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Abstract

Spiritual Care as the Understudy: A Mandate for Soul and Identity Preservation On and Off
Stage

By Janeé Smith

This thesis examines the overlooked ramifications of the acting profession from a
wellness and theological perspective with caring for the soul as the framework of human
identity. It advocates for a new component of practice to be integrated into acting training
and role preparation through spiritual care as a preventative measure of holistic health as a
performer to mitigate occupational hazards in the arts. The considerations for this
examination challenges methodologies of acting and how the culture of the industry
contributes to identity crises, non-ethical practices, and spiritual injury.

Based on my extensive experience as an actor, employing auto-ethnography with
acting methodologies, case studies, and published narrative interviews, I analyzed the
praxis of the craft to offer a practical framework for the non-actor to grasp the process of
the profession. I argue that because of the raw vulnerability required to act, actors should
receive spiritual care throughout the acting process, especially once the role is over and the
actor must retain or recapture a true semblance of self. To support my claim for a new and
emerging field of spiritual care, I will employ the following: 1) explore the spectrum of
spirituality and how it informs daily living; 2) define acting and its varied
interpretations, 3) compare acting methodologies and the effects of their practices, 4)
analyze the psychology of aacting through case studies, 5) offer glimpses of the acting
process from the actor’s perspective, 6) highlight industry culture, language, and
ideology that mirrors religiosity with cultic features, 7) address cultural, religious,
theological, and spiritual beliefs and practices of the actor that are compromised on
the job, and 8) design an innovative practice of preventative soul care and post-
performance spiritual repair.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2013, I moved back home to Detroit from Atlanta for a better chance of obtaining
union status with Actors’ Equity Association! because without it, I received less pay as an
actor, no health insurance, and zero protection offered from a worker’s union. I had
returned as the big fish in a small pond, wasting no time getting cast in a play that would
undoubtedly qualify me for Equity status. This was the year I turned 30 and could still pull
off playing a teenager, the role which I was cast. The role required flexibility and versatility
as | was tasked to play multiple characters in addition to my main character. These
character changes did not have the privilege of going offstage to change from one scene to
the next, but had to be executed within a moment’s notice according to the script. This was
not the first time I had taken on such an endeavor on stage; it had become my niche.
Additionally, my main character had to interact with other characters in the play. I was
being stretched to capacity physically, mentally, and emotionally, while ignoring the reality
of being 30 years old, no longer being able to seamlessly pull off what my former
adolescent existence could naturally achieve.

Combining the rehearsal process and the run of the show, I lived with these

characters for five months straight in the middle of navigating a tumultuous home life, a

! Actors’ Equity Association. “... founded in 1913, is the U.S. labor union that represents more than 51,000
professional actors and stage managers. Equity fosters the art of live theatre as an essential component of
society and advances the careers of its members by negotiating wages, improving working conditions and
providing a wide range of benefits, including health and pension plans. Actors' Equity is a member of
the AFL-CIO and is affiliated with FIA, an international organization of performing arts unions.”
https://actorsequity.org/aboutequity. Accessed on March 12, 2026.



failing romantic relationship, and little money to sustain myself as an adult woman. The
weight of my reality began to manifest in my health — skin rashes, stomach issues, colds,
and months of insomnia. My drive and desire to obtain Equity status for better opportunities
as an actor led me to return to an environment and circumstances that negated my reasons
for relocating to Atlanta for career advancement and independence. The calamity of it all
overstimulated all my physical senses to a point to where I grew numb to the once burning
desire for Broadway, television, and film. The state of my physical, mental, and emotional
health diminished my passion, causing a knee-jerk reaction of waving my white flag. I had
to surrender to the impossible demand of submitting my entire being to my craft. [ was
betraying every rule, belief, and ideology instilled throughout my training and career, thus
far because actors are expected to “give it their all.” All was given yet nothing was left.
And once I left the industry, it would be years before the revelation of what I experienced
would provide answers to what I gained from acting, and what it had taken away.

The many roles, whether a single character or multiple characters for a show, had
taken residence in the crevices of my psyche. The unhealthy beliefs I adopted from
theatre culture and language had shaped my idea of dedication and commitment. The
denial of acquiring skills outside my talent informed my inadequacy outside of acting.
The sacrifice of acting over family and friends proved counterproductive to my portrayal
of relationships on stage. My passion for acting had single-handedly replaced my identity

where I cosplayed myself, outfitted in the roles I played. Where I thought my physical,



mental, and emotional health had been compromised, it was revealed that I was
spiritually bankrupt; the foundation of my soul had been diminished and grossly violated.

Once I could name it, I was able to address it, and in that address came foundation
and the ability to establish, practice, and maintain spiritual and personal identity through
my faith, relationships, environment, and a therapist. Years of spiritual formation with
integrated retrospection proved to mitigate the obstacles and perils of my life as a former
actor. If I employed unhealthy practices and beliefs in what I consider a small scale of
success in my life as an actor, what might household-name celebrities utilizing those
same practices experience for the sake of their passion? There is a fine line between the
actor and the character being played. That line can be easily crossed, causing spiritual
turmoil that suppresses identity while accumulating the life of the play in real life. The
gift of acting is necessary for understanding life, but preserving identity is vital in
preserving who we have always meant to be — on and off stage.

“Nobody like you has ever been born. I didn't say, thank goodness. And no one

like you would ever be born again. You are the only one. And if you miss the

sound of the genuine in you, you will be a cripple all the rest of your life.””

-Howard Thurman
On May 4, 1980, Howard Thurman, an esteemed theologian, mystic, and mentor

to the late Martin Luther King, Jr, delivered the commencement address to the graduating

class of Spelman College, an historically Black college in Atlanta, Georgia. Rather than

2 Thurman, Howard, “The Sound of the Genuine (Baccalaureate ceremony) (Spelman College), 1980 May
4,” The Howard Thurman Digital Archive, accessed February 13, 2026,
https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/838.



delude his listeners with hopes of material success as a measurement of self-worth,
Thurman challenges them to listen for the “sound of the genuine” within them. This
sound is the very essence of our authentic spirit that informs us of our assigned song in
the correct key and poetic lyrics with unique fingerprints of our thematic overture that is
reprised throughout our story.’ Moreover, no matter how our story shifts, the sound of the
genuine should never be removed from our overarching theme of authenticity.

Thurman cautions the graduates to avoid adopting someone else’s sound, story, or
song, for it serves no purpose other than committing fraud while true purpose dies
unfulfilled. He oubles down with great bravado that feels harsh yet urgent and dire:

There is something in every one of you that waits, listens for the sound of the

genuine in yourself. And if you cannot hear it, you will never find whatever it

is for which you're searching. And if you hear it, and then do not follow it, it
were better that you had never been born.*

Thurman argues that allowing the sound of the genuine to escape our grasp is equivalent
to an agreement of debilitating proportions that robs us of quality of life. Therefore, it
would be in our best interest to be in search of this sound that guides us to purpose. This

sound, or song, is not encapsulated in an occupation, nor materializes in shiny, expensive

3 Thurman, “The Sound of the Genuine.” Thurman emphasizes the importance of searching for the sound
of the genuine as a song by referencing the story, The Blue Cat of Castle Town, in which a mother cat
worries that her kitten will develop blue hair and pink ears. These features indicate that the kitten will leave
home in search of its

song along the river, never to return to its mother, for this song will be repeated back to the kitten, therefore
informing it that it has found its own home. The unique features of the kitten, the song from the river, and
someone

recognizing your song is allegorical in that the symbolism serves as a person’s unique characteristics, how
nature informs us of our natural abilities, and being truly seen by people who have no obligation outside of
family to appreciate your presence and contributions to humanity.

4 Thurman, “The Sound of the Genuine.”



possessions, but within who God has assigned us to be in the very fabric of this breathing
vessel that is our spirit. Occupations and superficial assets, along with status and
networking encounters will not necessarily produce nor engage this customized sound.
These features, however, can develop into inauthentic personas of pseudo-identities that
operate from a place of duress to appease peers and hierarchal entities for acceptance,
frequently dressed up as compliance. Thurman boldly claims “...if you cannot hear the
sound of the genuine in you, you will all of your life spend your days on the ends of
strings that somebody else pulls.” In other words, if we fail to define who we are and
what we stand for, we will live our lives as puppets, relinquishing agency to someone or
some thing that dictates our every move, emotion, belief, and eventually arriving at our
own peril of a figurative, and ultimately, literal death. Thurman’s petition for humanity to
rely on spirit of self to inform the very nature of our motivations, creativity, and genius
that cannot be duplicated, it is a cautionary tale of recognizing when one is being
performative versus organically performing the sound of the genuine as our most
authentic selves.

The authentic self gets lost in obscurity from the many roles we play from day to
day, even throughout just one day — the role you get paid for at your job, the role in your
home, the role amongst siblings, the role in your friend group, the role in your church or

community, the role when you are alone. These roles require us to show up in different




ways for a specific environment, established relationships, and curated communication
that is appropriate for said environment and relationships. The function of various roles
that we fulfill inform our moral and ethical codes, or lack thereof, depending on how and
why these roles are assigned to us. Thurman suggests that our moral and ethical baromet-
er are not metered by some otherworldly force that escapes human comprehension, but

“...the so-called inconsequential things. ..in all his parts committed.”®

Thurman is saying
that our positioning in the world as an individual and in the lives of others have a direct
effect on how we determine who we are and how we make decisions, be they right or
wrong.” Despite the required flexibility from role to role, it is imperative that our true
sense of self is spiritually preserved to mitigate instances of lost identity in the melee of
life’s jousting that can cause friction against our embedded spiritual foundation.

Imagine this friction being an extra limb on your body that does not function with
or connect fo your other extremities, but is there taking up space in volume and density,
causing added weight to your movements. Every ounce of energy to move must consider
this extra limb that gets heavier the longer its presence proves no purpose; it just weighs
you down while putting a strain on the other limbs that are meant to be there. And those

limbs cannot stretch, reach, nor extend beyond this meaningless limb because there is

limited range of motion, stifling the body’s full potential to function wholistically.

¢ Howard Thurman. “Your Life's Working Paper, 1954 October 10,” The Howard Thurman Digital
Archive, accessed February 13, 2026, https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/969.
7 Howard Thurman. “Your Life's Working Paper, 1954 October 10,” The Howard Thurman Digital
Archive, accessed February 13, 2026, https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/969.



Spiritually speaking, the burden and distraction of the extra limb is what deafens
our proverbial auditory senses to capture the sound of the genuine. Imagine this reality
being a by-product of your passion. Replace the extra limb with other people’s stories,
then try to function as yourself while simultaneously talking, walking, and feeling like so
someone that is not you for weeks to months to years at a time. This is the debilitating
agreement that actors enter when following their passion. While talent and recognition
drive an actor’s motivation, the cacophony of fictional voices can leave the human vessel
dismissive of their inner voice, thus leaving them spiritually bankrupt and closed off from
their genuine nature. Non-actors have better chances of sustaining identity while
navigating the many roles life requires, whereas actors are void of the skills to maintain
boundaries between roles played and who they are in real life.®

The world of acting, be it theatre, television, or film, is an extremely intimate
profession that calls for the actor to be vulnerable, dedicated, and passionate toward the
craft. It is rewarding, in that actors have the privilege in using their entire instrument
from intellect to physicality to creativity to imagination. It is a field where the art of play
has no age restrictions, allowing actors to retain a sense of make-believe where art
imitates life. Many revel in the fact that they get paid to “play” on the job rather than be
confined to office cubicles, rigid policies of workplace conduct, and mundane hours of

work life that are not distinct from one day to the next. It is a profession that the public

8 Genvieve Brott. “A qualitative study into the psychological effects of acting work among Australian-
based actors.” (Australia: Taylor and Francis Group, 2025), 2.



seeks entertainment, sometimes as a therapeutic escape into the lives of characters that
either reflect their reality or provide hope for the future. The stakes are high and actors
want to get it right, but “actors have the unnatural responsibility of baring their souls w
while standing before a group of strangers.” Moreover, actors are practitioners of the
human condition in a world that subconsciously consults them to capture and deliver an
interpretation of life that speaks to the deepest core of an audience. Overall, actors
become responsible for the portrayal of people’s triumphs and tragedies in conjunction
with the characters’ stories on the page, often intertwining the practitioners’ own reality
with what is written.

The tandem act of what is scripted and what the actor naturally brings to the role
should be approached cautiously to differentiate the actor’s makeup and the character’s
world. Given the job calls for the actor to closely portray a specific type of person where
imagination and creativity is employed to draw out the writer’s interpretation, the actor
must remain within the parameters of portrayal rather than dwell as an inhabitant within
the character’s psyche where identity is compromised. Commitment to the role evolves
into embodiment of the role, which is every actor’s goal but to what end? To inhabit is to
take up space within an environment; to embody is to be engulfed within the spirit of a

character outside yourself. If the actor - the person - gets lost in either or both, then their

? Kenneth L. Stilson. Acting Is Believing. (Boston: Wadsworth, Cengage Learning, 2012), 18.



identifiable sound of authenticity becomes muffled and undiscernible. Acting should not
erase a person’s identity and all its unique markers, yet the demand for believability
influences how far an actor goes to achieve a response that garners rave reviews, career
advancement, and global celebrity. However, such ideologies, methodologies,
approaches, and pressures from the industry eventually harm the actor’s spiritual health —
blurring the lines between the spirit of self and the spirit of the character — causing an
internal struggle of identity, spirituality, and overall wellness of the practitioner.

Bill Bruehl argues, “The actor has a responsibility to those other inner actions —
often unconscious — that apply only to the actor’s private life and to separate them from
character actions.”'® The actor must make the distinction between what the character needs
versus what the actor needs. Speaking from experience, it is easy for the actor’s needs,
shortcomings, or traumas to spill over into the role they are playing. The actor must be co
conscious as to why they are making a certain choice for a specific action, and if it is
something that the character would do, or a void that an actor is trying to fulfill within their
own life. This is evidence of an identity in crisis and how that manifests in the actor’s
relationship with self, others, and the world around them. While practitioners of the human
condition are tasked to breathe life into a character, spiritual negligence can occur when
that same life-breathing practice is not employed upon their own measurement of

identity, values, and self-care. The sound of the genuine is now upstaged by the many

10 Bill Bruehl. The Technique of Inner Action: The Soul of a Performer’s Work. (Portsmouth, NH:
Heinamann, 1996), 8.
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characters the actor has portrayed, leaving them depleted of spiritual autonomy that affects
well-being and internal safety.

Professionally speaking, it is an uphill battle to preserve a sense of self when a
profession like acting calls for an almost constant existence of being solely labeled, a
performer. The word performer indicates a sense of play, or display of entertaining
attributes that extend beyond the stage or camera; it infiltrates the personal life of the actor
by influencing how others perceive, treat, and possibly dismiss the hazardous
circumstances of the profession altogether. The labeling diminishes the actor’s humanity
as merely a performer and further perpetuates this idea and image of a puppet that performs
at-will with the ability to turn it off when the strings are no longer being pulled. It is nearly
impossible for an actor to recognize the quandary of such a life due to constantly being
“on” — always auditioning because you never know who you are going to meet. This
leaves little to no room for self-discovery, healing, and simply basking in the beauty of
being one’s own unique self.

The acting process calls for training, coaching, and directing, all pre-packaged in
the business of acting to arrive at the final product of the performance. Many moving parts
are involved to bring the entire production together (set, staging, lights, sound,
costume/wardrobe, make-up and props), and these areas must be handled with care, both p
physically and mechanically, with conscious adherence of the production’s budget. Even t

the actors are held to a standard of responsibility in caring for these items and areas with
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safety protocols and proper handling of costumes and set props. However, there are little
to no considerations for the care and handling of actors for what the job demands, and how
training, coaching, and directing establishes a culture of overt, sometimes covert,
mishandling of actors that injures their integrity, mental health, and spirituality.
Subsequently, the fallout of the predominant focus being the performance rather than
consciously providing safe spaces for the people who bring forth the finished product, is a
prime example Howard Thurman professes that detaches us from listening for the
sound of the genuine

Actors are filled with other voices, emotions, even adopting experiences that are
not their own, simply to do the job in which they fell in love. For this paper, I argue that
because of the raw vulnerability required to act, actors should receive spiritual care
throughout the acting process, especially once the role is over and the actor must retain or
recapture a true semblance of self. To support my claim for a new and emerging field of
spiritual care, I will employ the following: 1) explore the spectrum of spirituality and
how it informs daily living; 2) define acting and its varied interpretations, 3) compare
acting methodologies and the effects of their practices, 4) analyze the psychology of a
acting through case studies, 5) offer glimpses of the acting process from the actor’s
perspective, 6) highlight industry culture, language, and ideology that mirrors
religiosity with cultic features, 7) address cultural, religious, theological, and spiritual

beliefs and practices of the actor that are compromised on the job, and 8) design an
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innovative practice of preventative soul care and post-performance spiritual repair.
Ultimately, the research from theatre practitioners, psychologists and actors, in conjunction
with autoethnography will culminate in a codified system of spiritual coaching that
acknowledges the impact of acting on actors with a multi-cultural approach — an intentional
approach that addresses the overwhelming usage of Eurocentric acting methodologies that
may or may not have a direct impact on spiritual injury across cultures, ethnicities, and

belief systems.

TO THE AUDIENCE

With the intent of evoking dialogue among actors and practitioners on the
occupational hazards of the craft, we must first admit that the art of storytelling through
interpretation from human vessels, i.e., actors, is a necessary profession that offers a
moving illustration of understanding when theoretical reasoning and logic fall short of
capturing the complicated layers of human experience. A script turned on its head through
voice, movement, imagination, and purpose serve as a catharsis for human healing and
reflection when actors steer the stories from pen to performance. Additionally, this paper
addresses and petitions for spiritual care to be implemented into the acting process through
a theological framework of spiritually caring for those whose artistry is routinely exploited.
It should be made clear that without this form of expression, life cannot be fully captured
if the mirror is not held up to our own perspective of living.

This mirror is symbolic, manifesting as the world’s stage where living, breathing
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humans decide to share in our most intimate corners of what life is, what it does, and how
we manage it. We applaud, admire, and acknowledge the genius that smart and gifted actors
demonstrate for our own entertainment to help understand the complexities of existence in
a flawed world. Thus, it is imperative to allow compassion for embarking on this very tall
order that goes unnoticed because of the glamour and celebrity that comes with the job.
From the outside looking in, actors are merely playing pretend at a trained and experienced
level. The ugly truth is that capturing the human condition as your life’s work is an
invitation to adopt external identities, ideologies, and idiosyncrasies that are foreign to
one’s natural representation of self. For this, we must examine the presence of spiritual
injury when the craft heals the audience but the actor spirals into a downward performance
of crisis that is void of holistic self-care. The dedication and commitment that actors
sacrifice for their work is a lending of their soul when breathing life into a role. The biggest
question for the actor that this paper dissects is: When you have given your all to the role
and audience, what should be left for yourself once leaving the stage?

Additionally, this paper serves as a call to action for further research, case studies,
and testimonials as there is an immense gap in the study of the psychological effects of
acting. An emerging curiosity among scholars, actors, and mental health professionals is
growing, re-imagining the profession with preventive approaches for the job, as well as
care plans set in place that can be tailored to the actor’s needs for wellness and longevity

in their career. Educating non-actors while communicating unaddressed problems in the
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theatre is the main goal in deconstructing longstanding, harmful practices while
constructing on-the-job wellness and after-care. It should be noted that much focus will
adhere to live theatre rather than television and film, as theatre proves most demanding and

grueling with lower pay scales than television and movie stars.

SPIRITUAL BEGINNINGS

To understand how spirituality is part of our identity, we must first wrestle with the
broad, often complex definition of spirituality. A widely regarded assumption is that
spirituality is solely connected to religion or belief systems with a standard of practice,
often ritualistic in nature. While this is a valid feature of spirituality, this singular
perspective limits the importance of spirituality when practicing spiritual care if the care-
seeker does not identify or align with systems of faith and religiosity. Spirituality is shaped
by upbringing, familial connections and cultural influence, surrounding environment of
people and nature, and most importantly, the narrative we have created to understand
ourselves. Dr. Emmanuel Y. Lartey, professor of Pastoral Theology and Spiritual Care at
Emory University, defines spirituality as:

...the human capacity for relationship with self, others, world, God
and that which transcends sensory experience, which is often expressed

in the particularities of given historical, spatial and social contexts, and
which often lead to specific action in the world."

Lartey believes that to identify the unique blueprint of one’s spirituality, we must

"' Emmanuel Y. Lartey. In Living Color: An Intercultural Approach to Pastoral Care and Counseling,
Second Edition. (UK: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2003), 140-41.
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recognize what has been engrained in the very fabric of our experiences that shape our
moral and ethical practice. This solidification of values informs how we show up in the
world, how we navigate among others, and how we define our identity altogether. This
process of discovery begins at birth and cultivates throughout the formative years where
the evidence of spiritual formation either thrives throughout our subsequent experiences,
or we are left to recapture, even redefine how spirituality must be embedded within
identity and sense of self.

Within the framework of acting, spirituality should not only reside within the
individual but cohesively as an ensemble. It is a given that a cast is an ensemble, based
on the common purpose of working together artfully with a script to bring it to life.
However, each actor comes with their own representation of spiritual identity, rightfully
so, that will eventually create a gap in how spirituality presents from person to person. In
African civilizations, there are different practices and beliefs from tribe to tribe, however
“there is one commonality, which is the belief that all life is sacred.”'?> American culture
tends to promote individualism — “deliberately stressing and giving prominence to some
supposed peculiarity rather than to collective considerations and obligations”!* — that
builds walls within interpersonal relationships, causing resistance to anything outside of
personal preference and ways of doing that proves intolerance to “all life” which is

counterproductive to spiritual collectiveness. Individualistic ideologies can become more

12 Sharrell D. Luckett, Black Acting Methods: Critical Approaches, (New York: Routledge, 2017), 27.
13 Lartey, 145.
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pervasive as life’s challenges change our perspectives of hope, and childhood innocence
wears off from awareness of flawed humans. However, learning the importance and
benefits of collective communal care provide an ecosystem of spirituality that fulfills the
holistic features of its entire nature.

Early childhood development is the first act of introducing spirituality through
family dynamics, peer interaction, and overall learning through play. Children indulge in
playing make-believe by engaging their imaginative perceptions of people, occupations,
behaviors, movements, appearance, speech, and dialogue. The late Douglas Turner Ward,
behavior of our parents and other people around us” informed our learning in becoming
adults.'* Additionally, Ward posits:

...the psychology of human beings and their relationship with one

another, their relationship to the world, their relationship with one

another, their relationship to themselves, and their expression through

imagination of how we involve ourselves in particular relationships. '
Children revel in the ability to create a world foreign from their own while borrowing
fragments from reality. Imaginations preserve familial and communal stories by re-
branding interpretations of family, friends, and figures that influence the ideas behind
playful portrayals.

Childhood innocence and observations orchestrate depiction of emotion, action,

and personality that informs the practice of pretending, either a solo act, duo, or group

4 Gus Edwards. Advice to a Young Black Actor: Conversations with Douglas Turner Ward. (Portsmouth,
NH: Heinemann, 2004), 3.
15 Edwards, 4.
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effort. Every performance concludes with returning to the true self, restoring the very
fabric of our identity. The beauty of make-believe in its youthful capacity is the ability to
navigate from the world of imagination to transitions of new activity and states of being
that reflect the most authentic nature of a child’s existence. Without prompting, the
playful child must re-establish the essence of who they are, innately assessing that make-
believe characters and settings eventually expire.

From a child’s point of view, the world of make-believe is temporal, having a
shelf-life competing against a new shiny toy, or an interruption that summons them to the
dinner table, perhaps simply growing bored from their lived creation and moving on to
the next activity of interest. Perhaps children have built-in boundaries between make-
believe and real life where over-saturation of either disrupts the natural inclinations of

idiosyncrasies and/or learned normalcy.

WHAT IS ACTING?

The average person may view acting as this transformational phenomenon of
metamorphosis that transcends human ability erring on the side of otherworldly. This
assessment can stem from Academy Award-winning performances that garner accolades
from the roundtable of the Academy to after-work conversations over cocktails.
Rightfully so, this matter of public opinion is somewhat justified when A-list actors

transform physically with extreme weight loss or weight gain, playing beyond their age,
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or capturing the essence of sociopaths by means of extreme acting methodologies to
achieve a performance that receives rave reviews. Without an inside view of what acting
is, from the classroom to rehearsal spaces, the non-actor might adopt fantasies of
complete abandonment of self to achieve the role. Many successful actors immerse
themselves in deep waters of character entanglement, resulting in overnight success or
long overdue recognition. In essence, the gift starts with the person.

Once we consider the obvious — that acting requires a human vessel to be present
— it 1s then we must acknowledge that one cannot act without everything that vessel
encapsulates. Rather than abandon the complete self, casting directors appreciate the
spiritual fingerprint that tells a story from a headshot submission, especially if the actor is
not known or has few acting credits. The camera captures the actor’s silent audition
before ever stepping into the room because the spiritual understudy displays the person’s
thoughts, intentions, and connection to the moment, often aligning with a particular
character in the script. The headshot is the actor’s calling card that offers a story that a
résumé cannot. This is the first step in understanding what acting is - not a monolith of
methodological jargon and praxis, but appreciating what the actor naturally brings to the
part from the spiritual fingerprint that informs their thinking and creative genius.

Famed actor, director, and acting teacher, Don Richardson, would agree that the
role is secondary to what the actor has to offer to the story. Through introductory exercises

with budding actors described in his book Acting Without Agony, Richardson recounts
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asking a young actor in his class to portray him [Richardson] when he walked in the
classroom. As Richardson had hypothesized, the simple exercise revealed that acting was
perceived to be imitation rather than capturing a person’s essence.'® Rather than the student
consider Richardson’s nature as he entered the room, how the mood of the environment
shifted, he opted to perform a caricature that was exaggerated and inauthentic based on
external perceptions of who Richardson might be. Ultimately, the actor must master the
essence of the character by simply recognizing unspoken responses when entering a room
and the energy that stays when leaving the room, akin to how we navigate rooms in real
life.

Additionally, actors want to be taken seriously as believable when cast in a part.
When attempting to answer, “What is acting?”, we must consider what is believable. I can
imitate a doctor by wearing a white coat or scrubs, use medical terminology, and perform
a physical on a patient. To make playing a doctor believable, I need to go beyond the
obvious. As a doctor, what is my specialty? How many patients have I seen today? Did I
eat? How was my experience as a resident? How long did it take me to accept that I will
lose patients no matter how badly I tried to fix them? What have I sacrificed to be a doctor?
When was the last time I had a good night’s sleep? Was it all worth it? This series of
questions are called “raising the stakes”; it gives the character backstory to the backstory

that only the actor knows to achieve believability when the actor has does not have

16 Don Richardson, Acting without Agony: An Alternative to the Method, Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and
Bacon, Inc., 1998), 17.
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firsthand experience of being a doctor. The essence of the character is captured by
considering these questions then applying the answers in how the doctor is postured. The
answers should be revealed in the doctor’s interaction with patients that remind them of
past patients, or working through sleep deprivation, even overcompensating by going the
extra mile in their work to mitigate feelings of guilt and regret for choosing this path. If the
actor manages to address these questions in their portrayal, then believability is no longer
in question because successful execution of the essence of the character is primary to the
secondary action of the story. Moreover, according to Richardson, actors should search
for the essence of the character, which is the spiritual “other” underneath enveloped flesh,
then there should be a mandated process where the person who acts can retain their own
essence of spiritual characteristics as a safe practice of soul health.

Ward offers a holistic definition of acting, also mirroring Richardson’s argument
of being, over performing, that addresses the importance of the work in representing life.
When asked in an interview by Gus Edwards what exactly is acting, Ward shared this
thoughtful response:

There probably is a more apt schoolbook definition somewhere that

I never thought about, but acting to me is a representation of the whole
spectrum of life — the re-creation and representation of the individual

and group communication, of lived and imagined human behavior. In
that sense, the individual actor or a group of actors become the represent-
tatives of a lived experience, the depiction of which is as significant and

important as not only any other form of media communication but any
other professional endeavor.!”

17 Edwards, Advice to a Young Black Actor, 3.
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Ward drives the point of representation as the actor’s main purpose of the work. His
attention to the nuance of human behavior offers a sense of sacredness that elevates the
significance of representing life re-imagined through a lens of deep interpretation that
acknowledges our spiritual connection to how we communicate each other’s stories.
Ward’s definition of acting includes the approach as a group rather than just focusing on a
single artist because the representation of one character must interact with a cohesive
ensemble also responsible for connected spirits within the world of the play or story.
Ensemble work within the craft is reflective of how people coexist in the world with
differing views, values, and virtues, which is cause for recognizing the aspect of
interpersonal spirituality within fiction and nonfiction. If it cannot be ignored nor
overlooked within the art of acting to represent life and human behavior, then the
negligence of fostering it within the actor’s own life prohibits responsible “re-creation and
representation.”

The two well-respected acting practitioners express their ideas of acting in different
illustrations while speaking the same language of capturing authenticity that the audience
can digest as spiritual and real. These ideas transcend the mere perception of acting as
imitating, or pretending, which is not completely incorrect, because it was earlier
established that our childhood involving playing make-believe is an early learning tool of
being in the world. However, the difference between imitating and acting is the actor’s

ability to discern the character’s humanness without being performative but rather
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spiritually perceptive of their nature. This same spiritual perception of oneself should be

afforded to the acting practitioner while working through the many processes of acting.

ACTING METHODOLOGIES

Whether a person decides to hone their acting skills by matriculating through a 4-
year undergraduate theatre program to earn a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Acting/Theatre, or
working and auditioning while taking classes at an acting studio in the trifecta of acting
cities (New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago; Atlanta is worth noting as Honorable
Mention), every actor adopts a particular methodology that best suits their idea of acting
and how far they are willing to go to land the part. Some actors are flexible in their pursuits
where no method is one size fits all but able to apply different approaches based on what
the role calls for and if one practice does not serve the role as it did another. More
importantly, every actor has their own style, their niche in how to prepare for an audition,
what works in rehearsals, and ultimately how the audience responds when the show opens.
Ample attention is given to methodologies based on the actor’s willingness to hone their
craft, however this fidelity to widely practiced approaches is the inception of harmful
practices and ideologies that separate actors from their own cognizance of spiritual
violations. This section will address several acting methodologies that are widely practiced
in the Western region while examining the pros and cons of each and why this matters in

spiritual preservation.
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Konstantin Stanislavsky: The Method

Konstantin Stanislavsky is considered a pioneer in 20" century acting principles
and methodologies, a mentor to Michael Chekov and other notable practitioners of acting.
An Actor Prepares is Stanislavski’s most revered address to actors, widely assigned as a
textbook for undergraduate and graduate acting programs, as well as private coaching,
decades after its first publication in 1936. It explores how we as humans are always in
communication with something outside of our verbal and auditory senses. People, places,
and things live within us, either introspectively or retrospectively, rendering it humanly
impossible to rid ourselves of this feature of the brain. Stanislavsky suggests that this is a
spiritual encounter for the actor, even mid-performance: “All the time that he is on the
stage he should be sharing these spiritual resources with other actors in the play.”'®
Stanislavsky gives permission to allow humanness to work in tandem with the actor rather
than abandoning it, suggesting that embracing the realities of us, allowing the duality of
personal thoughts, spiritually influences the performance, making it less likely for the actor
to work that much harder to recapture the very essence of who they are outside
the theatre.

However, later derivations of Stanislavsky’s “Method” grew more intensely among

actors and practitioners, namely Lee Strasberg, who expounded upon his predecessor’s

technique by believing and promoting that the actor must connect with the character long

18 Konstantin Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, (Great Britain: Geoffrey Bles Ltd, 1936), 196.
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before going on stage, almost becoming one with the role. This practice grew into
dedication to physically transform, or altering one’s look to fit the character, and perhaps
living as the character offstage to be fully immersed in the role, known as “Method acting”;
an almost certainty that an actor will struggle to separate themselves from their work when
the curtain closes. While the utilization of this methodology induces chances of a
successful run with awards to follow, the risk is that the actor’s spiritual health is afflicted
with an identity crisis.

Michael Chekhov and “the psychological gesture”

Michael Chekhov (1891-1955) was an early twentieth-century Russian actor,
teacher, and technique practitioner of acting for the stage who is still revered for his
contributions to the craft by notable actors like Johnny Depp and Sir Anthony Hopkins. On
the Technique of Acting 1s a passionate and instructional proclamation of Chekhov’s stance
of his imaginative expression of character work that he believes transcends his mentor
Konstantin Stanislavsky’s system of what he considers surface-like acting. Chekhov’s
approach is a physical embodiment of the actor engaging with the character to achieve
optimum believability, a method and process he calls the psychological gesture.

Chekhov’s deeply engrossed approach to acting started in childhood from being
inspired by his accomplished playwright uncle, Anton Chekhov. Inspiration combined with
innocent make-believe led the younger Chekhov to establish early ideas of his own

methodology that would later prove to be outside of the box of standard acting practices.
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On Chekhov’s recollection of acting in early childhood: “I took the first piece of clothing
I came across, put it on and felt: who I am.”'® This early observation was the process of
Stanislavsky’s process in approaching the character ‘outside-in’ that was unbeknownst to
the young Chekhov, but a technique he would innovate and perfect throughout his career.

For context, outside-in is the process in characterization where the actor chooses to
identify external traits first before tackling inner work. These traits can be the character’s
style of dress, how they walk and move about the space, or mannerisms that support
overall action of the role. Personally, this is a fun and attainable method of capturing the
superficial traits of the person because it is safe and makes discovery palpable if the internal
work is taxing. On the contrast, ‘inside-out’ delves into the embodiment of the character,
discovering the motivation behind the action of role which can determine the outer, visible
identifiers like clothing, the gait in their walk, and speech patterns. Every actor achieves
some level of embodiment, however, the physical embodiment of something outside of
oneself'is a fine line between make-believe and co-habitation with a foreign entity which
can be spiritually dangerous, leaving the actor vulnerable and confused.

Chekhov’s psychological gesture involves exaggerated physicality that is attached
to the overarching action within the moment of the scene, then eventually digress into
subtle delivery in performance that is more realistic. For instance, if a character’s goal in a

scene is to embrace another character, perhaps physically, but more importantly, to

19 Mel Gordon, Michael Chekhov: On the Technique of Acting, (NY: Harper Perennial, 1991), xi.
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embrace a resistant person through dialogue, then the psychological gesture calls for over-
the-top movements of embrace during the preparation process. Chekhov’s idea of
embodiment is in proximity to how far the body can be pushed to connect with the
character; a practice utilized in rehearsals, yet his earlier work played out on stage with
mixed reception: “...critics, who had never seen such a seamless and startling mix of deeply
emoted realism within a portrayal of grotesque fantasy, even questioned whether what
Chekhov did on the stage was actually “acting” ...”?° Early in Chekhov’s career, while a
resident at the Moscow Art Theatre in Russia, theatre critics in the region did not know
what to make of his performances because he had adopted a method of acting that they
deemed not of this world because he appeared to have metamorphosed facially and p
physically to portray the respective role. Like any innovation of common practice,
Chekhov’s technique eventually became a major influence on future actors like Marilyn
Monroe who once stated that Chekhov was “the most powerful spiritual influence in her
life...”?!

The themes of spiritual connection between Stanislavsky’s “Method” and
Chekhov’s technique is an obvious feature of the work and goal of notable actors as
mentioned above, all of which who have established influence of acting style and success
on subsequent generations of actors. Similarly to Stanislavsky, the Chekhov technique is

woven into the theatre program curriculum in the Unites States and Europe as one of the

20 Gordon, ix.
21 Gordon, x.
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cornerstones of acting pedagogy. While Chekhov’s revered approach gives glimpses of his
commitment to acting, it is worth noting how his methods came to be and the state of his
spiritual health at the height of his career.

Mel Gordon, the editor for Chekhov’s later published On the Technique of Acting,
details an account of a brutal fight between a young Chekhov and a fellow actor and
roommate that stemmed from an acting game of both men who “took turns each morning
acting the part of the ape”?? that resulted in a very violent, animalistic fight between the
two men that left each severely injured. Animal work within acting training is not foreign.
In fact, animal work is a beneficial exercise that explores instinct, physical prowess,
imagination, and playful interaction for adult actors to take advantage of getting out of their
heads and allowing their instrument to lead them about the space. However, Chekhov’s
commitment to mimicking animalistic behavior in the wild as part of his real life and home
tasks, errs on the side of conjuring a spirit that is a stranger to his own resulting in a great
lack of self-regulation to distinguish between playing an ape and embodying a beast trying
to function as a human. Chekhov and his roommate’s lack of self-preservation in playing
apes is an extreme example but an effective illustration of limitless boundaries to become
a thing.

Chekhov’s extreme preparations garnered attention in the theatre and among his

students, much like his technique still manages to do in a 21* century industry. However,

22 Gordon, xi.
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what actors should considered when adopting methods of highly regarded practitioners is
the context of their reality, environment, and health at the time of creating such
methodologies:

But bouts of depression brought on by alcoholism, family

deaths, war fever, revolution, and civil war often undermined

his mental equilibrium and ability to act.?®> Gradually, Chekhov

understood that his maddening lack of will was the residue of a

spiritual crisis rather than the physical fatigue of an overworked

actor. Chekhov began to reason that his poorly timed breakdown —

at the height of his fame — was actually his soul’s silent protest

against what he was becoming as a performer: “a malevolent

vessel of drunken egotism.”?*

Aside from the toll acting takes on a person, external factors can compound the
expectations within the profession and can prove to be debilitating and damaging, as
observed in Chekhov’s response to personal and environmental factors. The actor, or in
this case Chekhov, would have benefited to establish a safeguard to be in-tuned with the
world around him to determine how engaging in his profession and if the state of the world,
personal relationships, and health could intensify based on the pursuit of roles in which he
portrayed. Given that this breakdown occurred during Chekhov’s height of fame, it is worth
noting the connection to today’s celebrities who seem to be marked with troubling
headlines right when their career takes off (ex. Drunk driving, domestic violence, drug
binges, hypersexuality, frivolous spending, etc.). Nonetheless, Chekhov’s spiritual turmoil

manifests as physical sickness leading to poor coping mechanisms, whereas current

2 Gordon, xiv.
24 Gordon, xv.
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b3

suffering actors’ “physical sickness” could present as adverse behavior, poor choices, and

masking in their real lives when their identity as this “star” overshadows their true essence.
Despite formal studies of this method of acting during its inception and beginning
popularity, this is early proof that the soul’s sensitivity is triggered by willful darkness and

extreme acting choices.

Chekhov did not have a background or any formal training in psychology, yet his
approach to acting is widely constructed while posturing as a qualified psychologist to
merge the two disciplines on a professional level. Given that Chekhov was revered during
this time, his influence could be considered reckless having not classically studied
psychology yet offering psychological “advice” on how an actor should effectively
employ the discipline without offering the cons as well as the pros in his approach.
Theologically, there is a pattern of conjuring that fuels Chekhov’s stance of character
development that could be a direct influence on one’s spiritual health. Conjure does not
explicitly connote ‘darkness’, however Chekhov’s practices prove to welcome unwanted
feelings and actions that violate the actor’s overall wellness. There are undertones within
the Chekhov technique in alignment with religion and ritual — unwavering commitment to
a character like the ape exercise - that could violate a person’s beliefs, faith, and
spirituality. To this point, there is an underlying, subconscious allegiance to “marrying”
this particular methodology that grows difficult to divorce when the actor’s life and the

life of the character blur lines of consciousness that erase distinction from one another.

Bill Bruehl
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Bill Bruehl advocates for the actor to establish a boundary in the actor-character
relationship. Bruehl petitions for the actor to be conscious of the root of their inner action;
that is, the underlying motivation behind a given action and/or overall performance. It is
not enough to be performative but have meaning behind the action while performing.
Bruehl argues that the inner action is distinguishable. “

Thus, there are two kinds of inner action; one is poison to the

actor, and one leads to performance magic. The latter kind of

inner action mobilizes the actor’s performance of the character.

But the former kind of flows from the performer’s personal inner

needs.?’
The actor either performs from a place of capturing the innerworkings of the character, or
from a place of ego and attention that proves to be futile in terms of performance, and an
ugly habit for the actor. The latter potentially plays a part in the actor’s identity and worth
post-performance. Performative portrayals connected to audience and critic reception, or
accolades, has long-term effects of issues with acceptance and perfectionism on the actor’s
part — a symptom that requires a diagnostic reading of spiritual wellness and the inner
action of the person opposed the character.

Additionally, Bruehl argues that the actor must make the distinction between what
the character needs versus what the actor needs: “The actor has a responsibility to those

other inner actions — often unconscious — that apply only to the actor’s private life and to

separate them from character actions.”?® Essentially, it is easy for the actor’s needs,

% Bill Bruehl, The Technique of Inner Action: The Soul of a Performer’s Work, (Portsmouth, NH:
Heinamann, 1996), 1.
26 Bruehl, 2.
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shortcomings, or traumas to spill over into the role they are playing, thus must be conscious
of why they are making a certain choice for a specific action and if it is something that the
character would do, or a void that an actor is trying to fulfill within their own life. This is
the very essence of an identity in crisis and how that manifests in the actor’s relationship
with self, others, and the world around them. Bruehl warns against the overall intent to
which the actor engages in fidelity to the character’s objective. He suggests that the inner
action is also communal: “Every actor has a responsibility to collaborate with others in a
scene so they don’t trample each other’s work.”?” Some actors’ commitment to the role can
alienate fellow actors’ cast members’ creative contributions to the story if they appear
unwavering to their planned course of inner action methodologies. Again, an unhealthy
infraction upon self and others to achieve the inner action of something that is not real errs
on the side of delusion and raising the stakes in one’s own life that creates uncomfortable
and unfair work environment that is counterproductive to the integrity of creating as an
ensemble.

The idea and practice of capturing the inner action is that of beauty, as well as
nuanced confusion, depending on the actor’s frame of mind. Perhaps the tenets of inner
action could be integrated with spiritual care as an exercise for the actor to address aspects
of their lives that have gone unaddressed that potentially infringe upon the collective work

of a production. Bruel’s insight and perceptive observation come from a place of living the

27 Bruehl, 51.
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experience as an actor and director, qualifying him to soundly speak to the perils of falling
into the trap of a dual existence of profession and performance that perhaps CEOs of
theatres and producers of Broadway shows are too far removed or inexperience to consider

regarding their investment of attention and time to revenue and publicity.

Black Acting Method

Thus far, the approaches to acting and methodologies widely regarded universally
among actors have been derived and implemented by not only European practitioners but
exhibit Eurocentric identifying markers immersed in a singular school of thought when it
comes to artful expression of human condition. As noted above, practitioners like
Stanislavsky and Chekhov, who influenced other practitioners and actors, shared a
common goal in committing to the role and being spiritually connected to it at varying
levels of interconnectedness. It could be considered indoctrination, or rigid tradition in the
theatrical and acting spaces due to longstanding curriculums in collegiate programs and
professional acting studios that are now being challenged as antiquated and dismissive of
cultures external to Eurocentrism — a cause for concern that may or may not compound the
perils of acting and the industry for actors of color, and in this case, Black actors.
Navigating the industry as a Black, female actor proved difficult in terms of how to audition
as the minority in most spaces, being the token Black in a majority White cast, and covertly

being told “act more Black™ but not oo Black. More importantly, undergraduate acting
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programs, if not attending an historically Black college or university, are not equipped to
train, coach, and teach acting to Black students that is holistic to their spirituality while
acknowledging culture, advocacy, and the stories of the Black diaspora. This oversight in
Black identity in the acting classroom is an emerging call-to-action that directly affects the
spiritual health of Black actors and actors of color.

Professor of Theatre, Sharrell D. Luckett, and Theatre Director, Tia M. Shaffer
embark on identifying and closing the gap within academic spaces for acting and theatre
that ignore the needs of Black actors who make up the second tier of actors in
predominantly White institutions with notable acting programs. In Black Acting Methods:
Critical Approaches, Luckett and Shaffer expose, challenge, and offer discourse on the
disproportionate representation of an acting curriculum designed to address and care for
the Black actors in a world where acting while Black is not simply performing but
communicating the Black experience holistically, responsibly, and spiritually.

In a perfect world, we would like to believe that our acting
classrooms contain culturally diverse theories and approaches

to replicating humanity, various species, and inanimateness. Yet,
this is not the case, as most acting classes in the United States of
America operate within a Eurocentric theoretical framework of
performance, while ushering actors through the exploration of emo-
tionality and embodied renaissances. Often times, in the majority
of U.S. acting classrooms, just like in other subject areas, White-
ness overtly and covertly pervade the texts and linguistic structures,
and those who do not share a White lineage or hue are de-centered,

misaligned and exiled from a theatre history that they rightfully co-
constructed.?®

28 Luckett, 1.
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The lack of “culturally diverse theories” is evident in the overwhelming representation of
White male acting practitioners that theatre programs and companies align their
expectations that are dismissive of Black culture, as well as gender. To compound the
hierarchy of White male dominance in theatre practice and education, instructors and
professors hold regard to a European framework that leaves little room, if any, for other
cultural identities whose spirituality is heavily connected to expression through
performance as part of ritual, understanding, liberation and justice.

So, what are Black acting methods? 1t is defined as:

...rituals, processes, and techniques rooted in an Afrocentric

centripetal paradigm where Black theory and Black modes

of expression are the nucleus that informs how one interacts

with various texts, literary and embodied, and how one inter-

prets and (re)presents imaginary circumstances.?’

This approach and consideration for acknowledging Blackness in the acting space
mirrors culturally based interpretations and criticisms in theological discourse when
implementing one’s identity to Scripture that has been whitewashed in popular
consumption, or interpreted with oppressive malice. This practice of acknowledging
marginalized groups in creative spaces is not designated to the classroom, but extends to
directors in the rehearsal space, casting directors in the audition, and how companies

choose their season lineup of plays desiring to employ non-traditional casting, i.e., casting

actors of color in roles written and intended to be played by White actors. Luckett and

2 Luckett, 2.
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Shaffer suggest that methodologies of guiding Black actors via the practice and material
should “focus on social activism, ...seek to help Black actors and non-White actors
embody material written for White actors or historically played by Whites, and...grounded
in Afrocentricity that exact a culturally pluralistic, global orientation.”* Luckett and
Shaffer call for restored visibility in the erasure of identity in American theatrical
institutions, a disservice that systematically eliminates a group’s spiritual influence that is
crucial to human sustainability, specifically for Black voices and expression.

One critical approach in preserving spirituality in the arts with the Black diaspora
in mind is “The Hendricks Method”, an innovative methodology for the care of Black
actors created by Freddie Hendricks, an Atlanta-based pioneer of acting and youth theatre
that repackaged the expectations of performance and transformed theatrical spaces for
Black youth into sacred sanctuaries of spirituality and liberation.

The Hendricks Method, developed while working with Black youth,
is an amalgamation of empowered authorship, musical bravado, spiri-
tuality, ensemble building, activism, effusive reverence of Black cul-
ture, and devising, often sans script...the methodology is purposely
infused with verbal and physical acts of positivity, such as uplifting
speeches, pats on the back, or compliments about appearance and

talent...critical for minorities, as they encounter a certain set of ex-

periences that include discrimination and prejudices at a very young

age. !

Generally, acting methodologies focus on the importance of the role and the overall

production of the show with much attention given to what the script calls for and how

30 Luckett, 6-7.
31 Luckett, 20-21.
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actors should dig deep within their core to retrieve noteworthy interpretation of a thing
outside themselves. However, Hendricks’s approach serves as pre-chaplaincy for the
person instead of solely providing tools to get the job done. The bottom line is not putting
up a show, but advocating for the performance community through cultivating a positive
culture while offering content this is pertinent and dire for public consumption to educate,
commune and ultimately transform. The sacredness of the Hendricks methodology
addresses the vulnerability of both acting and the industry, then mitigates harmful,
unethical practices that may infringe upon actors that go unchecked within commercialized
spaces that dismiss Black identity, expression, and spirituality in a practice that

is meant to portray the human condition as truthful as possible yet ignores the human

condition of those not fitting the status quo in America.

PSYCHOLOGY OF ACTING

Currently, there is minimal research and discourse on the psychology of acting from
a general understanding of the effects on the human brain to brain imaging that shows a
roadmap of the circuits and systems that are engaged when different emotions are at play
and how that lives within the entire body. Psychologists, mental health professionals, and
scientists alike are limited in offering helpful data that tells the story of adverse effects of
the acting profession when immersed in the work, culture, and strenuous expectations. To
understand acting scientifically can reveal how and if spirituality is directly connected to

our perceptions of behaviors and actions that do not derive from one’s own predilections
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but as a directive prompted by the choices required to play someone or something else with

a different spirit attached.

Australian case study

Although research is limited, a case study on Australia-based actors that aims to
analyze and understand the effects of acting and performance methodologies that may or
may not present psychological challenges within the actor. The study used a broad age
range of actors from 22 to 60 years of age to gather data toward themes of “preparation and
development of character, transition into the character and letting go versus ongoing
connection to the character.”? This study should be considered a rudimentary resource for
emerging developments of thoughtful considerations for the overall well-being of actors,
post-production. Moreover, the study considers the overall psychological effects of acting
that can lead to mental and emotional distress that manifest as unresolved.**> Through
interviews and testimonials, the study revealed that “...38.7% of participants reported that
they had experienced challenges in “relaxing or letting go” after an emotionally taxing
performance or role.”** Additionally, participants admitted to succumbing to substance

abuse, both legal and illegal, to cope with their profession.

32 Genvieve Brott, “A qualitative study into the psychological effects of acting work among Australian-
based actors”, Australian Journal of Psychology, (Australia: Taylor and Francis Group, 2025), 5.

33 Brott, 1.

34 Jan Maxwell, “The Australian actors’ wellbeing study: A preliminary report,” (2015): 93, quoted in
Genvieve Brott, “A qualitative study into the psychological effects of acting work among Australian-based
actors” (Taylor and Francis Group, 2025), 3.

35 Brott, 3).
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The researchers give considerable attention to acting methods employed by actors
that engage the process of characterization, the practice of finding both internal and
external traits of the role that justify their motivation and goal within the world of the
story. A common practice that presents frequently in the study during character
development is the technique of inside-out versus outside-in. Also, the study focuses on
the preference of the actor, whether they are initially drawn to getting to the root of the
character’s emotions and pathology of actions, or defining their physical identity (voice,
walk, style of dress, etc.). The study participants express utilizing renowned techniques
that serve as an extension of the above-mentioned techniques invented by scholarly
practitioners of acting from the past, like Constantin Slanislavski, Lee Strasberg, and Uta
Hagen. Whether the actor chooses to start with physical characteristics over internal
nuances and vice versa, the preparation work proves that “acting work can be personally,
physically, and emotionally demanding.”3®

As the actor must navigate from preparation to transition, the reading moves
chronologically alongside the actor from a rehearsal environment to the performance
environment. This is essential in cultivating the integrity of the actor’s work transitioning
from self to character within the performance space where the role will take shape and live

before an audience. Additionally, the researchers consider the individual actor’s rituals in

conjunction with the ensemble’s routine of “getting into character”, both during rehearsals

36 Brott, 8.
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and pre-performance. This can range from vocal warm-ups, breath work, stretching, make-
up and costume, musical motivations, and meditation. The researchers analyze the
transitional practices, either as glimpses of connection from actor to character, or as
completely dissociative states of being between reality and imagination. Subsequently, the
research revealed “...that there is a greater emphasis on training and time spent on getting
into a character and less focus on coming back out of a character after the rehearsal or
performance is over.”®’ Thus, because the actor lends their body, voice, intellect, and
spirit to the role and story, there is no true separation between the actor and the character.
If, to some extent, the actor and character become one, participants expressed the
need to recapture their identity to mitigate the “psychosocial impacts that could be felt both
short-term and longer-term after acting.”® Attempts to retain the actor’s self through their
own autonomy involved recognizing the completion of a performance through bowing and
the curtain call, or the removal of external indicators like costume and make-up that
finalizes the life of the character. Other strategies focused on a holistic approach that
adhered to individual and social regulations like “rest, nutrition, limiting alcohol
239

consumption.

The straightforward language within the journal offers a comprehensive view of the

37 Alison E. Robb, “Exploring psychological wellbeing in a sample of Australian actors,” (Australian
Psychologist, 2018): quoted in Genvieve Brott, “A qualitative study...” Taylor and Francis Group, 2025),
7.

38 Brott, 9.
3 Brott, 10.
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world of acting to the non-actor that includes the acting process from beginning to end. It
should be noted that the research included an extensive list of participant demographics,
including but not limited to gender, age, education, training, preferred acting techniques
and acting medium (theatre, film, television, etc.) The comparative analysis provides data
of the most utilized acting technique, method acting, coined by Lee Strasburg, that actors
deem the technique that achieves noteworthy performances based on unique, and at times,
extreme principles and practice. This lends some scope of evidence toward the
psychological impacts of the craft ranging from identity issues to substance abuse. It is an
introductory study that is easy to follow while grasping the rewards and conflicts of acting.
While the study covers key components to address the problem, the context is
mainly applicable to stage actors despite including a comprehensive list of other mediums.
There are unique circumstances to consider when factoring in television acting and film
acting. These two mediums require different processes both production and acting wise,
and can move at a much faster pace than the theatre, which can derail an actor’s process
due to time restraints. Also, the median age of participants was mid-30s which may not
give a realistic view of their experience if you factor in family, children, another job, and
financial responsibilities. This age range tends to pursue acting part-time if they have not
‘made it big’ and are more inclined to set boundaries within the acting space and industry.
The most vulnerable age-range would be teenagers, and young adults having completed an

undergraduate acting program because of their strong zeal for success, making them more
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susceptible to lack boundaries for the sake of the cratft.

Given the study is very recent, there is considerable space to fill in the blanks of
questions, experiments, and theories that could enhance the evidence thus far. This study
serves as a springboard for the continued quest in solution-based practices for actors that
extend beyond the script, stage, and spaces of ambivalence when the role is concluded.
Eric J. Kolb

Former actor turned psychologist, Eric J. Kolb, reveals the art of acting as a
contribution to various fields of industry that research emotions by way of using actors as
interpreters of studies. Kolb argues that actors have been overlooked in research and
deserves a closer look at their resourceful existence: “...due to the skills they possess in
being able to induce and control emotional episodes, the techniques that have been
implemented to develop their skills have been grossly neglected in research.”*° This gross
oversight supports the reason for my thesis as actors prove to be on the lower end of the
totem pole of the artists as contributors to daily living and evidence-based industries.
However, the research Kolb manages to cover throughout this journal reveals the actor’s
innate ability to physiologically express human emotions without the presence of real-life
situations. Kolb describes this observation as having the ability “to do something others
cannot”, almost as if actors have superpowers with an otherworldly awareness of the most

minute factors within human experience.

40 Eric J. Kolb, “The Psychology of the Art of Acting: The Other Perspective of Behavioral Observation”,
(Minneapolis: Capella University, 2017), 2.



42

Thus far, the coverage of the possible adverse effects of the acting profession
according to Kolb, must be countered with the benefits of acting. The benefits for both
actors and non-actors are a reset tool for emotional regulation, or gaining perspectives from
other’s lived experiences through role playing within spaces of conflict and discord, even
with self. Emotion research with actors at the helm has been utilized for marketing, doctor-
patient scenarios, even as an outlet for self-expression among prison inmates. Much
consideration will be given to incorporate this category of acting and its implications of

supporting research from various sectors of enterprise and behavioral studies.

FORSAKING ALL BUT ACTING: THE COVENANT

The innocence of dreams as children provides a colorful imagination of possibilities
that motivates the will to reach goals that speak to our inner child once leaving the nest.
We believe that reaching these goals will quench our thirst for success and that everything
will be right within our existence. It is how we first define ourselves, based on what we
dream, what we do well, and how the two are received among family and friends. Dreams
and goals, no matter the occupation or field, require a level of sacrifice be it time, financial
investment, relationships, even denial of self when forcing to navigate outside of one’s
comfort zone to achieve a level of satisfaction that speaks to our ideas of success. The
disenchantment slowly materializes when the dream does not align with reality; when the
sacrifice is no longer beneficial but contradicts personal fulfillment when there is an

imbalance in “reward” between self and the entity that “provides” the dream.
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Acting and performing starts as a dream that unfolds during the most vulnerable
and impressionable era of youth, where the beginning stages of commitment and dedication
become part of the actor like an auxiliary feature of the body — a limb you are not born with
but a necessary “plug-in” to possess the expected attributes of fidelity to acting. It becomes
a marriage that should be protected from distractions of infidelity that would draw the actor
away from expectations of monogamy to the acting. Any other ventures or curiosities of
hidden gifts could be frowned upon if they draw you away from the covenant of your craft.
The industry says that actors are expected to be actors, with some wiggle room to explore
sub-categories of entertainment, like talk show host, or spokesperson. These ideologies
meant to establish commitment to the industry eventually paint a picture of limited
potential and harsh restraints to explore something else. That in and of itself conflicts the
spirit and denies what our spiritual voice is guiding us to do, hence stifling the sound

of the genuine to appease the very industry that held your dreams of acting in the first place.

Industry Culture and Language

“Because since our childhood...words have had meaning; we’re conditioned by
them to specific responses.”! This thoughtful observation depicts how we communicate
meaning based on how words affect memory and sensory, with feelings that either shape

or break our perception of language. If an older sibling tells the younger sibling that the

4l Don Richardson, Acting without Agony: An Alternative to the Method, (Needham Heights, MA: Allyn
and Bacon, Inc., 1998), 17.
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boogeyman is under their bed at night; it induces a chain of fear that makes the child
mindful of not dangling their feet off the bed or coming up with excuses as to why they
cannot sleep alone in their room. Even as adults, though we may overcome this fear with
rational thinking and understanding that our big brother was being a jerk, there is still some
sense of caution or a reminder that “underneath the bed” still manages to be unsafe long
after that bed no longer exists, so we subconsciously attach that memory to all beds.

Word attachment simply matures into the workplace with policies, office culture,
and buzz words for the work that we do, creating an environment of expected behaviors,
work ethic, and at times, the unspoken rule of suppressing our authentic personality for the
sake of professionalism that aligns with the mission of the company. Although the theatre
and acting industry is not so rigid in most of these areas, the language and culture prove to
strip actors of thinking for oneself, upholding restrictions for personal growth, and
employing tactics that discourage exploration of other interests that directly deny the
foundation of personal spirituality and the inner voice of realization of self that everyone
should follow and cultivate. A particular word that should hold a positive connotation in
the industry is ‘passion’, which is used by actors as a personal epithet to represent their
ongoing commitment to a dream turned reality. However, this word can become a ball and
chain, disguising what may have been passion but eventually transitioning into imprison-
ment when the word becomes a burden.

Passion is defined as “a powerful, intense and often barely controllable emotion,



45

desire or enthusiasm for a person, activity, or concept.”** Religiously, passion functions
as deep suffering, even death, just as Jesus sacrificed his life on the cross for the sins of
the world. Moreover, passion involves a relationship with someone or something that
extends beyond the boundaries of a generic encounter but progresses into an intense
commitment of behaviors, actions, and beliefs. Actors widely experience this strong
sense of passion when operating in their craft, adopting ideologies that either positively
highlight their dedication to the art, or negatively impact their well-being due to an
unhealthy fidelity toward their occupation. One could argue that such passion can be
viewed as a religion, modeling devout characteristics of time spent perfecting the craft
while suffering for in various areas: financial, family, friends, growth outside the
profession, and again, a lack of spiritual identity when the previous are forsaken,

attributes that informs us who we are, why we do it, and how it impacts others.

PREVENTATIVE AND POST-PERFORMANCE CARE

As previously stated, the actors from the Australian case study attested that training
for acting overwhelmingly focuses on characterization to prepare for the part with little to
no effort in providing tools to decompress from work. The processes of acting require a
considerable amount of muscle memory and embodiment that upon starting these processes
from day to day in rehearsals and performances, actors are encouraged to warm up, just as

singers and athletes do, to awaken the entirety of the human body. Warm-ups can consist

42 “passion,” Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, Merriam-Webster accessed March 10,2025,
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/passion.
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of stretching, breathing and vocal exercises, singing, dancing, animal work, theatre games
with the ensemble; the list is endless because it takes much effort to sustain a performance
for weeks, even months on end and the actor plus the director wants their cast to be healthy
and avoid injury. Unfortunately, the prep work for acting outweighs the possibility of
cooling down post-rehearsal and performance. A physical workout requires cooling down
to be able to safely transition our vitals from elevated rates to normal to mitigate adverse
effects resulting in light-headedness or fainting due to completely stopping exercise with
an elevated heart rate. Could not the same apply for acting when emotions are elevated
coupled with spectators and public reactions?

Despite a live audience coming with the territory of theatre, repeated exposure can
be overstimulating in conjunction with the emotional, mental, and physical toll of acting.
Given the attention to warm-ups and little concern for cooling down, the tradition within
this space gives precedence to the audience and family and friends who wait for their
beloved actors outside the stage door for autographs and pictures. It is “expected” that
actors hurry out of make-up and costume to greet their supporters and sign playbills instead
of taking a few moments for themselves, to restore themselves and leave the character on
stage, not their all. Their “all” is what depletes them of caring for spiritual health that
informs their boundaries, morals, ethics, and values to continueto do the work set out to do
with few distractions of personal anguish.

In addition to acting coaches, actors, perhaps theatre companies (and productions
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companies for television and film) need to consider how they strive for longevity in terms
of taking care of their actors by implementing spiritual care coaching as a requirement
before, during, and after production. In an industry that penny-pinches when it comes to
paying actors their worth, it is difficult to conceive of a world where entertainment cares
for their employees, however it require actors, practitioners, and chaplains to educate
themselves of the industry just as there is knowledge of hospital, military, higher education,
law enforcement and corporate chaplaincy. The aim is to innovate a new category of
spiritual care that is not as broad as entertainment chaplaincy, but specifically addresses
the effects of acting by understanding its pedagogy, methodology, culture and language,
then creating a system of spiritual metrics that restores identity and establishes a moral
code that recognizes when the acting processes begin to infringe upon personal values and
boundaries.

Methodologies of acting like that of Konstantin Stanislavsky or Michael Chekhov
can be utilized in reverse, or applied to actor as the person over the profession, by retaining
who they are through the same characterization tools used to capture the essence of the role
which they were cast. Ultimately, the person should leave breadcrumbs of themselves in
the rehearsal space, in the green room and dressing room, as references or reminders to
stay in control of their identity. The actor is responsible for many moving parts in a
production and needs assistance or markers to prevent them from completely stepping into

the world of the play. These markers could be literally marking sections in the script that
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allow the freedom to “relax” within the action. Actors are expected to be completely
engaged, even if they have no lines for a considerable amount of time but are present on
stage. However, the mind drifts, there could be a distracting sound, or just not feeling
well that night. Actors need to give themselves permission to be human during the
performance. It is inescapable. The audience does not know the script like the actors do,
even it is a well-known show. Actors are indoctrinated to be “on” at all times, but changing
that language to “forgiving yourself in the moment” relaxes the angst of perpetual, robotic
expectations that deny human fallibility.

If spiritual care for actors is the goal, it is a concerted effort for both the actor and
caregiver. In the same vein as the Black acting method, cultural acknowledgement and
adherence should be at the forefront of care, especially if it is “foreign” to the experience
of the practitioner. Dr. Emmauel Y. Lartey argues that pastoral care, or spiritual care in this
instance:

...requires a broad and deep engagement with living persons in
their universal, cultural and unique characteristics. It seeks to pay
careful attention to the impact of each one of these three influences
on every person. It calls for an approach that takes people seriously
in their diversity, similarity and idiosyncrasy. Intercultural pastoral
care has to be a corporate, cooperative activity in which the many

work together for each and for all.*

Similarly, the Hendricks method aligns with Lartey’s experience in respecting and

4 Lartey, 153.
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incorporating one’s personal identity that could be attached to culture, ethnicity, religion,
gender, and/or marginalization. Both practitioners are cognizant of inclusiveness as a
corporate practice of care that upholds community while appreciating each other’s
individual spiritual journey that just happens to have tribal support. This manner of support
is integral in equipping actors with reassurance that they are who they are before, during,
and after rehearsals and performances. More importantly, actors must rebrand “leaving it
all on the stage” from an inevitable process of depletion to grounding their sacred
spirituality in the performance space as the understudy for themselves when the curtain

closes.

CONCLUSION

In the introduction, I employed vulnerability to speak to an experience that led me
to arrive at a place of purpose and then protest. The purpose lied within the passion then
suffering for the craft. The protest came as a result for those not yet enlightened and
suffering through their passion. Acting is beautiful. It requires genius and we give it freely
because we are spiritually aware that the gift to create is for human consumption as a
reminder that creation is the sacred beginning. Actors’ desire to freely express the human
condition is often met with exploitation and puppet strings because we are desperate to
perform and slow to discern.

Portrayal of others can transition to betrayal of self. Actors spend a considerable

amount time studying how others operate, what profession calls for this skill or that, how
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might a drug dealer walk into a church, and why would I not gain 30 pounds to land this
role? It is an occupation not like any other, both rewarding and taxing. However, the level
of exploitation, toxic culture, extreme practices, and sometimes abusive environments
challenge actors’ overall health and well-being, all for the sake of following dreams and
ambitions. Howard Thurman’s commencement address four decades ago may not have had
actors in mind specifically, but his warning is apropos for an industry that semi-pays you
to forget, even never discover who you are. The process of acting itself plants the seed for
actors to be who they are not, despite best efforts to not wholly dismiss oneself. However,
Euro-American methodologies leave it up to the individual to regulate how far an actor
goes into character with little attention, or care for ensuring that the play and real life are
separate.

Black acting methods vehemently prevent the possibility of actors, namely Black
actors, betraying their identity and spiritual roots, not to mention equipping non-Black
directors and acting teachers with the tools to acknowledge the prejudices and injustices
that Black people in America experience and how that translates through artful expression
for the world to see. It is a communal effort to mitigate individualistic ideologies that fall
short of attributes of spiritual awareness and identity. This unique yet effect method of
acting recognizes that following the status quo creates patterns of complicity in co-signing
how power has labeled you. When the awakening occurs, those actors are expendable

because their spiritual wokeness has compromised the bottom line of puppeteering. In
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“Your Life’s Working Paper”, Howard Thurman posits how blind loyalty results in
detachment once the veil is lifted:
Now if you were a member of one of these organizations, the
ground rules are well established. And when you join or when
you are conscripted or when you become involved in it and more
and more moving towards the center of the core, the hard core
of purpose that dominates this, all initiative as far as alternatives
which are available to you and what you should do and so forth
and so - all initiative is taken out of your hand. And there is de-
manded of you an absolute devotion and an absolute loyalty. And
only one mistake is tolerated, and after that, generally, you're liqui-
dated.*

Spiritual blindness causes spiritual injury, an affliction that can implode our entire
system of existence. However, Thurman urges people to be aware of silent agreements with
entities that do not have our best interests at heart. In the acting world, there is desperation,
sacrifice, and overexertion of our sacred instrument, when in reality, the gift of expression
should be cared for and cultivated for longevity, personal fulfillment, and social impact.
Preserving identity is essential when capturing the stories of human experiences because it
is a disservice to the actor to not acknowledge the possibility of brokenness while being
expected to interpret the meaning of life for audiences looking entertainment and answers.

The acting community must be a communal sage in preserving spiritual fitness for our

beloved actors. It is my belief that an emerging field of spiritual care for actors can

4 Howard Thurman, “Your Life's Working Paper, 1954 October 10,” The Howard Thurman Digital Archive,
accessed February 13, 2026, https://thurman.pitts.emory.edu/items/show/969.
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minimize spiraling peril if not just actors recognize that they are not machines, but spiritual
beings whose identity matters to continue sharing thoughtful, imaginative expressions and

interpretations of sacred, human life.
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