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Introduction

Movement is Life
I was looking on a forum where actors left comments about their
experience of drama school, and in the discussions of movement
lessons I found everything from ‘The Most Useful Thing I Ever
Did’ to the marvellous title of ‘Wanky Movement’. I am sure
neither of these actors is alone in their opinions. However,
instead of asking why would you want to study movement as an
actor throughout your career, I would like to turn it around and
ask: why on earth wouldn’t you? If someone said to you that there
is something which is absolutely integral to people’s
characteristics of behaviour, which governs how they do
anything, reveals who they are, and is so fundamental to life that
no one would even be able to stay alive without it – wouldn’t
you, as an actor or person who works with actors, want to know
as much about it as you possibly could? I do ﬁnd these days that
more actors and students have an expectation that they will
study movement, but it’s still worth having a look at the question
to understand why an approach like Feldenkrais is useful. Forgive
me if you need no convincing.
Moshe Feldenkrais always stressed that there is no life without movement. Everything you do to stay alive or continue the
species involves movement: breathing, seeing, getting food or
1
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drink, chewing, swallowing, defecating, urinating, having sex,
giving birth, communicating, escaping danger, ﬁghting. No
movement: no life.
Then think about the diﬀerent skills and strengths people
develop in their lives and in the jobs they do, such as building,
digging, lifting, typing, drawing, sculpting, cleaning, cooking,
sewing, painting, singing, playing an instrument, playing a
sport, dancing in many varied ways, driving, skating, learning
a ﬁghting style and so on. Wouldn’t it be surprising if what you
did a lot of in your life didn’t shape you? And what about all
those descriptions of people that imply a quality of movement:
spineless, slippery, solid, ﬂaky, ‘stiﬀ upper lip’, strong, weak,
withdrawn, outgoing, impetuous, tenacious? Can you laugh, cry,
smile, get angry without involving movement? Movement is the
stuﬀ of life. Literally. So why on earth wouldn’t you study it in a
myriad of ways to be an actor? Wouldn’t it, in fact, be completely
weird not to do so?
It is worth making those observations even if they turn out to
be obvious to some, because when you consider how you might
learn something about how movement shapes people (how they
behave, how they communicate, the quality they bring to any
simple task or interaction), you realise you need a very particular kind of process.
Any study of movement that is going to help you learn these
kinds of things is unlikely to be about press-ups, weights, stretching and doing the splits. Those things can be fun and help you
feel good and might be part of what’s needed for a speciﬁc role
or a requirement for a style of theatre (some of those things
might even have a contribution to health or ﬁtness), but they are
not going to help you learn much about diﬀerent ways and qualities of behaving, being or doing. Moreover, exploring behaving,
being and doing is notoriously tricky and can be very challenging because any process devoted to it is also bound to reveal
something about who and how you are: your edges and limitations as a person. And then any such process may feel a little
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strange and unusual because the territory, as well as the means,
is likely to be unfamiliar. Mechanical exercise, which we tend to
be more used to, just doesn’t cut it here. It can’t do the job of delving into human behaviour in all its rich variety and subtlety.
You may ﬁnd a process that does address the job liberating,
exciting and unbelievably interesting. Or you may want to call
it ‘wanky movement’. If the latter is true, there are other ways
in. However, in the end you will come up against patterns and
habits of movement because they are fundamental to patterns
and habits of human behaviour, and exploring human behaviour is what an actor does. So at some point you will probably
just have to get over yourself and learn how to work with movement in some way if you want to develop further. It’s true that
everyone has limitations to who and how they can be, but many
also accept unnecessary limitations to their skill, artistry and
casting by hiding behind ‘It’s not me’, whether they are the student who can’t deal with ‘wanky movement’ or the seasoned
actor simply stuck in a comfortable (or uncomfortable) rut.
The Feldenkrais Method uses movement in a great variety of
structured ways to enable you to explore how you personally
respond or do things; to open up new avenues and expand your
possibilities. It is not a complete study of acting all on its own,
of course, and there are other movement methods that complement it and take some aspects further. However, as its focus is
on the fundamentals of human functioning and developing
potential, and as it enables people to experience what they do
clearly and to travel beyond their habits in ways they may not
have been able to envisage otherwise, it is a very valuable
Method for actors. It’s like giving them a box of toys to play with
that they didn’t know they had. In fact, there are very many
more ways that the Method works for actors, but I will unpack
them as we progress.
Frank Wildman – dancer, performer and Feldenkrais trainer
who studied with Moshe Feldenkrais and was in one of his
legendary workshops with Peter Brook’s Company (CIRT) – told
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me that while Feldenkrais worked with many kinds of people
from all walks of life (as all Feldenkrais teachers do), he thought
his work could be most fully embodied in an actor because they
needed to address the use of themselves in every way.

What This Book Is – and Is Not
This book is addressed to students of acting and to actors, directors, makers and teachers of anything to do with performance.
No book could claim to be the only book on Feldenkrais for
actors. This one is just my book. Another practitioner will no
doubt have other things to say and other ways to say it. It represents my study and my experience of Feldenkrais since I
discovered it while training as an actor with Philippe Gaulier
and Monika Pagneux twenty-nine years ago. The Method has
been part of my life since then through twenty years as an actor,
theatre-maker and occasional movement director, and another
nine as a professional Feldenkrais practitioner. I now teach in
drama schools and other professional acting organisations and
oﬀer one-to-one coaching for actors. I also work with singers,
dancers, musicians, martial artists, runners and people from
many other walks of life.
It is not an academic book, although I hope the academics will
ﬁnd enough to enjoy. It is intended more for practitioners of
theatre and ﬁlm, and students heading into the business. However, it is also not a complete ‘how-to’ manual. If you ﬁnd you
do want to really learn the Feldenkrais Method, look for a
teacher (see the Appendix). I have included lessons and games
as practical examples to give you a taste, but these are only a
very few of the several thousands of lessons available.
Please do not think that this book will enable you to teach the
Feldenkrais Method as such either. It is not possible to read a
book or do one or two workshops and ‘know’ the Method. It
takes four years’ study to become even the most basic of professional practitioners, and then you have your learner plates
4

INTRODUCTION

on for several years until you have spent thousands of hours
gaining experience. The process itself is humbling for many of
us who started as professionals in one line or another thinking
we knew something about Feldenkrais, as, in my experience, it
is only when you are some way down the line of professional
study that you realise just how enormous the possibilities are
and how comparatively little you actually know about the work.
Of course, even in the ﬁrst lesson you learn something, and so
it is a rewarding journey right from the start. It is not that you
have to study and wait for years for any beneﬁt as a student. It
may also give you ideas you wish to share, which is legitimate –
but the understanding is cumulative and involves a long
process of gradually piecing it together and ﬁnding ever-deeper
layers and connections in order to teach it fully. In fact, you can
keep deepening your understanding for the whole of your life
as there is nothing more complex than the study of life itself,
which is ultimately what this Method turns out to be. Great! It
would be boring otherwise, wouldn’t it? If you could learn it in
a couple of weeks, what would be its worth? Really? I hope this
book will give you background, context, ideas and understanding of the kinds of things you could ﬁnd, develop and explore if
you went further.
•

Can you become a good actor without this work? Of
course. It would be ridiculous to suggest otherwise.

•

Can a very experienced actor improve further with this
kind of work? Of course. Everyone needs to continue to
explore and develop, otherwise they stagnate: at any stage
in your career the Feldenkrais Method can oﬀer you a way
to delve deeper and improve.

•

Will everyone want to learn this way? No. Nothing is
for everyone. There are many paths to the top of the
mountain.

However, the Feldenkrais Method does encompass a unique
and profound understanding of human functioning and of how
5
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you are you – and the detail of it is like nothing I have come
across elsewhere. What I do hope this book will do is go some
way to enabling you to understand some of what is very useful
about that process for actors, so that you are encouraged to go
out and try it for yourself.

Dr Moshe Feldenkrais
© International Feldenkrais Federation Archive
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Part 1
‘When You Know What You Do,
You Can Do What You Want’

K N O W I N G W H AT YO U D O

How Much Do You Know About What You Do?

Take a really simple everyday action like walking. Do you know
what you are doing when you walk? It’s actually a huge question as they still (as far as I am aware) haven’t been able to build
a robot that can truly walk like a human being because it is so
complex. But ask yourself just a bit of it:

What do you do to bring your right leg forward? Do you twist
the pelvis? (If so, in what direction?) Does the hip go
up/down/neither? Do you bend sideways in the ribs? (If so, to
which side?) What does your right shoulder do? Lift/drop? Move
forward/backward/neither? Does your lower back lengthen/
shorten/neither? How is your breastbone involved? What does
your head do? Where do you look with your eyes? What part of
your foot (exactly) is the last to leave the ﬂoor? How does the
weight shift on your other foot? And do you do the same when
you bring the other leg through? (Extremely unlikely – but
what’s the diﬀerence?)
That’s just a few questions, I could think of many more. I’m not
really expecting you to have that much of an idea unless you
happen to be an expert: if you had any answers you did well.

How You Developed Those Patterns
Before we go further, it’s important to unpack a little of the background to the rather bald initial assertions I have made.
Important because, as we will see, this is fundamental to the
Feldenkrais Method and it’s really very interesting for actors. I
don’t want to get bogged down in the detail of the scientiﬁc evidence for how we learn, so I am going to stick to what we really
need to understand the Method, and to elucidate what you are
working with as an actor. I have included references and there is
suggested Further Reading (in the Appendix) if you want to
explore this area further.
To understand how you acquired the patterns and habits you
have, and to appreciate their depth and complexity, we need to
31
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Not Knowing the End

Lie on your back, bring your knees up over your chest and hold
your right knee with your right hand and left with left. Roll on
to your right side like that and stay there, still holding your
knees. Now, can you slide your left knee away from your head
and down on to the ﬂoor below your right foot?
But the rules (or constraints) are:

•
•
•

You must not let go of your knees or even slip your hand.
You must keep a ﬁrm grip.

Your face must follow your left knee – until the moment
you discover it can do something else!

How do you get your knee to the ﬂoor below your right foot like
that? What has to happen to the rest of you and where can you
end up? There is a picture at the end of the chapter, but don’t
cheat by looking at it now. Just do the exercise! Try. Who cares
if you don’t work it out? If you do you will have the joy of discovery. If you don’t, you will have the pleasure of being curious
about the puzzle.

Not Knowing
Did you cheat? Congratulations if you didn’t. You have to hang
out with not knowing, and very few of us like doing that. We
want to know where we are going. What we are ‘meant’ to be
doing instead of just letting something happen and seeing
where it goes. But this ability to let things happen without
knowing where they will take you is what you need to create.
It is very clear in clowning because there the comedy of the
situation is predicated on the clown not knowing what he/she
is doing there at all. It is the awful comedy of it. ‘You two are on
stage and you have to play Othello. But you don’t know the play.
All you know is that it has something to do with a handkerchief.’
That’s one of the exercises I remember Gaulier setting us.
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Moshe Feldenkrais in the San Francisco training
from Bob Knighton’s collection
© International Feldenkrais Federation Archive
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