
Excerpts from Chapter 2 of my book THE POWER OF ACTING – discovering
the person behind the mask:  

Is This Therapy?

In the acting profession we have this strange phenomenon called ‘Doctor Theatre’. I personally have
experienced it many times. What was a severe back problem or a pain  before a performance, more
often than not disappears completely, when in character on stage.  It  can disappear altogether or is
significantly  lessened  even  after the  performance.  In  the  Playground  I  have  witnessed  similar
transformations. Over and over again, I have watched how a player, who appears old and restricted
in ‘real life’, can come across as miraculously young and agile during the games. As if some kind of
weight  had magically  fallen away from their  being.  I  have also  witnessed how these  temporary
transformations, given time, can become conscious and permanent personality changes in the players’
everyday lives.

And yet, many see theatre as a ‘pretentious’ art form; a vain and exhibitionist pursuit of attention
seeking.

‘Some people, including many professional psychoanalysts, believe that performers are social misfits –
immature, exhibitionist people who have never grown up properly, or neurotics engaged in a programme
of  self-treatment.’  [Glenn  D Wilson  1994:167  –  psychologist,  who  wrote  PSYCHOLOGY  FOR
PERFORMING ARTISTS] 

It is probably true that many human-beings could be classified as immature misfits who have never
grown up properly, in a world where we are led to believe that the ‘fittest’ survive, and yet where
seem to be hell bent on our own destruction. Maybe we just need to redefine what ‘fit’ means. 

We know very little about ourselves. We don’t actually even know what dirt is made of. What we
think we know is the invention of some bright spark that other bright sparks have agreed with. But,
even as I write, many theories including the Darwinian theory of human evolution, Newtonian laws
in physics and, until now long standing absolutes in scientific and psychological thought, are being
challenged by quantum leaps  of  discovery about  the  real  nature  of  sub-atomic  particles  … even
within our own brains.

 
‘Each of us can manifest the properties of a field of consciousness that transcends space, time, and linear
causality.’ [Stanislav Grof – psychiatrist and one of the founders of the field of transpersonal psychology,
who wrote THE HOLOTROPIC MIND]

It appears that there is more to us than we are permitted to or permit ourselves to imagine. Play
develops the imagination. Imagination has the power to transform and heal. It’s not surprising that
people warily ask me: ‘Is this therapy?’ 

‘Therapy’ is not a very useful word in my book. There is a stigma attached to the word therapy
that  implies  there  is  something  wrong  with  the  person,  as  opposed  to  the  wider  society  or
environment they are living in. 

Therapeutic forms of care may be useful in some cases, but it is hard for me to say exactly who it is
that  needs  it.  There  exist  attitudes  towards  therapy,  caring  and  teaching  within  certain
establishments, where one could ask: ‘Who are the insane?’ One really only has to read Ron Johnson’s
hilarious but rather sinister book, The Psychopath Test, to see that the official diagnostic characteristics
of ‘psychopathic behaviour’ can just as easily describe a leader of the world as they can someone who
is incarcerated in Broadmoor Prison. 



The  Playground  cannot  logistically,  aesthetically  or  morally  identify  with  all  definitions  that
society currently uses as labels for ‘mad’, ‘sane’, ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal’. If one wanted to, one could
probably find sufficient evidence to postulate that the classified insane are in some cases saner than
their carers. Seen from another perspective, one could even say that we are all mad in some way.

‘No excellent soul is exempt from a mixture of madness.’ [Aristotle] 

I quickly need to add that I am very aware that there are thousands of brilliant nurses, parents,
teachers, doctors, therapists, carers of all kinds, who are devoted to supporting those less able than
themselves, but who are miserably underpaid and unappreciated. They tend to be the ones that are
most acutely aware of the resuscitating effects of play, upon those they care for … and themselves.

Play is a human right. It is not therapy.  
The participants of the Playground are people who intuitively know that they are not everything

they potentially can be or dream of being. They yearn for play. In that, they are all perfectly ‘normal’.
I  am talking about the vast  majority  of  human-beings  as  they are  born into  the  world,  with the
potential of all things within them … even the ones who have been told that they have some mentally
or  physically  defined  disorder  or  who  are  clearly  and  understandably  a  bit  shaky,  wobbly  or
emotionally out of kilter in some way. There may be something that is challenging in their lives or, in
truth, even about their behaviour. Very often all that’s needed is a shift in perception. Dramatic play
provides that shift. It’s as simple as that.

‘Growth as an actor and growth as a human being are synonymous.’ [Stella Adler- American actress and
teacher, who wrote THE ART OF ACTING]

Who Can Play? 

The ages,  experiences and backgrounds of the players who are attracted to this type of oasis are
remarkably  diverse.  In  any typical  group I  might  have  a  constellation  of  6-9  very  ‘normal’  and
wonderful human-beings,  who want to learn to act and improvise,  but who have no intention of
becoming professional actors. Some do want to join the profession, but usually it comes down to the
same thing. The majority simply want to become more self-expressive and confident in their own
way.  

My groups have also included people with what are described as minor mental or major physical
disabilities.  As  long  as  they,  themselves,  do  not  feel  too  disadvantaged  or  uncomfortable  with
everyone else in the group, it’s totally up to them. Some, who are severely or temporarily disabled,
are happy to sit  and watch and join in where or whenever they can. The general concept is  that
anyone can play if they want to.

One of the primary presuppositions in the Playground is that  people know what they want. Given
permission, they are self-selecting. Therefore, I welcome the inclusion of all human beings of mixed
abilities, as we can all learn from each other. If anyone doesn’t want to join in, that’s fine too.
            
Ultimately, there is something paradoxical, intangible, unpredictable and undefinable about you …
but that’s what this game is all about. It’s about YOU … the essential, the eternal, the epiphany of
YOU … and the many MASKS you wear.

‘In the final analysis, we count for something only because of the essential we embody, and if we do not
embody that, life is wasted.’ [C.G.Jung New York: Pantheon, 1963:325]


