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Introduction to the Science of Performance: Defining Theatre Anthropology

Theatre Anthropology is not, as the name might suggest, the study of theatrical forms in so-called "primitive” or non-
Western societies. Rather, as pioneered by Eugenio Barba and the International School of Theatre Anthropology
(ISTA), it is the study of human behavior in a performance situation. This discipline focuses on the pre-expressive
level of performance—a foundational layer of physical and mental presence that precedes individual expression,
characterization, or cultural stylistic choices. By examining the performer's technique across diverse global
traditions, Theatre Anthropology seeks to identify recurrent principlesthat govern the performer's power to
engage an audience.

The seminal work, A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: The Secret Art of the Performerby Eugenio Barba and
Nicola Savarese, serves as the definitive technical manual for this field. It moves beyond the anecdotal or purely
historical, providing a rigorous, physiological, and technical breakdown of how great performers—from Balinese
dancers to Grotowski-trained actors—utilize their bodies and minds to create a state of "heightened presence." For
the modern technical writer and performance scholar, understanding these mechanisms is essential for analyzing
the mechanics of presence and the bio-mechanical foundations of the performing arts.

The Core Theoretical Framework: Pre-expressivity and the Extra-daily Body

The central pillar of Theatre Anthropology is the distinction between daily and extra-dailytechniques. In daily life,
human movement is governed by the principle of least effort. We walk, sit, and gesture in ways that conserve
energy and achieve functional goals with minimal friction. However, in a performance context, the actor must
transcend these utilitarian movements to command the viewer's attention. This transition involves the adoption of
extra-daily techniques.

The Daily vs. Extra-daily Body

Daily techniques are culture-specific and largely unconscious. Extra-daily techniques, conversely, are conscious
manipulations of the body's natural state to create a presence that is "ready to act." This state is termed pre-
expressivity. It is a level of organization where the performer is not yet "acting” a specific role but is in a state of
high energetic potential. It is the difference between a person standing on a stage and a performer "occupying" the
space with their weight, balance, and gaze.

Technical Breakdown of Pre-expressivity includes:The Alteration of Balance: Moving away from the stable,
habitual center of gravity to a precarious, dynamic state.The Management of Energy: Utilizing internal resistance
and "luxury" energy (spending more energy than is functionally necessary).The Logic of the Body:Ensuring  that
every movement, however small, originates from a coherent internal impulse rather than superficial decoration.

Fundamental Recurrent Principles of the Performer's Craft

Through decades of cross-cultural research at ISTA, Barba identified several principles that appear consistently in
highly developed performance traditions, regardless of their cultural origin. These principles are the "secret"



mechanics that allow a performer to project life and energy.

1.The Principle of Altered Balance

In daily life, balance is a state of equilibrium we take for granted. In performance, balance becomes a dynamic
struggle. In traditions like Japanese Noh or Indian Odissi, the performer often bends the knees, lowers the center
of gravity, or shifts weight onto the outer edges of the feet. This creates a "luxury balance" that requires constant
muscular engagement. By making the body's stability precarious, the performer increases their internal tension,
which the audience perceives as a magnetic presence.

2.The Principle of Oppositions (The Archer's Bow)

A movement becomes vibrant when it is the result of two opposing forces. If a hand moves forward, the impulse
must originate from a tension pulling backward. This is often referred to as the "Archer's Bow" metaphor. In
Kathakali, for example, every extension of a limb is countered by a contraction elsewhere. This internal conflict
creates a visual density in the performer’s actions, making them appear more "real" or "alive" than naturalistic daily
movement.

3.The Principle of Simplification and Omission

Theatre Anthropology teaches that intensity is not the result of large, sweeping gestures, but of simplified action
where energy is compressed. This often involves the omissionof certain parts of a movement to highlight the
essential impulse. By restricting the physical scope while maintaining high energy (the "sats" or the moment before
the action), the performer creates a sense of coiled power.

Comparative Analysis of Global Performance Traditions

To understand how these principles manifest across cultures, we must look at the technical specifications of
different forms. The following table provides a comparison of how different traditions manage the performer's
energy and presence.



Performance
Tradition
Balinese Dance

Japanese Noh

Classical Ballet

Meyerhold’s
Biomechanics

Commedia dell'Arte

Center of Gravity
(Koshi)

Low, sunken pelvis.
Extremely low,
gliding step.

High, lifted center.

Mobile and reactive.

Variable, often low.

Balance Mechanism

Asymmetrical weight
distribution.

Fixed, rigid torso
with knees bent.

Verticality and

extension (en pointe).

Dynamic, based on
the 'Otkaz' (refusal).

Exaggerated leans
and acrobatic shifts.

Management of
Energy

Abrupt shifts in
speed and tension.

Internalized,
suppressed energy.

Apparent
weightlessness
(defying gravity).

Cyclical energy
(Preparation, Action,
Reaction).

Extroverted,
rhythmic vitality.

Focus of
Expression

Eyes, fingers, and
torso.

Subtle masks and
head tilts.

Legs, arms, and
spatial geometry.

Total body in space.

Mask-driven physical
archetypes.

Technical Breakdown of the Performer's Anatomy

Theatre Anthropology approaches the body not as a collection of muscles, but as a system of energetic segments
. To achieve pre-expressive mastery, the performer must isolate and control these segments with mathematical
precision.

The Pelvis and the Center of Gravity

In many Eastern traditions, the source of energy is located in the hara or koshi(the area between the hips and the
lower abdomen). Technical mastery involves "sitting" into the pelvis. This lowers the center of gravity and allows the
performer to use the floor as a source of resistance. By pushing against the earth, the performer generates upward
energy that radiates through the spine.

The Gaze and Facial Segmentation

The eyes are the first point of contact between the performer and the audience. Theatre Anthropology emphasizes
that the gaze must be active. This means the eyes do not just see; they "reach out" and touch the object of focus.
In Kathakali, the eyes are trained through rigorous exercises to move independently of the head, creating a level of
facial segmentation that is impossible in daily life. This segmentation prevents the face from being a unified,
"emotional” mask and instead makes it a dynamic, muscular landscape.

The Hands and Feet

In most daily activities, the hands and feet are merely tools. In the extra-daily state, they become primary
expressive organs. The "secret art” involves a high degree of tension in the extremities. For instance, in Balinese
dance, the fingers are hyper-extended, and the toes are curled upward. This prevents the energy from "leaking" out
of the body, instead reflecting it back toward the performer's center.

Methodology for Practical Implementation: The Path to Presence

For a performer or director looking to implement these principles, the process involves a rigorous transition from
conscious effort to secondary spontaneity. This is a state where the extra-daily techniques become as natural to
the performer as daily techniques are to a civilian.



1. Deconstruction of Daily Habits: The student must first identify their "parasitic" movements—small,
unconscious habits that diffuse energy.

2. Physical Colonization: The performer adopts a specific set of constraints (e.g., keeping the knees bent at all
times or never using the thumbs). These constraints force the body to find new ways of moving, breaking the
"habitual" neural pathways.

3. The Study of Form: Learning a fixed sequence of movements (a "score") from a traditional form. The rigidity
of the form serves as a mirror, showing the performer where their energy is lagging.

4. Internalizing Resistance: Once the form is mastered, the performer must introduce internal resistance, acting
as if they are moving through a dense medium like water or honey. This creates the "thickness" of presence.

5. Montage: The final stage where the physical actions are layered with subtext or associations, creating a
complex, multi-dimensional performance.

Troubleshooting Common Performance Obstacles

Even seasoned performers encounter failure modes when attempting to master extra-daily techniques.
Understanding these technical errors is crucial for the director or coach.

Error 1;: The Hollow Form

This occurs when a performer mimics the external shape of a technique (e.g., a Balinese posture) without the
internal engagement of the center. The result is "decorative" rather than "expressive." Solution:Redirect the
performer's focus to the soles of the feet and the resistance of the floor. Ensure the impulse starts from the lower
abdomen.

Error 2: Excessive Tension (Stiffness)

Performers often confuse "energy" with "muscle tension." If the body is too stiff, it cannot react or flow. Solution:
Implement the principle of malleability. The performer should be like a "weighted doll"—heavy at the base but
flexible and responsive at the extremities.

Error 3: Lack of Directional Focus

Energy without direction is dissipated. If the performer’s gaze or intention is vague, the physical presence collapses.
Solution:Use "target exercises" where every movement must be directed toward a specific point in space,
maintaining a "line of fire" between the eyes and the target.

The Broader Implications of Theatre Anthropology

The work of Eugenio Barba and Nicola Savarese transcends the boundaries of the theatre. By codifying the "secret
art" of the performer, they have provided a universal language for understanding human presence. These principles
—balance, opposition, and the management of energy—are applicable not only to actors and dancers but to
anyone who must command attention in a public space, from lecturers to litigators.

Ultimately, Theatre Anthropology reveals that the "magic" of a great performance is not an ineffable gift or a
mystery. It is a technical achievement built upon the mastery of physiological and bio-mechanical laws. By stripping
away the cultural specificities of different traditions, we find a shared human core: a body-mind that, through
discipline and the application of recurrent principles, can transform the mundane into the extraordinary. The
"Dictionary" is not just a book of definitions; it is an atlas of human potential, mapping the myriad ways we can re-
invent our physical existence to communicate across the boundaries of culture and time.
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