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Healing is what everyone wants. We are all wounded in some way, and feel those
wounds deeply. We are also shining lights, with sensitive souls that want to do our part
in the world, be accepted for who we are, and be delighted. We want the balance to be
tipped in favor of what is healthy and good in us, and to let that grow and flourish.

Most of us cannot do this alone. The habitual ways we’ve learned to defend
against pain have created patterns where ease of movement and choice are limited, often
far after the need for protection has passed. This is where healing comes in, healing in
the deepest sense, where the root of the w6rds “health” and “healing” is the same as that
of “whole,” or “holy.” Awareness, creativity, social support and altruism are ail qualities
that support health and healing.

This paper will address ways that people can reach for ways to become more
whole; as individuals, as members of a group, as part of an unseen pattern of the
universe. It will also show that many of these ways are intrinsic to the Playback Theatre
philosophy and form, and can be developed and shared through that medium.
Specifically, it will show how Playback practice enhances the health of the actor while it
helps heal, the community it serves.

A quality of healing is the sense of aliveness that is engendered. Senses are
stimulated hormones are activated.; a person feels integrated and connected with
something more than himself. Awareness is a big part of the sense of being alive.
Traditionally, going out into nature, with the appreciation for the variety and richness of
the experience, with an openness to new perspectives, has been an important avenue for
healing. If we approach human nature with a similar openness and respect, with an
awareness of our own process as well as an intent to “be with” other people, we can feel
ourselves vibrating with that sense of alive-ness.

This attitude of attentiveness is central-to Playback Theatre. The conductor,
skillful in interviewing, shaping the story, and contacting the audience and actors, must,
above all, have the attitude of “unconditional positive regard” (1) toward the person
who comes to tell her story. The people in the audience, witnessing the interaction
between the conductor and teller, resonate to the conductor’s authenticity and respect of
the relationship. It is what everyone wants for himself. In our culture, as the field of
medicine moves past the simple mechanistic approach, much has been made of the
“healing partnership” of doctor and patient as an important component of the process.
where the patient’s story and the patient’s needs are listened to with respect. (2)

The Playback actors have two ways of listening. One is the way the audience
does, hearing the teller’s tale unfold. Another is with the heightened sense that comes
when they know they will be part of the “playback” of the story, the improvisational co-
creation in response to the tale. It is a skill of focused awareness. It can also be called
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hypnosis, a “self-induced, focused attention that can make it easier for you to relax or to
control your body’s functions.” (3) This ability has been shown to be an effective tool in
reducing pain, stress and anxiety. It has also helped athletes and performers pass
beyond their perceived limits and enter a “flow” experience, where what they imagine is
accomplished with ease. Playback actors practice it every time they are picked to play a
role in a story.

By listening attentively to another person, releasing preconceived thoughts and
one’s own agenda, an actor experiences a sense of openness to possibility. One’s own
deep breathing and centeredness provide a receptivity to the upcoming creative activity.
The meditative state of the “listening phase” in the Playback process is an important
part of the practice. Worries and fears pass by, and a peaceful readiness prevails. The
physiological state of deep relaxation coupled with a wakeful and highly alert mental
state” (4) is an important part of this phase for Playback actors.

.Another phenomenon happens as the actors stand together in the listening
phase. The process of attunement begins to occur. Just as a tuning fork struck and
vibrating will start others vibrating on that same note, or pendulum clocks all starting in
different rhythms will synchronize if left together for a time, the actors begin to sense
being part of a larger organism. Rhythms synchronize with each other; it is as if the
individuals have merged into one being, with a single heartbeat and respiration. Much
of the practice of choral work in Playback has to do with this process.

Many cultures rely on this sense of attunement for their healing practices. The
common factor of being in a gathering of people with a common purpose, with
“expectant faith, belief, and altered states of mind” (5) is associated with many kinds of
healing. In Playback Theatre, from the warm-ups to the performance, the collective
body-mind attunement is an important factor. It is from this place that the creative
process begins.

In Playback Theatre, creativity, like awareness, is both with the self and with
others. Imagination and self-expression have been increasingly recognized as being
fundamental to a healthy life, and have been shown to have some remarkable results in
reversing disease. For example, controlled studies with cancer patients have shown that
creative visualization as well as opportunities to express feelings around the disease and
treatment have enhanced the sense of hope and control, and contribute to healing. (6)

In rehearsals and workshops, Playback participants create sound, movement,
characters and objects with their imaginations and bodies, assisted at times by simple
props. They share with each other in action everything from an answer to “How have
you been feeling today’?” to their interpretation of any role that can be sent their way.
Improvisation games are essential for developing creativity in an atmosphere free of
criticism, where anything can be expressed, no matter how socially inappropriate in
other venues. Accepting the wide range of possibilities of roles and feelings can liberate
people from learned patterns of restriction when they feel the courage of letting the
unexpected happen. Bursts of laughter and silliness often accompany this release. In
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fact, improvisation, “actions and skills that help people find newness in themselves,” is
one key ingredient in the chapter, “Stocking Your “Mental Medicine Chest” in the large
reference book, Your Emotions and Your Health: New Dimensions in Mind/Body
Healing .(7) Creativity can flourish when we are less self-conscious. Keith Johnstone
cites a study where people were tested for creativity, then role-played free-wheeling,
“hippie-type” people, and were retested in that role, with markedly changed results. (8)

Creativity, however, has other dimensions besides freeing up self-expressive
possibilities. It is a process of becoming sensitive to problems and disharmonies,
identifying the difficulties, searching for solutions, making guesses, trying them out,
modifying and retesting them, and finally, communicating the results. This process can
be applied to any creative endeavor, from painting to medicine. Jonas Salk, MD, the
immunologist who developed the first polio vaccine, says that he asks questions like,
“Why would I do that if I were a virus?” or “How would that help me if I were the
immune system?” to bring a flexible, empathetic approach to his work. ~9) How can this
choice process apply to Playback improvisation? It all happens in the few minutes that
the actors use for the “setting-up” and .”action” part of the scene.

The setting-up phase is the time when the actors begin to move, after the story
has been told and the roles chosen. They turn and gently lift the boxes they have been
sitting on and place them in the playing area in various configurations. They silently
select the colored, textured cloth or other props they will use, and also position
themselves in the playing area. This is a slowed-down, trance-like process, while the
musician also 1, sets the scene” with music foreshadowing the scene to come. In these
few moments, decisions are being made, discarded, and made again, as the actors sense
each other and themselves as they quietly and carefully create a tableau at the start of
the story.

A sense of ensemble creates a “holding atmosphere, for actors and audience alike.
This is the point when the actors experience the excitement of the creative unknown
ahead, the boost of excitement that launches the action. This is “good stress:- a short-
term, goal-oriented challenge that the human body/mind/spirit needs as much as food.
It is a moment of readiness, the pause at the end of the inhale ... ready for the exhale into
action.

In the action phase, co-creation speeds up. The actors “become” the characters,
objects, and moods they have been given. Vocally and kinesthetically, they express
themselves in their roles as they interact with the other characters, letting their intuitions
and imaginations lead them on. Senses are stimulated and hormones are activated. The
process can sometimes become the “flow” experience, where self-censoring behavior
vanishes, and the creative, spontaneous action of the body-mind discovers the territory
inside the role. This can be a source of insight to the actor after the scene, as she has
found new feelings, actions and images through her “right brain,” and can now savor
the expansion of her awareness with the rational part of the brain, as well.
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Trying on new roles, or once-loved roles from the past, is as important for health
as stretching muscles that have “learned” to restrict their range of motion. Healing has
at its core a shift in attitude. Boredom and perceived limits (learned helplessness) are
key factors in disease and chronic complaints. (10) The growing field of
p5ychoneuroimmunology has been showing how far-reaching the power of attitudes
can be. Hope and a sense of being an active participant in the process of treatment have
been shown to have a strong correlation with the well-being a patient feels. We each
choose the “frame” with which we perceive ourselves and our situation. Flexibility of
choice can promote healthy possibilities and nourishing attitudes. Norman Cousins,
theorizing that creativity and longevity go hand in hand, gives as an example Pablo
Casals, whose hunched, crippled 90 year-old body would lose any trace of arthritis and
emphysema when he played the music he loved so well. (11)

In Playback improvisation, the creative choices are made in a group, and this is
when trust, loyalty, and team spirit, “the important intangibles of good health” (12)
come in. Recent work in psychoneuroimmunology has tried to measure these qualities.
We learn that monkeys have less output of the stress hormone cortisol in traumatic
situations when in the company of other monkeys, and that although medical students
during exams have less effective immune systems than at other times, those with
support of family and friends have less pronounced changes. (13) Whether in
workshops or performances, Playback actors develop a sense of ensemble, a sense that
“we’re all in this together,” that can support creative risk-taking. There is also an
emphasis on the actors sharing with each other afterward what the process was like,
which builds intimacy and trust.

Social support has been known to be one of the most significant indicators of
progress in healing. David Speigal, MD, has shown that women with breast cancer live
longer when involved in support groups. (14) The Japanese word “amae” expresses the
belief that the well-being of the individual depends on the cooperation of others and the
goodwill of the group. (Researchers believe that these close relationships account, in
part, for the high standard of Japanese health, and they have found that immigrants who
retain this spirit of group interconnectedness when they come to this country do not tail
prey to the increased rates of illness that the others do-) (15) People in this country, with
its deep mythology of independence and individualism, are now realizing the
importance of personal interconnectedness in health and healing, and the self-help
movement has been burgeoning. The chance to tell one’s story, and be heard with
respect, is also key to Playback practice. Actors use each others’ real-life experiences as
the material for the improvisation, creating an empathetic and artistic response. A sense
of community is woven by telling and acting personal stories, creating a strong social
fabric.

Altruism, the concern for others, is also known to be an important component of
healing. Service to others lifts us from our own troubles and creates a circle of
compassion where we are also nourished. Each Playback scene ends with the “gift,” as
the actors all pause in a freeze-frame at the end of the action” phase, and, in unison, look
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at the person who has told the story. The roles are now gone, and the actors are being
themselves, people who have shared another’s life experience in action. Emotion is often
felt, by teller and actors alike. This moment is also very rich in health-giving properties.
“Suppress the emotion and you suppress the immune system,” says Marie Tait, MD.
“Emotion is the missing link in our understanding of experiential memory storage and
retrieval, immunology, and the role of neuropeptides in the brain.” (16) Endorphins, the
brain opiates that are released after a challenge is experienced, and which studies show
may help prevent the failure of the immune system, (17) are probably active in the
actor’s body/mind at this time. The satisfaction of this moment is well-expressed by
Ram Dass and Paul Gorman in the book How Can I Help:

We take pleasure not only in what we did but in the way we did it. On the one
hand, the effort was so natural it might seem pointless or self-conscious to make
something of it. it was what it was. Yet if we stop to consider why it all felt so good, we
sense that some deeper process was at work. Expressing our innate generosity, we
experienced our ‘kin’-ship, our ‘kind’-ness. It was Us. In service, we taste unity. (18)

This paper has attempted to show that through the process of bringing other
people’s stories to life through improvisation, Playback actors use their voices, bodies,
minds and spirits for the betterment of themselves as well as others. Richard Totman, in
his 1979 study of social causes of illness, talks of preventative and remedial measures,
concluding: “If an individual is healthiest and feels most alive when caught up in
projects, or when there are others around with whom he can exchange opinions, the best
of both worlds is had by those working with others towards the fulfillment of a shared
objective.” (19) If this is the case, being a Playback actor is z very health-giving
endeavor, for the Playback form is a practice in awareness, attunement, imagination, co-
creativity, and altruism, and, as such, can help in the healing journey of its practitioners.

FOOTNOTES
1. This is a cornerstone of Carl Rogers’ “person-centered” psychotherapy.
2. Norman Cousins, in Anatom of an Illness, 1976, and Bernie Seigal, in Love Medicine

and Miracles,1986, wrote popular and eloquent books on this topic.
3. Olness, Karen, M.D., “Hypnosis: The Power of Attention”, Mind-Body Medicine, p.

278.
4. LeShan, How To Meditate, p.29)
5. The Heart of Healing was a study conducted by the Institute of Noetic Sciences from

1987 to 1993 and presented in conferences, on a TBS television series, and in book
form. Quote from the book, p.62.

6. 0. Carl Simonton was an early pioneer in this approach in 1978, and wrote about it in
Getting Well Again, 1978. Bernie Siegel, (Love, Medicine and Miracles, 1986) and the
people at Commonweal are also actively involved in programs for cancer patients.

7. Padus, Your Emotions and Your Health: New’Dimensions in Mind-Body Healing ,
pp.632-4.

8. Johnstone, Impro. p.75.
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9. Interview in “Bottom Line,” June 15, 1994, p. 11.
10. A good exploration of this theme is Kenneth Pelletier’s Mind as Healer, Mind as

Slaye , 1992.
11. Cousins, Anatomy of an Illness, pp. 71-8.
12. Padus, Your Emotions and Your Health, p8l.
13. Speigal, David, “Social Support: How Friends, Family and Groups Can Help”, Mind-

Body Medicine, pp. 331-350.
14. Ibid., pp. 331-2.
15. Poole, The Heart of Healing , p.110.
16. “Brain-Mind Bulletin”, July, 1988, p.3.
17. “Brain-Mind Bulletin”, May, 1984, p.l.
18. Ram Dass, and Gorman, How Can I Help, pp. 5-6.
19. Totman,Richard, The Social Causes of Illness, p. 217.
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