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In the fourth act of Anton Chekhov’s The Seagull, Nina tells Konstantin: “Little by little, I stopped 
believing in myself. I lost heart… I became commonplace and trivial, I acted without thinking or 
feeling… I didn’t know what to do with my hands, I couldn’t move properly or control my voice. 
You can’t imagine what it’s like to know that you’re acting badly.” 
 
I first read those lines my freshman year of high school. Even then, in the very humble 
beginnings of my acting career, I felt as though Anton was speaking directly to me. Because I 
knew, and have known and sometimes still know what it is like to NOT know what to do with 
your hands, to NOT move properly and to NOT control my voice on stage. To know that I am 
acting badly. And little by little, over the years, I did stop believing in myself. 
 
My early actor training did little to combat these feelings of inadequacy. I learned a lot about the 
psychology of characters. I would come into rehearsal with a wealth of information, all my 
homework done, and then inevitably flounder. Despite my arsenal of character trivia, I still didn’t 
know what to do with my hands, I couldn’t move properly or control my voice. I acted with my 
chin. A lot. I even had a professor in undergrad put scotch tape on my eyebrows (it was kindly 
done). And the worst part, through all of this, I was deeply aware of my awkwardness, energy 
scattering through my flailing limbs with no direction. I knew I was acting badly, but I did not 
know how to fix it. 
 
In western theatre training, we start with the brain. Let me be clear that this is not a bad initial 
approach. Characters, after all, are people and understanding how they think is essential in 
approaching any role. However, we also END with the brain, forgetting about the body.  
 
When we forget about the body, everything becomes internal. Our objectives, our conflicts are 
constructed in the mind alone. We believe we need to mentally will our performance to the 
audience, neglecting the very powerful tools we have on stage. We forget our own body in 
space and how it directly relates to those other bodies, our scene partners. 
 
The actor-training work of Robyn Hunt and Steve Pearson of Pacific Performance Project/East 
(currently at the University of South Carolina) presents a solution to this dilemma; work that has 
evolved after over a decade working with Tadashi Suzuki, and additional study and performance 
with Kenji Suzuki and Shogo Otha, as well as their own training in dance and staging. 
 
This training demands the physical attention of the actor. Each exercise starts with a formal set 
of guidelines, corporeal objectives that the actor must execute. But with this structure comes 
freedom. Without the pressure of the “play”, the actor explores how the body aligns to the task 
at hand. Training gives us a space free from the preconceptions of the “play” where can 
acquaint ourselves with others onstage. 
 



We finally decentralize, a term used frequently by Professor Hunt in our training sessions. 
Instead of hoarding our participation in the mind, our energy, our ki, shifts outward. Through 
training, we direct this energy towards others, turning from this Western idea of the individual 
self and bowing to the universal group. The body finds itself in full coordination. The spine 
aligns, the back of the neck lengthens, the balls of our feet root into the floor and the strength in 
our legs is extraordinary. In the truth of these tasks, the body knows exactly what to do and the 
mind doesn’t need to worry about it. The mind’s objectives become somatic.  
 
This past autumn, I applied this wisdom to role of Henrietta Leavitt in “Silent Sky” by Laura 
Gunderson. The play follows the forgotten female astronomers of Harvard Observatory around 
the turn of the 20th Century. Henrietta is a demanding role. Onstage for the majority of the play, 
she is highly intelligent, forthright, obsessive and exacting. She is also hard of hearing and 
wears an antique hearing aid that is featured throughout the script. 
 
In the past, I assure you I would have drowned in my own inadequacy to do her justice. But 
through training, I was able to approach the role with confidence. 
 
I viewed the play as its own exercise. The lines and the directions became a physical task I had 
to execute in coordination with the other actors onstage. I cast off the idea of showing the 
audience how “talented” I was, how much homework I had done, and bowed to the structure of 
the play; as though the performance was a piece of music and I needed to play my instrument 
harmoniously with my scene partners.  
 
Instead of thinking “how can I show?”, I began with thinking “how may I serve?”. How may I 
serve my scene partner? How can I move in coordination with them? How can I shoot energy 
towards them in the hopes of getting not just what I want, but what we both need? How may I 
serve the space? How can I move logically and fluidly in it in the hopes of giving it what it 
needs?  
 
This mentality helped me most when working with the antique hearing aid. Instead of trying to 
show the audience the prop and show them the character’s disabled hearing, I chose to serve 
the prop. What did I need to do to ensure it worked properly? How did I need to maneuver the 
prop so it could best function? 
 
I could lie and say I never thought about what my hands were doing. I did. But only a few times. 
And when I did feel that awkwardness, I redirected my energy outward as we do in Hunt and 
Pearson’s training. I made an adjustment. I felt strength in my core. I looked to my scene 
partner. I recognized my awkwardness and got on with it, instead of wallowing in my 
inadequacy. I allowed myself to believe that I was not commonplace and trivial, as Nina says. I 
allowed myself to believe that I was enough. 
 
When we serve instead of show, we free ourselves from the restraints of the ego and submit to 
the truth of the given circumstances. Hunt and Pearson’s actor-training gave me the confidence 



to do this. Through this work, we learn to trust that we don’t have to do it all on our own. Less 
can be more. The play can happen around us and through us not BECAUSE of us. We do not 
have to will the thing into existence. We do not have to show the audience our meaning. We 
don’t need to prove anything. We only need to serve the structure and allow it to play upon us.  
 
And when I do feel that I am acting badly, I now have the tools to fix it. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


