progress achieved and 
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observations on each rehearsal session. The purpose of the table was first to show schematically 

the progression of the practice, and in particular the text redrafting process with the actors; 

secondly, to examine whether the previously mentioned blocking system was achievable across 

the number of sessions; and thirdly, to assess the way in which the psychophysical training was 

delivered and in which ways it affected the actors’ embodiment process (See appendix E). Thus, 

this last rehearsal structure attempted not only to organise but also to diagnose the way in which 

the text, its translation, and materialisation processes were being approached.  

Another reason to create this table was to guide my directorial practice, involving the 

insights of each training session. Later, the acting coach explained to me that, before any Chekhov 

training sessions could be meaningfully designed, he would need to observe the body skills of the 

actors in order to address the training sessions according to their physical skills. Following on 

from this, the discussion showed me that the rehearsal planning would be altered by the practice 

itself. Thus, the blocking and rehearsal structures worked finally as broad organizational 

elements.  

3.2 WORKING WITH THE TEXT 

Let us return to the earlier discussion on translation strategies in Chapter One, which argued that 

translation for the stage can incorporate elements from diverse cultures in order to promote a 

culturally interwoven performance on the stage. In this first phase of working with the text 

Diciembre, the aim was to promote a culturally hybrid version. In other words, what I set out to 

achieve was a new text that imported Northern Irish speech patterns and vocabulary while 

preserving, as far as possible, the Chilean settings and subtextual implications of the source. In 

order to achieve this, a first draft of a thick translation (see below) was provided to the actors. 

Later, issues of speakability and actors’ enunciation arose, examples of which are illustrated with 

specific lines and words in Appendix A.   

3.2.1 THICK TRANSLATION  

In order to get the cast familiar with the source culture, I provided a first draft of a thick 

translation (See appendix A), which describes name of places, food, objects, historical, and 
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political references relating to the source culture. The main objective of this strategy was to test 

in which ways all those references helped the actors to contextualise the action of the play and 

depict their characters. In other words, the aim was to bring the source culture closer to the actors' 

imagination. Following on from Kwame Appiah’s essay, the aim of a thick translation is to address 

cultural balance by illustrating the meaning of literary and cultural texts by using annotations, so 

that according to the author, ‘utterances are the products of actions, which like all actions, are 

undertaken for reasons’ (Appiah, 1993 p.818).  

Although many lines did not make initial sense for the English native-speaker cast (see 

Appendix A) an overview of the theme of the play and characters’ conflicts were achievable. 

However, actors could not cope with all the information that was established in the footnotes and 

the appendices provided within that draft (see Appendix A). This was observable during the first 

reading when their attention was directed towards their characters’ lines rather than the 

descriptions of the source culture. In other words, the draft provided did not help them to depict 

their characters, nor the context of the play. Besides, they were expecting a final version of the 

script, in order to continue with a conventional text-based staging process. This situation brought 

me to re-think if a thick translation, in the context of working towards a staging practice, might 

be closer to a pedagogic process rather than a creative one. To illustrate this situation, here is the 

relevant extract of my production diary (see Introduction to this thesis): 

I asked them to scan their texts from the beginning until number 315. Just to find words they don't             

understand or sentences that don't make any sense to them. I gave them 20 minutes. 

But that task didn't work. They really didn't mark texts. They were very respectful of the script. So, I         

decided to discuss what did not make sense to them. 

Thus, the task of marking the text created a sort of confusion for the actors. They preferred to 

develop questions and to re-draft the text by listening to how their lines would sound. Or rather, 

they needed to hear their utterances in order to realise in which ways the text might make sense. 

This is why the milestone of the production and provision of a thick translation became an 

impediment rather than a contribution to the redrafting process of the text. Because, at some 
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point, it did not help actors with their ‘cognitive blending’ (see section 2.1 Chapter Two) through 

which actors usually connect their imagery with their characters through sonority instead of  

intellectual analysis. In other words, by asking actors to engage in linguistic analysis, I took them 

far from the task they are best at, which is to embody characters lines.  

Even though Appiah (1993) suggests that the final objective of a thick translation is 

broadening the vision and imagination of one culture over another, in the context of a theatre 

practice, I would argue that a thick translation may help in the research phase of the translator, 

instead of in the context of practice with actors. In other words, it might work as a general 

guidance to balance the notion of the source culture for foreign theatre practitioners. But in this 

case it did not contribute to the hybridisation of the text by eliciting actors’ textual contributions 

- even though Appiah’s essay asserts that the orality of utterances is considered as the 

consequence of human behaviour, and actions. Thick translation, as a literary approach, is not 

always compatible with the embodiment task of actors, and the materialization of the text on the 

stage. The following subsection will, therefore, address issues arising from speakability, and 

actors’ text enunciation with the actors in the rehearsal room. 

3.2.2 ISSUES OF ACTORS’ ENUNCIATION 

Once the process of working with the thick translation was finished, a new draft of the translation 

was made after several readings in each session of the staging process (see Appendix B). Some of 

the problems during those readings were caused by the lack of rhythm of the text in the new 

language, followed by actors' inability to pronounce toponyms.  

To illustrate rhythm and breathability, once again necessarily very briefly, I will point out 

two words written in Mapudungun and Quechua, which are pre-Hispanic languages that appear 

in the original text. The reasons for the problem were, firstly, the actors felt that these words 

interrupted the flow of the line of the characters. Secondly, they had never heard them before, 

therefore, they could not imitate them. Lastly, they did not know the meaning of the word, and 

therefore, it was not possible for them to depict specific images related to them. The words that 

created a first issue were ‘Mapuche,’ which is the name of the indigenous people in the South of 
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Chile, and ‘Tawantisuyu,’ which is the name of the Inca Empire made up of part of the North of 

Chile, Perú and Bolivia, before Spanish colonisation. Later, in order to help actors to speak these 

words, I marked the rhythm by dividing syllables, and therefore, marking how the staccato 

rhythm could be acquired and imitated: 

See for instance: 

MA-PU-CHE  

TA-WUAN-TI-SU-YU  

The core problem of speaking these words was the unfamiliar musicality of the source language 

for actors, and the breathability this implies. In other words, as well as the fact that language 

encompasses rhythm and melody, which create meaning, breathing is part of the fluency of a 

sentence, and actors’ enunciation is also affected by this aspect. Moreover, a similar issue 

regarding toponyms arose in the readings. For example, the name ‘Tocopilla’ is crucial to 

understand the context of the play because it signposts one of the territories involved in the war 

(see Appendix B). Quoting once again from my production diary, such issues influenced the 

redrafting decisions I made, based on the difficulties these words created for the actors: 

Then, local words, such as name of places were difficult to enunciate for the three actors. 

 Therefore, one option to solve this problem is to change it for a general coordinate, such as, north or south, 

For example, instead of maintaining "You want we lose Tocopilla" it would change to "You want we lose 

the north" Thus, the first decision of changing the toponym TOCOPILLA for "THE NORTH" was avoiding 

the source culture reference in terms of the image that place produce in the source language. Thus, I thought 

that another option was to find the meaning of that word in its source culture, in order to translate it into 

English. Later, looking for the meaning of TOCOPILLA, some definitions linked to Mapuche culture 

appeared, see for instance: 

1.- Tocopilla (de Tikopillan, del runasimi tiko, 'hueco', 'rincón', y del mapudungun pillan, espíritu maligno 

o demonio'; o del mapudungun trokof, 'bramido', 'vozarrón' [de las olas en las rocas], y p     [..] 

Therefore, the translation of TOCOPILLA I chose in English was: "Devil's Nook" Finally, I should           test 

this kind of changes with the actors and re-drafting the text again. 
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Following the transformation into ‘Devil’s Nook’ based on a literal meaning of the word - as in 

Brian Friel´s Translations - (see Appendix B, line 444) -I noted that issues of enunciation for actors 

were also associated to their need to depict images, and characters’ intentions through speech. 

However, this issue also recalled Barret (see Chapter One, section 1.2) who argued that 

speakability in a practice-oriented situation needs to be associated to the principle of 

breathability, normally following on from a prior intervention on the part of the translator. 

Furthermore, another insight from this phase of my practice arose in relation to the way in which 

small decisions by the translator would influence the levels of domestication and foreignisation 

present in the new version. Thus, I realised that the collaborative effort between the translator 

and actors in terms of achieving a performable version for the stage worked at two levels, the first 

one in relation to cultural negotiations, and the second one in relation to the speakability of the 

text for the actors. The next subsection will, accordingly, examine the way in which the 

psychophysical training was brought into the practice in order to help the embodiment process 

of the actors and to promote physicality and organicity.   

3.3 WORKING WITH ACTORS 

This third section aims to explore the training of the actors of Diciembre, by focusing on the 

Chekhov training delivered by the acting coach.  

As stated previously in Chapter Two, actor training is permeated by imagination, culture, 

and by the ways in which a practitioner approaches the unification between body and mind. That 

said, imagination will work as the trigger to the psychophysical effort of actors. By the same token, 

the aim of this phase of my practice relates to exploring the way in which actors can train 

imagination through inner and outer stimuli (See section 2.1.2 Chapter Two). The implication of 

this is that the method employed to deliver exercises needed to be explored in a systematic way. 

Thus, I will explore a key selection of principles of Chekhov’s training method applied in the 

rehearsal room ´ the reason why certain principles are selected rather than others reflects their 

contribution to the materialization of the text on the stage (see Appendix J). 

 



125 

 

3.3.1 ACTOR TRAINING 

First of all, the actor training in my practice encompasses six sessions of two hours each, which 

means that the actors experienced a total of twelve hours of psychophysical training. In 

consequence, the acting coach explained to me that he needed to diagnose the skills of actors, to 

detect the accurate set of exercises to deliver to the group – as has already been explained. As 

Appendix F shows, which relates to the first training session, the main objective was to awake 

the sensory awareness of actors. In other words, by delivering exercises that involved imagery and 

physical tasks, the acting coach could familiarise himself with the physical difficulties the actors 

would need to overcome throughout the process, and therefore, he would be able to design an 

appropriate set of exercises for them. In this introductory training session, the first sequence of 

exercises was based on connectivity between inner stimuli, such as emotions, and bodily senses 

(see Appendix F) and generally speaking the actors felt that as a result of the acting coach’s 

indications, they were able to improve the way in which they perceived the relationship between 

their own body and the space. After this first diagnostic session, I received the following email 

from the acting coach:  

Hi Maca.  

I hope to be doing Atmosphere and Radiation which I hope might prove useful for you work on December.  

If you have a scene, you are working on with the Actor`s that has a strong atmosphere do let me know and 

I`ll see if we can use it in the workshop - if they know the lines that would be good also.   

Atmosphere might be a bit of challenge for the actors - Emily has experience of acting and is connecting to 

the work, Cathoir is new to acting so everything is new though he is engaging, and Anna just needs to let go 

of the thinking process and let herself be playful and full of ease and if she does this, she can become more 

sensitive to the imagination, inner life and moving physically during the exercises.  I hope the work so far is 

helping you to understand and experience Chekhov`s different approach to freeing the actor by using the 

imagination and working psycho-physically.   

As suggested here, the diagnostic session helped to establish the level in which each actor would 

be able to acquire their sensory awareness (see Appendix F). To be more precise, the exercise on 
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expansion and contraction was used as a first unit of the diagnostic, with the aim of providing 

more physical options to develop bodily expressiveness. Similarly, as a director, this unit helped 

me to observe the zones of the actors’ bodies that lacked energy and those that demonstrated an 

excess of tension. Following on from this, the acting coach decided to work with the principles of 

radiation for the follow session. Furthermore, certain exercises - such as catching an imaginary 

ball in the air while at the same time maintaining character stance ´ helped the actors to master 

their energy and connect with inner and outer stimuli (see Appendix G). Likewise, the 

connectivity with their imagination and senses was explored deeply through the principle of 

radiation (see Appendix F), approached as an inner stimulus towards their outer physicality. 

Returning to the discussion on energy in Chapter Two, I can argue here that, in the case of my 

practice, the Chekhovian principle of radiation was associated to energy  and presence due to the 

way in which it promoted self-confidence for actors, as well as energy projection. That said, the 

main reason why I chose to apply the Chekov method as the anchor of my practice is due to the 

holistic approach it offers to work with imagination and physicality. Thus, the first set of exercises 

approached psychophysical bodybuilding based on the management of imagination, physicality 

and energy. 

3.3.2 WORKING WITH THE PRINCIPLE OF ATMOSPHERE 

The application of this principle contributed to my practice by associating the given 

circumstances of the text with the physical actions carried out by the cast (see Appendix G). 

During the exercises directed towards atmosphere, it was possible to see the way in which the 

sensory awareness of actors developed through perceiving images, smells, temperature and 

sounds. Consequently, actors could draw upon their developing sensorial responses to the text, 

instead of approaching the situation of the scene in an intellectual way. In other words, what I 

could observe from this session was that the sensorial indications that the principle of atmosphere 

encompasses are helpful for working on character motivation, intentionality and agendas, so that 

to achieve a dynamic way to guide actors towards the intentions of their characters and bring 

enhanced emotional content, if needed.  
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During the atmosphere training session, an exercise on improvisation arose as a 

complementary strategy for working with the objective of the characters in a scene (see Appendix 

G). The way in which the acting coach approached this was as follows: actors should try to 

achieve a specific objective in terms of character motivation (such as, when Trinidad seeks to 

persuade her brother about the war) on the floor, without yet having learned the script. The acting 

coach then offered sense-based indications as to how the atmosphere could be altered (see 

Appendix G).  

As was the case with Active Analysis, this improvisation etude developed physical 

organicity in actors by encouraging them to achieve their character’s objective with no text at 

hand, - in the case of this specific session, as noted above, the objective of Trinidad was to convince 

Jorge to hide himself with the Mapuche people. Alternatively, the objective of the character of 

Jorge was to get information from Trinidad, in order to understand what is happening on the other 

war fronts. A second layer was added to this task by the coach’s indications (See appendix G), in 

that way inner impulses and external reactions triggered emotion in the male actor. This 

phenomenon allowed actors to experience the character’s intentions, movement qualities, and 

alter the tempo of the scene.  

Returning to Active Analysis, some elements that this strategy encompasses, such as 

approaching objectives in an intuitive way on the part of actors, brought me to the conclusion 

that acting training grammars can be interwoven by deepening into specific indications that 

belong to two or more different training methodologies. Besides, in this particular session, by 

suggesting improvisation and working with characters’ objectives, actors were able to explore the 

situation of the text throughout their sensory awareness and intuition. Thus, this session brought 

me to ask from a directorial perspective how it might be possible to approach the way in which 

actors acquire a text in a more holistic way, instead of simply working from the more traditional 

division between intellectual and physical approaches.  
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3.3.3  WORKING WITH THE IMAGINARY CENTRE 

As mentioned in Section 2.3.3, the aim of this principle is to help the actor to improve physical 

transformation by imagining a centre zone that leads character’s gestures and physical actions 

(see Appendix H).  In other words, it creates a sort of intention as they move, and later, during 

their interaction with each other. By focusing on a particular inner zone that guides movements 

of their characters, actors connected inner images with outer senses, enabling them to materialise 

these inner images through their movements-actions. In the case of this principle, it is possible to 

say that the main insight lies in the way in which actors were able to project their inner stimuli 

into their physicality. Moreover, what I observed from this session, was a sense of freedom within 

their gestures, emphasising the idea that this was not a reflection of their own physical 

expressiveness, but rather the expressiveness of character. To illustrate some of the insights of 

this principle in my practice, see the following email from the acting coach:  

 
Hi Maca  

I hope the workshop on Chekhov Centres was helpful last night for the actors in sensing what their 

characters essence is - that is if they are Thinkers, Feelers or Doers. Centres are a great way to take a step 

towards the character rather than pulling the character to us, so we are always playing the same 

personality or characteristics. 

 Chekhov does suggest that Centres is something to take out of the rehearsal room and keep playing with it 

adding an image or quality that makes it come to life and feels more like the characters.  Chekhov suggests 

we find the difference between ourselves and the character and play those differences.  Having trust and 

faith in the imagination is a big part of this process not just the intellectual reading of a text and sticking a 

choice on it - rather letting the imagination/sub-conscious reveal the character and in the case of last 

night`s work in Centers the image and quality of that center.   I think the actors have begun the process of 

locating the center and putting the simple but effective image of the Stick, the Ball or the Veil.   Do 

encourage the actors to keep developing the center in terms of the location outside of rehearsal - Thinking/ 

Feeling / Doing and playing with qualities.  A list of possible qualities could if for the image are `Is the 
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Stick big or small....' `is the stick long or short' `it the stick rough or smooth' etc all the details of the image 

will create a qualitative difference in how the character moves, thinks and feels - in short you will create 

the characters outer physicality and inner psychology.    

Big v Small – Dark v Light – Dull v Shiny – Warm v Cold – Crispy + Dry – Soft and gentle. Aggressive 

and Boisterous v Calm and Tranquil.  Also, if the image or quality Expanding or Contracting.   

I think you made a very useful observation in seeing what tool or tools of the technique that the actors are 

connecting to and is work for them.   Maybe at this level of the work and as the actors are new to this work 

is to keep simple, clear, and strong choices for the elements we have worked on so far.  Do encourage the 

actors to seek and explore the creative answers themselves and bring those choices back into the rehearsal 

room.    

And yet, the effectiveness of this strategy to the creation of characters in my practice is also 

illustrated in Appendix J, especially, in the way in which the physicality of actors changed when 

embodying their doubled characters of Aunt Yuli and Uncle Leon. In the case of the male actor, 

the imaginary centre helped him not just to improve physicality in his performance, but also to 

associate the imaginary centre with gestures and physical postures of people he had observed on 

the streets of Belfast.  

3.3.4 WORKING WITH TEMPO/RHYTHM 

As noted in section 2.3.4, the principle of rhythm is associated with aspects involved in the text 

translation and in the overall composition of the play. In the case of this practice, it relates to the 

way in which actors can manage inner and outer tempo to perform their character’s movements 

(see Appendix I) but it also helped to promote emotions through the speakability of text. 

Furthermore, tempo and rhythm are associated with the way in which actors could master their 

energy on the stage. As Appendix I shows, suggestions from the coach as to altering the speed of 

movement,  but maintaining at the same time a slower inner tempo helped the actors to experience 

a sensorial tension between their inner activity and outer physical efforts. Thus, working with 

this inner and outer tension helped them to develop their level of presence, by exploring their 

energy management, through the exercise.  
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During the twelve hours of sessions of psychophysical training, we explored key 

principles, such as archetypes and psychological gesture. Although, it was not possible to deliver 

the whole methodology of Chekhov in a short amount of time, the training of my practice has 

demonstrated the need for more research into how we might more usefully systematize 

psychophysical training methodologies when applied to the work with texts that belong to a 

different culture / language. In other words, the practice of this thesis has explored just a small 

part of what actor preparation might be in the context of a professional staging process. Finally, 

the contribution of Chekhov method was crucial to my work as a director, due to the clarity with 

which its principles link actor imagery with physicality. Moreover, thanks to observing the 

training, I was able to acquire a Chekhovian vocabulary to deliver directorial suggestions during 

the staging phase. However, when it comes to work involving the lines spoken by each character, 

we need to explore new elements and strategies in order to help actors to approach the text from 

an organic and holistic perspective rather than an intellectual one.  

Following on from this, one possible avenue of approach, which I did not have time to 

explore in any depth, would be to involve Active Analysis more fully, particularly in respect to 

specific suggestions that support the improvisation of actors and the use of their own words. 

Thus, a possible way to redraft a translated text, drawing on the psychophysical methods of 

actors, could be through more improvisational etudes.  

 3.4 CONCLUSION 

The first insight my practice brought into my process was from a semiotic perspective, illustrated 

by the changes in the translation strategies applied, and the way in which these strategies affected 

the hermeneutic engagement of the ensemble with the text. Therefore, the crafting process the 

written material passed through was mediated by the hermeneutic process of a whole team of 

theatre practitioners, whose re-interpretation was extended towards a phenomenological 

experience in the context of psychophysical training.  

Returning to the first part of this chapter, the preparation I carried out before rehearsal 

was concerned to organize a process that found its own way to evolve, chiefly through the 
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communication between translator-director, acting coach, and cast. Even though the practice 

showed that theoretical planning had always to be flexible and deemed provisional in the light of 

practice-based challenges, having a general overview of Chekhov’s principles and his directorial 

practices guided me in terms of developing a vocabulary through which to communicate with the 

actors during the directing phase, as well as improving their skills in terms of embodying 

character. In other words, I argue that in my practice, psychophysical training principles 

contributed to the overall context of translation for the stage by enabling the bodies of the 

performers to improve their sensory awareness, presence, and physical expressiveness (see 

Appendix J).  

Although it was not possible because of the pandemic to bring actors’ psychophysical 

efforts into the process of redrafting the text - which is left pending for a future research project, 

which might take the form of delving more deeply into rehearsal strategies that are more effective 

in terms of redrafting the text through actor physicality. Active Analysis, and improvisation, 

offered themselves as possible tools for translators and directors alike to develop a procedure of 

redrafting within the cast in the rehearsal room. However, this specific practice needed first to 

approach sensorial elements and exercises as the foundation of generating actor 

psychophysicality. Thus, the training sessions contributed elements that helped the actors with 

their embodiment processes, and in a future project these insights might be linked to more 

complex strategies, such as Active Analysis, or Physical Actions sequences.  

Returning to the way in which Chekhov’s principles influenced my practice, I need to 

point out again how the imaginary centre helped one particular actor to find different ways to 

embody his character, based on what he observed on the streets of Belfast (see Appendix J). In 

this sense, this psychophysical exercise was extended into the territory of cultural practice, which 

in turn promoted the cultural hybridisation of Diciembre onstage.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

This thesis has examined issues relating to the gaps between theatre translation and actor training 

in general, and embodiment in particular. Moreover, the two broad elements it spans, those of 

theory and practice, have been constantly tested through new inquiries and insights. In other 

words, the main question at the beginning of this thesis, which was a query as to what actually 

constitutes translation for the stage, has now been redirected towards the exploration of the 

representational features that actor embodiment entails. In this sense, the words of Juan Mayorga, 

quoted at the outset of this thesis, in their relation to silence, to investigating what is not possible 

to speak in order to make new languages and other worlds visible, echo fully the cultural and 

human encounters that theatre and translation propose.  

Thus, in its first phase, this thesis has addressed the textual, cultural and representational 

dimensions involved in the process of translation for the stage. Likewise, framed into text-based 

theatre format, the order of theoretical analysis began with inquiries relating to how the translator 

can work, to filling the gaps that exist between the original text and its new embodied version, 

focusing on specific strategies and issues relating to the transformation of the text into its 

representation for the stage. Following on from this, culture was associated with textual 

translation in the way in which it seeks to interweave source and target cultures through what 

the actors experience in the first instance as word-based negotiations. Accordingly, in terms of 

what Lo and Gilbert note about cultural encounter through translation, the first phase of my 

practice, which related to the collaborative redrafting process, is considered and presented as part 

of an intercultural theatre practice (Lo and Gilbert, 2002 pp.38-39), supplemented and illustrated 

by a collaborative approach between translator-director and actors. 

In this sense, the strategies outlined in Chapter One have been considered as tools that 

facilitate the transformation of the text from the translator’s perspective towards its 

materialisation by theatre practitioners on the rehearsal room floor. If we accept translation as a 

collaborative and intercultural practice, according to the terms that Fischer-Lichte and Bharucha 
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argued within the context of globalized models of cultural encounter, which are also in constant 

evolution. Then, the goal of intercultural encounter through performance is more achievable 

thought the model of Cultural Interweaving in Performance, which provides an approach that 

highlights cultural diversity, avoiding the notional hegemony of one particular culture over 

another.  

 In terms of the details of the cultures involved in my practice, I needed to create a balance 

between the source culture (Chilean) and the target one (Northern Irish). Thus, Bhabha’s notion 

of hybridity was usefully applied in my practice as an understanding of the balance that the 

collaborative effort of translating text entails - identifying specific features, such as idioms of the 

target language, as elements to be incorporated into further drafts of the translation without 

cancelling a sense of the source context  (see Appendix B). 

Once the issues and questions of the first phase of my research were established, it was 

possible then to assess how the processes of text transformation were mediated also by the 

physicality that theatre practitioners bring to rehearsals through embodying the characters of the 

play. In other words, the second phase of my investigation looked at the elements that constitute 

the work of the actor in the rehearsal room, exploring the ways in which character embodiment 

depends on actors' imagination and physicality. Thus, imagination, in the case of performers, was 

associated with a sensorial activity which relate to perception and phenomenology (see Zarrilli 

in section 2.2 of Chapter Two). As Antonin Artaud, quoted at the outset of the thesis, argues in 

his manifesto, theatre should pursue elements of the external world and of the actor’s internal 

world, these latter elements relating to actor imagination and embodiment. Moreover, by 

examining actor embodiment in more detail, it helped me to realise that, since the actor is on the 

stage, their psychophysical effort is what enables actors to achieve presence on the stage. In 

consequence, the way in which their psychophysical presence is manifested can be trainable (see 

Zarrilli and Bloch in section 2.2 of Chapter Two), and yet, the way in which those psychophysical 

trainings are acquired by actors also contribute to their energy management, physicality, and 

expressiveness – just as these aspects in turn relate to culture and theatre traditions and forms.   
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As noted above, and returning to interweaving, I suggested that interweaving psychophysical 

training vocabularies, and therefore the grammar of rehearsals, would also condition the creation 

of a culturally blended performance by a group of theatre practitioners. Following on from this, 

the question that frames the last part of the second phase of my research concerned the kind of 

psychophysical training method that might be suitable to explore with a translated text in the 

rehearsal room. Stanislavski’s systematization of Western actor training was useful here as the 

foundation of what was developed later by Michael Chekhov, whose insistence on imagination as 

a main element for actors’ embodiment first drew me to explore his technique.  

The last phase of my research encompassed the practice with Diciembre as a case study, 

which was divided into Pre-rehearsal Work, The Work with the Text, and Actor Training. Each 

of these sections allowed me to develop specific insights into the achievements and mistakes that 

arose during the physical work with actors in the rehearsal room. Such an insight, for example, 

arose with words that refer to physical places in the original text. This issue, on the one hand, 

produced problems of actor enunciation, but, on the other, and more deeply, showed that words 

themselves can also have a phenomenological dimension in the way in which they affect the inner 

and outer stimuli necessary for how actors embody character (see Appendix J). The Actor 

Training phase of my practice led me to rethink both the way in which psychophysical training is 

so important in rehearsal processes, and how it functions in the context of a collaborative 

redrafting process within actors. It laid bare the question of how we rehearse when it comes to 

working with a translated text originally written in a culture that is unfamiliar to actors?  

Following on from this, I can say that the process of translating and rehearsing Diciembre 

was useful in terms of observing how actors’ embodiment was influenced by the training grammar 

explored during the sessions with the acting coach. Likewise, by observing the way in which 

actors systematically acquired the guiding principles of the technique, I was able to improve my 

directorial practice by implementing rehearsal strategies based on Chekhov´s principles during 

the staging process. (see Appendix J). 
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In the specific case of working with actors from Belfast, one of the main challenges was to 

incorporate physicality into their character embodiment, the reason for which might be 

attributable to the lack of movement training during their studies in drama school. By the same 

token, this problem led me to develop my own tailored rehearsal strategies, based on my own 

drama training in Chile, based in the main on Physical Action. The rehearsal strategies implied by 

this training helped me to give directorial indications based on actors’ physicality rather than 

address the inner stimuli for their work. My awareness of how to do this developed subsequently 

from what we learned from the sense-based indications given by the acting coach during the 

training sessions. Following on from this, my main assessment of the relevance of Chekhov’s 

methods to my practice are these: firstly, they improved actors’ sensory awareness, energy, and 

presence, all of which enhanced their performance. Secondly, they brought a common vocabulary 

for the director, and actors to address in terms of the character embodiment process and how 

inner stimuli contribute to and enrich that process. Thirdly, they contributed to the cultural 

hybridisation of the text on stage by improving the physical expressiveness of actors when they 

approached the characters they were doubling (see the end of subsection 3.3.3). One of the 

genuinely enriching qualities of the methods examined in section 3.3.1 is that they can be tested 

and approached by practitioners from diverse cultures thanks to the way in which their 

underlying principles incorporate imagination into the actor’s processes of embodiment.  

By extension, one recommendation for future rehearsal practice emerging from this project 

is that in order to achieve a culturally interwoven play on the stage, it might be useful to look at 

diverse training and staging strategies applied by some of the directors (for example, Brook and 

Donnellan) mentioned in section 1.3 of Chapter One whose productions develop from a constant 

dialogue between cultures, from rehearsals and staging strategies through to the finely tuned 

aesthetic elements that encompass the text and the actors’ performances onstage. The reason why 

I suggest this reflects Ficher-Lichte´s views on how the semiotic and phenomenological 

dimensions of the text impact upon both actors´ performance and audience reception (Fischer-

Lichte, 2018). Therefore, in order to achieve a culturally interwoven practice both in the rehearsal 
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room, and on stage, both the semiotic and the phenomenological might be best approached 

simultaneously through directorial, and actors’ decision-making processes.  

Following this point, I return to what Pavis argued in respect of actors and culture, 

specifically in the way in which actors assimilate a specific theatre tradition based on corporeal, 

vocal, and rhetorical techniques acquired within a specific human group. Based on this, I suggest 

that further research is important in this area because of the implications that culture has in the 

gestural dimension of actors’ performance on the stage. Even though this is an issue that has been 

studied from a semiotic perspective (Pavis, 2006), it might be worthwhile to link it more closely 

to the analysis that Zarrilli, Kim and Joo propose from a phenomenological perspective (Zarrilli, 

2019). In other words, the questions that arise in this context concern the ways actors' physicality 

is culturally determined, and how it might be possible not to examine but also to harness this 

aspect in the rehearsal room. So how does culture affect actors’ representation of textual imagery 

as they work with translated scenes from non-familiar cultures? Or in a much broader sense, in 

which ways the acts of imagination can be culturally expressed by theatre practitioners? 

This final question brings me full circle to what I described in the Introduction to this 

thesis as my first motivation for undertaking this project - that is, which relates to the 

investigation of how cultural references in the original text might be understood in a different 

context. Furthermore, thanks to this practice-based process, and the theoretical examination I 

have conducted over the past three years, I can say that my curiosity about the interactions of 

translation and theatre has extended into discovering how psychophysical training 

methodologies can contribute to creating and enriching text-based theatre productions. Thus, in 

order to proceed to the next phase of this project, which will involve approaching cultural 

interweaving in performance from a wider perspective, the next step in my research will be to 

address psychophysical training methodologies that encode realities, assumptions and working 

practices from the radically different cultures of the East, in the context of their application to 

plays in translation.  
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Finally, I wish to express my hope that the research presented, here, supplemented by the 

appendices, will be of use to those other practitioners who seek to discover and develop new 

methods of collaborative practice of translation for the stage. 
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