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THE
TRANSFORMATIVE
JOURNEY OF AT
WORK WITH
GROTOWSKI ON
PHYSICAL ACTIONS

J e r z y  G r o t o w s k i
remains  one  of  the
most  influential  and
enigmatic  figures  in
t h e  h i s t o r y  o f
t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y
theatre.  His  relentless
pursuit of the essential
nature of  performance
led  him  away  from
spectacle and toward a

profound  investigation
of  the  human  being
making  art.  For  any
s e r i o u s  t h e a t r e
p r a c t i t i o n e r  o r
e n t h u s i a s t ,  t h e
experience captured in
the  phrase  At  Work
With  Grotowski  On
Physical  Actions
represents a deep dive
into  a  methodology
that  reshaped modern
acting.  This  article
exp lores  the  core
principles,  practical
app l icat ions ,  and
lasting  significance  of
this  unique  approach,
offering  a
comprehensive  guide
for  those  seeking  to
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understand Grotowski's
legacy.
The  ph rase  i t se l f
evokes  a  specific,
demanding reality. It is
not simply a theoretical
study;  it  is  an  active,
strenuous,  and  often
uncomfortable  process
of discovery. To be at
work with Grotowski on
physical actions meant
e n g a g i n g  i n  a
m e t h o d i c a l
deconstruction  of  the
actor's  craft,  stripping
a w a y  c l i c h é s ,
psychological  excuses,
a n d  e x t e r n a l
showmanship to reveal
a  p u r e ,  o r g a n i c
expression.  This  work
was not about creating
a  character  in  the
traditional  sense  but
about  discovering  a
truthful,  moment-to-
moment  existence
within a given dramatic
structure.

THE GENESIS OF
PHYSICAL ACTIONS
IN GROTOWSKI'S
LABORATORY

Grotowski's concept of
physical actions did not
emerge in a vacuum. It
was  heavily  influenced
by  the  later  work  of
K o n s t a n t i n
S t a n i s l a v s k i ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y
Stanislavski's  shift
towards the "Method of
Physical Actions" in his
final  years.  While
Stanislavski's  earlier
system  relied  heavily
on  emotional  memory
a n d  i n t e r n a l
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
motivation,  his  later
research  suggested
that a precise, external
sco re  o f  phys i ca l
actions  could  reliably
trigger the inner life of
a role.  Grotowski  took
this  seed  of  an  idea
and cultivated it into a
r i g o r o u s ,  a l m o s t
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scientific  laboratory
practice.
At the core of At Work
With  Grotowski  On
Physical  Actions  is
the  be l ie f  that  an
a c t o r ' s  p r i m a r y
instrument is not their
v o i c e  o r  t h e i r
emotions,  but  their
b o d y  i n  a c t i o n .
Grotowski  saw  the
body not as a vehicle
for  illustrating  a  text,
but as the very source
of  the  performance.
The  work,  therefore,
focused on making the
body  a  transparent,
responsive, and highly
articulate  tool.  Every
g e s t u r e ,  e v e r y
movement,  every look
had to be justified by a
p r e c i s e  a n d
unambiguous  physical
impulse.

Key
Principles
of the
Grotowski
Physical
Actions
Methodol
ogy
Understanding  what  it
truly  means  to  be  at
work with Grotowski on
p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n s
requires  grasping
several  interconnected
principles.  These  are
not  abstract  concepts
b u t  p r a c t i c a l ,
executable  guidelines
for  the  actor.

The Score of1.
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Actions: The
actor constructs
a precise,
repeatable
sequence of
physical actions.
This is not
choreography in
the dance sense,
but a detailed
map of what the
body does. For
example, "I touch
the table," "I turn
my back to the
partner," "I sit
down heavily."
This score
provides the
actor with a
secure structure,
a set of rails to
run on.
The Impulse2.
Before the
Action: One of
the most critical
aspects of this
work is the
training of the
actor to detect
and express the

small, almost
invisible impulse
that precedes
any external
action. The focus
is on the "inner
gesture" that
prepares the
body for
movement. The
spectator should
see the impulse
before they see
the action itself,
creating a sense
of inevitability
and organic
truth.
Associations3.
and Personal
Memory: Unlike
Stanislavski's
emotional
memory which
dredges up past
trauma,
Grotowski's use
of associations is
more direct and
physical. An
association is a
personal detail
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that connects the
actor to the
action. If the
action is "I block
the door," the
actor's personal
association might
be "I am blocking
my younger
brother from
entering my
room." This
association
animates the
physical action
from the inside
without requiring
a full
psychological
backstory.
The Elimination4.
of Resistance:
The long,
grueling training
sessions of
Grotowski's Teatr
Laboratorium
were designed to
break down the
actor's physical
and
psychological

resistances. This
included intense
physical
exercises, vocal
work, and a
confrontational
relationship with
the director. The
goal was to
achieve a state
of "passivity" or
"accessibility,"
where the actor
is completely
open and
reactive, with no
mental
blockages
preventing the
flow of organic
action.
The Encounter:5.
The ultimate goal
of the work is not
the performance
itself, but the
encounter
between actors,
and between the
actor and the
audience.
Physical actions
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are the medium
through which
this authentic
encounter takes
place. Work with
Grotowski on
physical actions
is always
relational; it is
about doing
something to or
with another
person in the
space.

THE ACTOR'S
PROCESS: FROM
EXERCISE TO
PERFORMANCE

The  daily  reality  of
being  at  work  with
Grotowski  on  physical
a c t i o n s  w a s  f a r
r e m o v e d  f r o m
c o n v e n t i o n a l
rehearsals.  It  involved
hours  of  exercises
designed  to  break
habitual  patterns.  The
famous  p las t ique
exercises, for example,

w e r e  n o t  a b o u t
flexibility  alone;  they
were  about  finding  the
"spine" of a movement,
t h e  c e n t r a l ,
unbreakable  focus  of
the  body  as  it  moves
through a sequence of
positions.  The  actor
learned to be "present"
in  every  part  of  their
body,  from the  crown
of the head to the soles
of the feet.
When  approaching  a
text like Calderón's The
Constant Prince or the
P o l i s h  R o m a n t i c
dramas,  the  process
was  meticulous.  The
director  and  actor
would  break  the  text
d o w n  i n t o  s m a l l ,
discrete units. For each
unit,  the  actor  would
not  ask  "What  is  my
motivation?" but rather
"What  am  I  doing  to
this person right now?"
The  action  had  to  be
processual,  transitive,
and verifiable.  You  can
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see "I am pushing him
away" but you cannot
see  " I  am  f ee l i ng
angry."  The  emotional
state  is  a  byproduct,
never the goal.
This rigorous approach
led to performances of
astonishing  intensity.
Actors  trained  in  this
method  appeared  not
to be acting at all; they
seemed to be existing
i n  a  s t a t e  o f
heightened  reality.
Their  bodies  were not
"performing" emotions;
they  were  living  the
physical  score  with
such  precision  and
commitment  that  the
emotional life emerged
spontaneously  and
authentically. This is a
hallmark  of  true  work
with  Grotowski  on
physical  actions:  the
profound  fusion  of
external  form  and
internal  truth.

The Role
of the
Director
in
Physical
Actions
Work
Grotowski's  role  as  a
director was not that of
a friendly facilitator. He
was  a  demanding,
a l m o s t  r u t h l e s s
provocateur. He would
watch the actor's score
with intense focus and
call  out  the  smallest
inconsistencies.  If  an
actor's impulse was not
clean,  or  if  an  action
w a s  d o n e  w i t h  a
"mental"  instead  of  a
"physical" intention, he



8

8 At Work With Grotowski On Physical
Actions

2022-11-09

would  stop  the  work
immediate ly .  The
director's function was
to  be  the  "objective
eye," ensuring that the
actor  never  l ied  to
themselves  or  to  the
audience.
To  be  at  work  with
Grotowski  on  physical
a c t i o n s  m e a n t
accepting  a  state  of
perpetual vulnerability.
T h e  d i r e c t o r ' s
q u e s t i o n s  w e r e
designed to strip away
defenses:  "Are  you
sure  th i s  i s  a  rea l
action? Or are you just
showing  me a  picture
of  an  action?"  This
relentless interrogation
forced the actor to go
deeper, to find the core
of the action that could
not  be  faked.  It  is  a
process  of  negative
therapy,  removing the
blocks  to  authentic
expression.

PHYSICAL ACTIONS
BEYOND THE
THEATRE: A
LEGACY OF
PRAGMATIC
WISDOM

The  influence  of  this
w o r k  e x t e n d s  f a r
beyond  the  stage.
Many practitioners who
have been at work with
Grotowski  on  physical
actions  have  adapted
his principles for use in
film  acting,
p s y c h o t h e r a p y ,
e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
leadership.  The  core
skill—the  ability  to  be
f u l l y  p r e s e n t ,
r e s p o n s i v e ,  a n d
intentionally  active  in
any given moment—is
of  immense  value  in
any  field  requiring
human  interaction.
For  the modern actor,
the legacy is clear. The
method  of  physical
actions  offers  a
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practical,  reliable,  and
non-psychological path
to  creating  truthful
behavior.  It  saves  the
actor from the trap of
" i n d i c a t i n g "  o r
"presenting"  emotions.
Instead, it grounds the
performance  in  what
the  body  is  actually
doing.  The  actor  who
masters  this  approach
can walk onto any set
or stage with a secure
tool: the ability to build
a  score  of  precise,
impulsive, and truthful
actions.

Common
Misunder
standings
About

Physical
Actions

It is not a
strict,
systematic
method. Unlike
some acting
schools,
Grotowski's
approach was
constantly
evolving. The
focus on physical
actions in his
"paratheatrical"
and later "art as
vehicle" phases
changed
significantly. The
core principle
remained but the
application
became more
ritualistic and
personal.
It is not about
being
physically fit or
acrobatic. While
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the training was
demanding, the
goal was not
athletic prowess
but precision,
relaxation, and
responsiveness.
A simple, small
action done with
full intention is
more powerful
than a grand
gesture that
lacks organic
truth.
It is not a
rejection of
text or
intellect.
Grotowski deeply
respected the
text. The process
of physical
actions was a
way of making
the text come
alive through the
body. The
intellect was
used
strategically to
build the score,

but the
performance
itself was a
completely
somatic
experience.

APPLYING THE
PRINCIPLES
TODAY: A
PRACTICAL GUIDE
FOR ACTORS

If you are a student or
professional  actor
inspired by the idea of
being  at  work  with
Grotowski  on  physical
actions, you can begin
integrat ing  these
principles  into  your
o w n  p r a c t i c e
immediately.  You  do
n o t  n e e d  a  f u l l
l a b o r a t o r y  o r  a n
authoritarian  director
to  start.
Start  with  simple
tasks.  Take  a  simple
a c t i o n  l i k e  " I  a m
open ing  a  book . "
Practice  it  dozens  of
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times.  Begin to notice
the  impulse  in  your
hand  and  arm  before
you  actually  execute
the  movement.  Can
you  let  the  impulse
travel  through  your
whole  body?  What
h a p p e n s  t o  y o u r
breath?  What  is  your
relationship  to  the
book?  Th is  micro-
analysis  of  a  single
action is the foundation
o f  t h e  e n t i r e
methodology.
W o r k  i n  p a i r s .
P h y s i c a l  a c t i o n s
require  a  partner.
C r e a t e  a  s i m p l e
dramatic  structure:  "I
want  you  to  come
closer, but I also want
you  to  stay  away."
Instead  of  discussing
the psychology of this
conflict,  find  the
physical  actions  that
express both impulses.
You  reach  out  your
hand,  but  your  body
leans  back.  You  look

away,  but  your  foot
shifts  forward.  The
truth of the scene will
e m e r g e  f r o m  t h e
collision of  contrasting
physical actions.
Build a score.  For  a
monologue  or  scene,
break  the  text  into
units  of  action.  Write
down exactly what you
are doing in each unit:
" I  accuse  h im,"  " I
demand an answer," "I
w i t h d r a w  m y
accusation."  Rehearse
the actions without the
text.  Let  the  actions
generate the emotional
life. Then, add the text
as  a  final  layer,
allowing  the  words  to
be the natural result of
w h a t  t h e  b o d y  i s
already  doing.

The
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Continuin
g
Relevanc
e in a
Digital

Age
In an era dominated by
screen  act ing  and
virtual  performances,
the  ins i s tence  on
embodied,  physical
t ru th  might  seem
antiquated.  Yet,  the
opposite  is  true.  The
presence  that  comes
from genuine work on
physical  actions  reads
powerfully  on  camera.
The  actor  who  has
trained  to  be  ful ly
present  in  their  body
c a n n o t  h e l p  b u t
command attention. In
a world  of  distraction,

the ability to be deeply
and  in tent iona l ly
present  is  a  rare  and
valuable  commodity.
This  is  precisely  what
the legacy of At Work
With  Grotowski  On
Physical  Actions
offers  to  the
c o n t e m p o r a r y
performer.

CONCLUSION: THE
UNFINISHED WORK

To have been at work
with  Grotowski  on
physical actions was to
participate in a radical
redefinition  of  what  it
means to act. It moved
the  craft  away  from
i m i t a t i o n  a n d
p s y c h o l o g y  a n d
t o w a r d s  a  p u r e ,
existential  encounter.
T h e  a c t o r  w a s  n o
longer a storyteller but
a  b e i n g  m a k i n g  a
truthful  action  in  real
t ime.  The  physical
a c t i o n  b e c a m e  a
prayer, a confrontation,
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a  con fess ion—a l l
executed  with  the
precision of a surgeon
and the vulnerability of
a child.
T h e  w o r k  i s  n o t
finished.  The  principles
t h a t  G r o t o w s k i
developed  through
decades  of  intense
research  continue  to
i n s p i r e  n e w
generations  of  artists.
T h e  p u r s u i t  o f  a
transparent,  truthful,
and fully alive body on
stage  is  a  t imeless
aspiration.  Whether

you  are  a  seasoned
pro fess iona l  o r  a
curious  beginner,  the
i n v i t a t i o n  o f
Gro towsk i ' s  work
remains  open:  come
and  build  your  own
sco re  o f  a c t i ons ,
discover  your  own
impulses,  and  engage
i n  t h e  p r o f o u n d
encounter that is truly
at  the  hear t  o f  a l l
theatre.  The  path  he
cleared  through  the
forest  of  theatrical
convention is still there
for those brave enough
to walk it.


