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The following is a direct transcript of the presentation given by Royce 
Sparks at the International Arts in Society Conference in Liverpool, 
England, on July 23rd, 2012. Also presenting were Dr. Reesa Sorin, 
Professor Marie Kruger, and the very impressive Rufus Swart. A 
discussion and debate followed the initial presentations. 
 
The presentation in its entirety follows below:  
 
I am not an expert. You have probably never read my name in books 
or journals, never heard about me in academic discussions before. As 
an actor, you haven't seen me in any major feature films. I take that 
back- there was one big film I did where you could have seen me for 
a whole half-second as an extra. I heard that scene was cut, actually- 
I guess our work in the cafeteria line was not what the director had 
envisioned. I've certainly never been in any shows in theatres where 
actors are discovered. Seeing as I have no real credentials of any 
sort, I can only come to you as what I am, as an actor. 
 
In our field we have many questions. Questions about our process, 
who we are and what we are trying to do, but it all comes down to 
one simple result: in the end, we want to be the best actors we can 
be. We are in an incredible place in acting today. I will happily say 
that with all the debate and revolution over the past century the 
theatre is the best it has ever been, with more techniques and 
opportunities for training than we could have dreamed of. 
 
At the same time, we live in a rapidly changing era. The fields of 
technology have exploded and, of course, advances in the behavioral 
sciences, from psychology to neuroscience, are revealing vast 
amounts of information about us almost monthly, information that 
challenges our conceptions about what we thought we knew about 
ourselves and each other. 
 
As actors, we must ask how we will adapt to these new times. Five 
years ago, I began searching for clues to this answer. I had begun to 
audition quite regularly for the theatre, and some films, and was 



receiving an excellent amount of work for a starting actor. With each 
performance, however, my confidence in what I was doing began to 
waver. There were gaps in my approach, gaps that needed to be 
filled and worked through. So, seeking and wishing to find, I began 
to search. What I expected, and what I found, were quite different. 
The results, admittedly disparaging and grim, have led me to two 
fields of research, both of which directly relate to one another. Each is, in 
a sense, equally important to one another. This discussion will be a brief 
attempt at an introduction to these concepts. 
 
The first area is the scientific method as it can be applied to actor 
training. There are numerous potential crossovers between our 
training as actors and scientific methods that have not been explored 
yet. We are in many ways unknown to us sitting on a gold mine of 
possibility. 
 
I said earlier that acting is at its best today, with more techniques for 
training the actor than there have ever been. This is both a great 
sign and a major problem for actors. There are so many exercises 
and differing viewpoints in the acting field, but how do we know 
which one is right? Now right is a difficult word- in this sense, it 
means the most effective and practical tools for enhancing the quality 
of the actor. We are not talking about right in the sense of truths or 
arguments- we are talking about right in terms of results. 
 
The viewpoint that you'll often find when asking this sort of a 
question is that all of the traditions are equally credible, and it mainly 
depends upon the personality of the actor to find the ones right for 
them. It has a logic of its own. It is also, however, a problematic way 
of choosing to look at our work. On the deeper levels of truth, all 
theories may be equal. In terms of results, however, not all ways of 
knowing are equal, especially when you consider the differences 
psychology is showing us in how some people learn. Psychology has 
also shown us that behavior can be measured accurately using 
scientific scales and measurements- without similar tools, how do we 
know what types of techniques work for what types of actors? By 
argument? Intuition and even proof is not enough for me, and it 
should not be enough for us as actors. We are calling for something 



more. 
 
As far as aims go, it is the goal of science and its methods to seek 
results, results which might provide concrete answers to questions. 
This is the first great contribution that scientific methods can offer 
acting in terms of practicality: a process of testing that does not 
place an emphasis on truth or argument or any kind of universal 
sense, but in terms of real, tangible results. 
 
Well, some might say, we do do research in acting- we do have our 
own forms of measuring what we see. As far as our field goes, much 
of the research in the field of actor training is based on what we can 
call post-hoc observations, which is to say something along the lines 
of, "I, as the teacher or director, had this group of actors, I 
introduced this technique, saw this result, and this is what it means." 
We use logic based on proving things as true. It sounds fine but, as 
far as reliability goes, you have proven nothing. Among their many 
problems, post-hoc and correlational assumptions often misinterpret 
results. As well, regardless of how many thousands of times you 
assume you have seen a result, demonstrations of proof are only 
theoretical in nature, and useless when attempting to generalize your 
ideas to a broader set of actors. Cleaner methods can take the same 
technique and using more reliable testing procedures start really 
showing where results might be coming from, and how they can 
translate to different types of actors. 
 
This question of science and acting together has been contested by 
some; there is an idea that acting is a vibrant, organic and 
passionate process and that science is a cold wasteland of 
categorizing and destroying creativity. There is also this idea that 
creativity, an incredibly intricate process, cannot be tested in any 
scientific way. This dichotomy between science and creativity goes 
deep; it returns even to Descartes and the disastrous results of his 
dualism argument. There is simply not time now to go into it but, 
suffice to say, science is much less interested in robbing the creative 
artist of his or her truths than we might think. 
 
The scientific method is a way of perceiving the universe, not to 



discover any inherent truths about it, but to test elements of its 
properties that may make accurate predictions and lead eventually to 
results. Science is not interested in the truth. It has no business with 
the truth. Science is interested in discovering relationships, 
relationships that suggest something more than a correlation- we are 
looking for something known as causality. I mentioned a little earlier 
about the worthlessness of saying you've proved something. This is 
because our goal, the discovery of causal relationships, is not based 
on saying that you've proved anything- science does not care about 
proof. It cannot advance through proof- proof is too easy. Science 
can only advance through disproof; any theory in science must be 
falsifiable, meaning I can take your theory, and create a reliable 
experiment to show you it's full of hot air. If an idea cannot be 
falsified, it cannot be scientifically tested. Knowing this, how could we 
possibly falsify an unfalsifiable truth? Even if science found one, it 
wouldn't know what to do with it. Science does not care about the 
truth- it cares about discovering relationships and making accurate 
predictions based on what it finds. 
 
What this all goes to show is that science, as a process, cannot 
impose on our work in acting. It cannot rob the artist of their creative 
truths because those ideas have nothing to do with science. We can 
keep our great theories, but we can also be more certain about the 
results of our training. The scientific method is a stepping stone. It is 
the ideal bridge we have been searching for between the practical, 
concrete claims we try to make about our work and training with 
reliability, and the truths and theories we create to add validity to our 
work. 
 
It is very important to understand that what is being presented, and 
proposed, is not theory for theory's sake. An amount of theory is 
necessary at the outset in order to lay the groundwork for 
communication, but the aim is always practicality and direct 
application. Recognizing this begins demonstrating that there is yet 
another organic bridge between the inquiring curiosity of science and 
the creative process of the actor. 
 
So what in acting can be tested scientifically? Everything from sense 



memory to behavior training to facial expressions to physical 
improvisations and more. If one of the desires of the director or the 
teacher is to affect the spectator, then that person must have a keen 
understanding of what elements produce the results in the training 
session. 
 
This brings us to the area of contemporary psychology which, for 
decades, has been tipping in more favor of scientific methods than 
popular theory. This is the second bridge between acting and 
science, and my second field of interest.  
 
There are many misconceptions even to this day about psychology, 
misconceptions which have become further exacerbated by popular 
psychologists such as Freud and Jung, who purported theories in 
such a way as to render them, even to this day, totally untestable in 
any scientific sense. While we do not have time to delve into this 
particular can of worms too deeply, suffice to say that psychology 
has no interest today in Freud and Jung or their offspring- they are in 
the same category as dualism: materials for, as Daniel Dennet calls 
it, "the trashheap of history." 
 
What saved psychology largely from the depths of Freudian 
philosophy and theoretics began with Wundt's first psychology lab, 
which sought to begin building an understanding between anatomy 
and behavior. The strand of psychologists interested in behavior, 
from Watson to Pavlov to Skinner and now to beyond, began to see 
quite instantly the importance of using sound methodology in an 
effort to predict behavior.  
 
 Today, studies in the areas of perception, sensation, facial feedback, 
cognitive functioning, memory, knowledge, learning styles, and even 
genetics provide a rich opportunity for a wealth of applied science 
and demonstrate an immediate connection that presents itself 
between the discoveries of psychology today and the potential for 
practical enhancement of actor training. It is, by the way, no 
overstatement to say that these results owe themselves solely, and 
entirely, to the scientific methdology behind their findings. 
 



Before I finish, I want to leave you with a concept that has been 
present in my mind during much of this work. There is this idea in 
acting that much of our work is too complex, too deep to be explored 
by the world of numbers and statistics and measurements and all 
other ungodly torture devices of science. To those who say this, I 
now say to you: I have no interest in you. We have no business 
together. You are not part of this future. In all of the major 
discoveries of the past century in the behavioral sciences, leaping 
from the murky depths of borderline medieval, Freudian-Victorian 
philosophy to being on the verge of discovering the properties of 
consciousness itself, and having only the tools of the scientific 
method for its safeguards, there has never been any bit of evidence 
that contradicts the unimaginable potential this method has for our 
understanding and systematizing of behavior, even behavior that 
appears spontaneous and honest in the moment. Of course we can 
take what we can from psychology, but there is simply too much 
opportunity for us to create our own experiments, test our own 
theories, and see where we, as actors, may take the acting field. It 
belongs to us, not to psychology, and not to science- science is only 
a tool for further discovery. These discoveries, however, these 
revolutions, are not made by those who sit around and whine about 
the complexities of their art.  
 
In the past, as it will be in the future, they were made by people who 
had the courage to begin asking questions about the field itself, 
candid, honest questions about how it works, how it defines its 
conceptions, and through revising those answers with clean, sound 
methodology, setting the field aflame. 
 
 
I would like to extend sincere appreciation to many of the people 
who made this possible, including William Jake Jacobs, at the 
University of Arizona Psychology Department, for providing what has 
become the framework for much of this research. 
 
We in acting are calling for a change, and it is up to all of us, not just 
to me or a few chosen, to assume responsibility for the state of 



things as they are and to get our work back on track. See you next 
time. 


