
EDWARD GORDON CRAIG’s bold and
often cantankerous experiments in remaking
the theatre have roused practitioners, spec -
tators, critics, and historians alike since he
appeared on the scene in the late nineteenth
century.1 An enactive scientific understand -
ing of movement is well suited to uncover
the cognitive aspects of his vision for a new
theatre. As a polyvocal but unique approach
to understanding mind and cognition, enac -
tion provides a way to think about move -
ment as constitutive of cognition itself. 

Following in the footsteps of scholars who
have stressed how movement is key to Craig’s
vision, I propose that delving into his convic -
tions about movement reveals a desire for a
very specific kind of cognitive engage ment
within his ideal theatre experience.2 Addres -
s ing this cognitive aspect of Craig’s vision,
along with its aesthetic and meta physi cal
reverberations, can offer a new rich ness to
our understanding of his work and legacy.
By tracing the ways in which he app roaches

and retreats from the concept of ‘auto -
poiesis’, Craig’s obsessions with the problem
of the actor, Asian theatrical forms, issues of
representation, and metaphysical calls to
‘life’ and ‘belief’ coalesce as a series of strate -
gies through which to manifest theatre as a
particular kind of cognitive encounter.

What might seem like paradoxes, contra -
dic tions, and disparate obsessions are shown
to be a multi-fronted but unified effort to en -
gender an autopoietic theatrical experience
on the biological, cognitive, and meta physi -
cal levels. By zeroing in on movement as the
link between Craig’s experiments and cogni -
tion, I suggest that his frustrated attempts to
realize this vision on the stage can be more
precisely understood as an inability to shake
certain aspects of his own philosophical heri -
tage, despite contact with alternative notions
of the body, mind, and movement. 

Craig’s problems with the theatre were
per sonal, professional, and existential. As
son of the famous British actress Ellen Terry
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and the architect and designer Edward
Godwin, he was bound to the theatre from
an early age. He was also influenced heavily
by his mother’s long-time collaborator Henry
Irving, and began working as an actor before
becoming a critic, designer, director, and
theorist. Indeed, he made some of his most
bold and enduring interventions through his
designs and writings, collected in his jour nals,
including The Page (1898–1901), The Mask
(1908–1929), and The Marionette (1918), and
such books as On the Art of the Theatre (1911).

Caught between Mechanism and Vitalism

Craig’s most infamous frustration with
contemporary theatre was the state and
func tion of the actor, including questions of
actor training, acting in performance, and
the actor in relation to the larger mise-en-
scène. His central criticism was that humans
were fundamentally slaves to their mercurial
emotions and the temptation to glorify their
individual personalities.3 Because of this,
actors could not be trusted to manage their
own emotions, much less be capable of delib -
erately wielding the aesthetic affect of the
theatre.4

Joseph R. Roach understands this per -
spec tive to be an outgrowth of the longer-
standing scientific embattlement between
mechanist and vitalist world views and its
bearing on acting.5 This leads to a conun -
drum – most famously articulated by Denis
Diderot’s Paradoxe sur le comédien (1830) –
regarding whether technique or spontaneity
should guide the actor’s process. Craig’s
complaint thus echoes a host of pre-existing
arguments including what ‘body’, ‘mind’,
‘emotion’, and ‘unconsciousness’ are, where
they come from, and how they work in the
actor. He proclaims definitively:

Acting is not an art. It is therefore incorrect to
speak of the actor as an artist. For accident is an
enemy of the artist. Art is the exact antithesis of
pandemonium, and pandemonium is created by
the tumbling together of many accidents. Art
arrives only by design. Therefore in order to make
any work of art it is clear we may only work in
those materials with which we can calculate. Man
is not one of these materials.6

This assertion zeroes in on another aspect of
Craig’s prescription, namely that the actor
had to be able to exert total control over the
theatrical process in order to be considered
an artist of the theatre. While his problems
with the actor were practical issues true of
any craft that placed the artist in the pre -
carious position of using his/her body- mind
in performance, they also raised ques tions
about what a person on the stage should be
doing and for what purpose. 

Such questions were, in turn, emblematic
and symptomatic of Craig’s larger problem
with represen tation in the theatre. What,
Craig asked, should theatre as a whole do?
Should it represent life, as the naturalist and
realist movements sought, and if so, in what
way should this be done? Or, should theatre
be doing something else altogether? 

A dissatisfaction with representation is
not unique to Craig, but, as Olga Taxidou has
pointed out, sits squarely within the tradi -
tion of modernism.7 For Craig, imitation was
the worst kind of theatrical sin.8 By contrast,
he aligns himself repeatedly with Symbol -
 ism: ‘Symbolism is really quite proper; it is
sane, orderly, and it is universally em -
ployed.’9 He likewise attacked his contem -
porary playwrights and managers, whom he
accused of being mere scavengers, borrow -
ing and copying instead of inventing.10 As
Arnold Rood concludes:

What was it that Craig wanted in art, in theatre, in
dance? A return to the natural, to nature. Not a
slavish imitation of nature but to make use of
nature as an inspiration for art rather than an
arbitrary adoption of mannered artificiality.11

Thus, Craig sought a unity inspired by
nature, but which had nothing to do with
realism or naturalism.12 Considering ‘nature’
as a manifestation of Craig’s interest in ‘life’,
his categorization of death as a phase of life
is telling. He wrote that, for the artist, death
was a generative point of existence where ‘an
entirely new conception of life becomes
necessary’.13 Paola Degli Esposti suggests
that this imperative also applies to under -
standing Craig’s famous über-marionette
correctly, but I would go further and argue
that it is applicable to all Craig’s work. To
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understand Craig’s call to unity and nature,
we need an entirely new conception of ‘life’,
as outlined below.

Craig’s solutions were just as provocative
as his critiques. The über-marionette (partly
mythical, partly historical, partly inspired by
actual puppet theatre traditions around the
world) solved the problem of the actor pre -
cisely because it was not human:

The applause may thunder or dribble, their hearts
beat no faster, no slower, their signals do not grow
hurried or confused; and, though drenched in a
torrent of bouquets and love, the face of the
leading lady remains as solemn, as beautiful, and
as remote as ever. There is something more than a
flash of genius in the marionette, and there is
something in him more than the flashiness of
displayed personality. The marionette appears to
me to be the last echo of some noble and beautiful
art of a past civilization.14

Craig’s conception of the puppet evacuated
the performing figure of all of those qualities
that he thought hindered humans. 

In proposing a ‘super-puppet’, as Roach
translates it, Craig followed in the footsteps
of Heinrich von Kleist, Maurice Maeterlinck,
Alfred Jarry, and other artists who were gen -
er ally fascinated with puppets and advoc ated
the marionette as a model for the human
actor.15 Scholars have debated whether Craig
intended for the puppets to replace humans
or whether it was a rhetorical strategy calling
for the renewal of human acting training,
style, and performance.16

Scholars also ack now ledge that Craig saw
certain individuals as models for the ideal per -
f ormer, including Irving, Isadora Duncan,
and the actors of the commedia dell’arte
tradition, as exceptions to the rule. The per -
formers Craig heralded as ideal models ex -
hibit the virtues of both mech anist puppets
and vitalist people. At first glance, Irving
stands in for the ideal mechanism, while
Duncan stands in for the ideal vitalism: a
binary of human models where success lay
at extreme ends of the spec trum. 

Craig lauded Irving as an actor who had
total control over his instrument, a triumph
of technique: ‘the very nearest approach that
has ever been to the ideal actor, with his
brain commanding his nature, has been

Henry Irving.’17 Duncan, a pioneer of mod -
ern dance who explicitly rebelled against the
codification of ballet, was often charac ter ized
as close to nature, ritualist, and animated by
pure inspiration.18 Craig acknowledged this
aspect of her work and called her ‘full of
natural genius’.19

In both of these ideals, however, Craig
identified the simultaneous existence of the
opposite force at work. While he believed
that an ideal actor must ‘command’ his
nature, he also noted that this nature must
be ‘rich’, a clear nod to such organic and
dynamic internal qualities as imagination,
inspiration, and emotion. As he concluded,

the ideal actor will be the man who pos sesses both
a rich nature and a powerful brain. Of his nature
we need not speak. It will contain everything. Of
his brain we can say that the finer the quality the
less liberty it will allow itself.20

For Craig, Irving was gifted at using his
intellect to command his rich nature; the
latter was not absent altogether. 

Likewise, Taxidou notes that in Duncan’s
‘spontaneous’ and ‘inspired’ dance, often
categorized as ‘techniqueless’, Craig identi -
fied a sophisticated pragmatic philosophy of
dance anchored in images and the language
of motors.21 This ‘system’ was in no way like
ballet technique, but it still pointed towards
a deliberate and dynamic process of putting
forces into play in specific ways to create her
style of dance: ‘Emotion works like a motor.
It must be warmed up to run well.’22

Here one of the most typically vitalist per -
formers finds theoretical grounding in
mechanist principles. Instead of two diver -
gent models, Craig saw two ideals that were
differently but still finely tuned models of a
robust inte raction between mechanism and
vitalism. 

Commedia dell’arte exhibited similar
mech anist and vitalist qualities. While schol -
ars have identified the form’s mechanist ten -
dencies that attracted the technique-obsessed
Craig, including its physically based form-
and actor-centsred virtuosic generativity,
Taxidou points out that the ‘fluidity’ of its
central improvisations may seem ‘utterly
con flicting’ to Craig’s ideals. 23 However, she
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explains how a correct understanding of the
rigorous training involved in such improvis -
ations can resolve the apparent conflict,
emphasizing the mechanist efforts needed to
master improvisation.24

While I agree entirely that the complexi -
ties of improvisation in commedia dell’arte
are far from a simple release of an uncul ti -
vated, spontaneous inspiration, I would add
that we do not need to resolve the conflict
between the mechanist and vitalist qualities
within the form. In fact, to acknowledge that
these two distinct qualities also animate
commedia dell’arte is to see another way in
which the co-existence of these apparently
opposite forces are essential components of
Craig’s ideal performer. The problem of
having to reconcile them may be ours, not
Craig’s; for mechanism and vitalism seem to
have to co-exist. 

Another of Craig’s solutions was to look
to the East and take Asian forms as exem -
plary models. Taxidou shows how Craig sat
firmly within the orientalist gaze, using the
‘East’ as a ‘screen’ for his own desires.25

However, Craig was unique among his con -
temporaries in that he was more informed
about Asian theatre histories and practices.
Through intensive research and engaging in
dialogue with prominent Asian artists and
practitioners, Craig developed an interest in
the reality of Asian forms as cultural prac -
tices within their own contexts and laden
with their own value structures outside of
the orientalist constructs of comprehension
and control.26

Along with encountering the famed wes -
tern tours of Japanese performers such as the
Kawakami troupe and dancer Hanako at the
turn of the century, Craig met Mei Lanfang in
1935 and most likely spent at least an hour in
conversation with him.27 More directly, he
exchanged letters with Japanese theatre critic
Shikō Tsubouchi and engaged in a long -
standing dialogue with the Sri Lankan Tamil
philosopher of art, Ananda Coomara swamy.28

In Almir Ribeiro’s view, Coomara swamy’s
English writings became the authoritative
western source for understanding Indian
history and culture at the time, and Craig
published his material in The Mask, reviewed

his books, and exchanged personal letters.29

He also published articles and book reviews
about Asian forms in The Mask and The
Marionette, and  amassed a large collection of
theatrical artifacts such as masks, puppets,
and prints of Asian theatre.30

Craig’s recognition that such forms might
exist outside the optics of the orientalist West
was rare among western admirers of Asia at
the time. His rigorous research and contact
with Coomaraswamy could have laid the
groundwork for genuine intercultural con -
tacts, negotiations, and experimentations, or,
at the very least, suggest not only ‘an ad -
mirable exotic theatre of the past, but . . . a
form of theatrical discourse that could have
helped him re-write his own medium’.31

Yet, this deeper understanding of the
forms also served his orientalist stance. By
recognizing they could not be dislodged
from local histories, contexts, and cultures,
Craig further solidified his conviction to keep
these traditions at arm’s length.32 This dist -
ance, like the distance between a light source
and a projection screen, allowed him to
manipulate the shapes and shadows of Asian
practices for his own end, thus reproducing
typical orientalist tactics. 

Taxidou catalogues the many features in
Asian practices that attracted Craig:

Craig’s attraction to and fascination with Oriental
theatre is more than obvious. Theatre as religious
ritual; stylized acting; the prominence of puppets
and of the puppet master; the wearing of masks:
all these are ideas which seem very Craigian
indeed. And the total aspect of this type of theatre
seems to require a unifying force, an artist who
will create a synaesthetic effect.33

While the fact that the mechanist qualities of
highly codified forms requires rigorous train -
 ing is obvious, the religious and spiritual
context of these forms provides a space for
vitalist-like qualities – inspiration, creativity,
and spontaneity – where humans are con -
nected to larger dimensions of existence in a
spiritualized cosmos. In the context of
Craig’s complex orientalist and sometimes
well-informed gaze, he is again drawn to
practices that encompass both mechanism
and vitalism, recurring western theatrical
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preoccupations, which, Roach reminds us,
stem from nineteenth-century science.34

Craig also sought to solve the problem of
the contemporary theatre by recuperating it
as a metaphysical act. He envisioned an ideal
theatre that embodied ‘the first and final
belief of the world’.35 ‘Belief,’ a recurring
term for Craig’s broad metaphysicality,
carries Christian overtones, but is neither
strictly Christian nor dogmatic. Again, this
focus on ‘belief’ provides a clear reason for
Craig’s enduring attraction to Asian per -
formance practices that overtly include a
spiritual or religious aspect. 

However, as Irène Eynat-Confino and
Patrick Le Boeuf observe, Craig’s writings on
the metaphys ical aspect of the theatre have
been dismissed as a sign of his pretension at
best, and, at worst, evidence of his incompre -
hensibility.36 Craig was aware of this danger,
which further encouraged him to commu -
nicate such issues in cryptic, self-censored,
or poetic ways.37 Both Eynat-Confino and
Le Boeuf account for his tendency towards
meta physics as an essential and entirely
coherent component of his theory and prac -
tice. They also characterize his work as evo -
lutionary: his material experiments in and
theorizations about the theatre led him fur -
ther and inexorably into the transcen -
dental.38 The logical end of this journey for
Craig, they argue, is his apotheosis to
prophet, where his new theatre would offer
the most immediate and direct access to the
transcendental. 

In such an evolutionary view there is an
implicit hierarchy of the primitive and the
advanced that parallels the hierarchy of the
material and the spiritual. This view chimes
with others which suggest how Craig’s work
in the theatre was only ever provisional and
not the space in which his vision could be
truly realized. This is one way to conceptual -
ize the gap between Craig’s ideals and his
ability to enact them: his ideals never needed
to be realized in theatre as such; his work in
the theatre proper was just a path towards an
overall transcendental vision. 

In earlier Craig scholarship this gap has
been taken as evidence of his fundamental
theatrical failure, while the notion of Craig-

as-failure was later challenged on a variety
of fronts.39 For the most part, these argu -
ments still suggest that Craig’s theatre ex -
peri ments were experiences through which
he needed to pass in order to achieve his
goals in different realms, whether in other
media or through the work of other artists. In
this sense Craig’s ‘belief’, even when taken
seriously as an essential component of his
vision, only solved the problem of the theatre
by moving spectators away from his own
theatre work.

‘All Things Spring from Movement’

By identifying movement as the ultimate
source, Craig positions it as the foundation
of theatre, all arts, and more. Rood and
Eynat-Confino have convincingly argued
that all Craig’s strategies to revolutionize the
theatre of his day were ultimately attempts
at harnessing the potentials of movement.
Craig’s problems with the theatre, frustra -
tions with the actor, dissatisfaction with
representation, and his proposed solutions
can all be linked through his experiments
with and thoughts on movement. The vital -
ist/mechanist tension identified by Roach
can be similarly understood as oscillations
between conceiving of movement as either
organic or mechanistic. Even Craig’s interest
in forging a path to ‘belief’ suggests a con -
viction that the spiritual can be reached
through a dynamic process of moving from
the material into the abstract. 

In movement Craig sensed universal laws
that might be ascertained and which were
always accompanied by a spiritual dimen -
sion: ‘I like to suppose that this art which
shall spring from movement will be the first
and final belief of the world.’40 He believed
that tapping into these laws would do
nothing less than remake the theatre. His
interest in both dance and Irving’s acting
technique can be seen as a hunt for examples
where ideal movement was made visible.
Likewise, Craig rendered movement visible
in his own work. He approached directing
work like choreography, where he charted
movements by rendering his blocking like a
sports coach and often incorporated a sense
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of motion into his scene sketches themselves.
Craig also investigated non-human aspects
of movement on the stage, including creat -
ing costumes with moving elements, such as
in his production of Acis and Galatea for the
Purcell Operatic Society in 1902. 

This also included his plans for a kinetic
stage of moveable screens and boxes, where,
importantly, the scenery would be a central
attraction, rather than merely a backdrop for
the actors, and would engender a direct affec -
tive relationship between the stage space,
materials, and the audience.41 The plan was
for the set of large vertical boxes – they were
to be the width of two humans and the
height of six and, like stalactites, would be
both ‘grounded’ and ‘suspended’ – to move
throughout the stage space.42

Another form of kinetic theatre was the
proposed moveable screens, which famously
fell down during rehearsals for his produc -
tion of Hamlet at the Moscow Art Theatre
and which debuted at Dublin’s Abbey
Theatre in 1911. Movement was, again, key,

and the monochrome screens – foldable and
hinged – were easily manipulated to create a
variety of spatial relationships between the
screens, the light, and the actors.43 The über -
marion ette is, of course, another pertinent
example, demonstrating how movement
was central to even Craig’s most potentially
anti-human proposals. 

While Craig saw the potential of move -
ment in re-envisioning the theatre, several
convictions guided his experiments. Just as
he found most humans unsuitable for acting,
he found them equally unable to wield the
potential of movement successfully. He ad -
mired some dancers, most notably Duncan,
of course, but she – like Irving – was an
exception to the rule. For Craig, abstract
move ment was the core of movement itself
and this is what he sought to harness and
wield: ‘We have to banish from our mind all
thought of the use of a human form as the
instrument which we are to use to translate
what we call Movement.’44 Furthermore, he
often linked movement with life intimately:
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Design showing the storm in
King Lear by Edward Gordon
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‘movement was viewed as a metaphysical
power, the essence of life itself’.45

Craig pondered over the exact relation -
ship between life and movement, believing
that understanding movement was the key
to understanding life itself.46 Again, the ‘life’
to which he referred was not that of natur al -
ism or realism, but was, rather, a kind of
animating force that had its roots in his own
orientalist gaze.47 By investigating such
forms as Nō, Kathakali, puppetry traditions
and more, he dived into practices that are
more physically and gesturally codified than
most western traditions. 

Yet while Craig held up such movement-
focused forms as ideals, he also made a
typical retreat from their corporeal realities.
In fact, he objected to the physical rigour
required to successfully enact such forms
and, as his work developed, he became more
centred on abstraction.48 Having said this,
his ‘main innovations’ regarding movement
were made while working with humans on
the Moscow Art Theatre’s Hamlet, which was
a notoriously frustrating process for Craig,
Stanislavsky, and all the actors involved.
Despite the fact that the production was well

received, the actor-centred way of working
developed by Stanislavsky and his associates
clashed with Craig’s dictatorial and director-
centred approach.49

Le Boeuf argues that such apparent contra -
dictions can be resolved by understanding
Craig’s work as a centre–periphery structure
grounded in practicality.50 In this view, Craig
was ultimately a seasoned and pragmatic
artist who held his ideals at the centre of his
work, kept working towards realizing them,
but naturally saw various efforts landing
closer or further from this central point.
Rather than seeing a particular project as
failing to hit the ‘target’, Le Boeuf reads it
as an enduring pragmatic strategy to art
making. 

This kind of conceptualization resonates
with my own view, but there are now other
compelling ways to account for the dyna -
mism of Craig’s work. I am not suggesting
that these contradictions can or need to be
resolved. Rather, I propose that seeing these
contradictions as a result of his investig a -
tions into something dynamic – movement –
not only highlights the vast reach of what he
thought movement might achieve, but also
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reveals the way that his own philosophical-
epistemological heritages and commitments
were ill-equipped to conceive such dynamism. 

Understanding movement through enac -
tion can provide a holistic account of Craig’s
work as a dynamic, multifarious, and yet
consistent oeuvre. By utilizing a paradigm
that directly traces cognition from move -
ment, it is possible to identify the link bet -
ween Craig’s interest in movement and the
cognitive aspect of his vision. Moreover,
because this conception of cognition is
inherently linked to biological definitions of
life, Craig’s calls to ‘life’ lose their perplex -
ing, ungraspable qualities and point towards
something very specific about meaning-
making in the theatre.

Movement in Enactive Cognition

The enactive approach understands cogni -
tion as a dynamically emergent phenomenon
that occurs in the interaction between an
embodied entity and its environment. It is a
ground-breaking way to think through cog -
nition that challenges earlier conceptu -
alizations of cognition modelled after the
computer, where the mind-as-hard-drive
directs the body to carry out its commands.
While scholars in the cognitive sciences and
related fields continue to develop enaction in
different directions, my definition of the term
draws on the work of Ezequiel Di Paolo,
Marieke Rodhe, and Hanne De Jaegher, who
identify five major tenets of enaction:
embodiment, autonomy, experience, sense-
making, and emergence.51

An enactive view sees cognition as a
neces sarily embodied affair – ‘mind’ and
‘body’ being neither discrete nor separate.
Cognition is ‘autonomous’ because the entire
embodied entity, always embedded in its
environment, brings forth and maintains its
own cognition. Since the entity’s only point
of reference and end goal is itself, everything
in the environment carries potential valences
(or meanings) relative to the entity’s con -
stitution and maintenance. 

In this way, the cognitive process is con -
stituted by and through ‘sense-making’ or
meaning-making – nothing is ever neutral or

valence free. Further, the autonomous and
sense-making aspects of cognition, accord -
ing to enaction, are constantly developed,
guided, and maintained through the entity’s
own experiences of emergence. Finally, key
to enaction is that cognition exists neither in
the entity itself to be mined (for example, in
the brain) nor in the environment to be
decoded (for example, the external world).
‘Emergence’ highlights the dynamic, proces -
sual, and interactional quality of cognition. 

These five key terms go a long way to
emphasize how enaction interprets cognition
as fundamentally dynamic. Scholars have
gone on to clarify that since movement is the
physical manifestation and vehicle of dyn -
amism it can be characterized as a consti tu -
ent condition of cognition, an argument that
reveals the importance of biology.52 While
enaction is an interdisciplinary endeav our,
the biological work of Humberto Maturana
and Francisco J. Varela has shaped its con -
tours significantly, particularly in its early
stages. In their quest to find a definition for
life, Maturana and Varela proposed the con -
cept of ‘autopoiesis’.53 The term refers to the
process of self-creation, whereby cells inces -
santly constitute and maintain themselves
through incorporating certain environment
elements, but also constitutes its own mem -
brane between itself and the environment.
Paradoxically, the cell uses the environment
to construct its very distinction from it.54

Maturana and Varela extrapolated the
pro cess of autopoiesis from biology to cogni -
tion, and other scholars have extrapolated it
further to social cognition and even to the
development of the ‘self’.55 In other words,
these scholars suggest that the organiz -
ational process that engenders this basic
 logical function is the very same, on a more
complex scale, that occurs in cognition, social
life, and perhaps even ontology. Scientists
and philosophers have dubbed this ‘the con -
tinuity of life and mind’.56 Evan Thompson
explains: 

life and mind share a set of basic organizational
properties, and the organizational properties
distinctive of mind are an enriched version of
those fundamental to life. Mind is life-like and life
is mind-like.57
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Thompson goes on to acknowledge that
some thinkers go further in admitting an
existential continuity, to which I also sub -
scribe.58 In this view, more abstract human
realms such as the experience of ‘selfhood’
are outgrowths of the concrete biological
process of autopoiesis. They function be cause
of it – a human being biologically exists
through autopoiesis – and then reiterate it in
the abstracted realm: a sense of selfhood
exists through an incessant emergent person-
environment interaction. Autopoiesis is a
constitutive process of life that starts in the
concrete and biological but scales outward
into abstraction. 

If we follow the continuity of life and
mind, movement as a constitutive quality of
biological life is also seen as a constitutive
condition of mind. At the cellular level,
things pass through or are repelled from the
cell membrane during its incessant auto -
poietic process, which is how movement can
be understood as the most prominent vehicle
for the development of life and cognition.
This further points to the question whether
humans can wield movement, actively shap -
ing its fundamental dynamism, to morph the
autopoietic resonances along the continuity
of life and mind. According to this enactive
logic, any sustained focus on movement
such as Craig’s would naturally include
reson ances along this broad continuity bet -
ween physical action and cognition, and
even beyond.

Within the enactive framework, autopoi -
esis is a model for how life arises, how
cognition develops, and how abstract human
realms hijack our basic process of biological
living. The autopoietic process has been a
very attractive tool (both literally and con -
ceptually) for thinking through various kinds
of systems such as artificial intelligence,
organizational systems, and the theatre.
Theatre scholars have used autopoiesis as a
way to look at a host of phenomena, includ -
ing actor training, the theatrical engagement
between spectators and performers, and
intermedial performance. Autonomy, here,
refers to a state of self-constitution while
autopoiesis refers to a specific process of the
accomplishment of autonomy. Therefore,

‘auto poiesis’ places the emphasis on dynam -
ism, agency, emergence, and the manner of
self-distinction.59

I propose that cleaving closely to the
structure and process of a Maturanian and
Varelian autopoiesis is to emphasize a
future-focused dynamism where the agent
is a perspective that is in a constant state
of constitution. Just as Maturana and Varela
used autopoiesis to define life, the principle
of the continuity of life and mind suggests
that abstracting autopoiesis beyond the bio -
logical might allow one to understand how
a certain kind of ‘vivification’ can exist in a
social, ontological, or aesthetic situation.

Here, ‘life’ is defined by a specific organiz -
ational process. Autopoiesis is both an epis -
temology and an ontology. Movement thus
becomes both life’s animating force and its
expression, where it characterizes autopoi -
esis even in abstracted realms of the arts and
metaphysics. For artists like Craig, then,
movement holds the key to accessing and
engendering ‘life’ in both the concrete and
abstract realms.

Craig’s Vision as Autopoietic Conception 

An enactive view of Craig’s conundrums
allows them to coalesce into a coherent project
aimed at tapping into a continuity of life and
mind in the theatre. Seen in this way, Craig’s
work becomes an intuitively led attempt to
create a lasting approach for making theatre
a vital encounter. The parallel between
movement as central to Craig and movement
as central to enaction shows his instinctive
understanding of it as the animating force of
life, including the biological, cognitive, and
metaphysical realms. Craig sensed that
move ment was the way into dynamism in
the theatre, which explains  his diverse range
of experiments with über-marionettes, scen -
o g raphy, masks, kinetic stages, draw ings
and writings. 

It was a multi-fronted effort. His journal
publications and etchings, for example, were
animated through movement, while his use
of pseudonyms in The Mask allowed him to
write the majority of articles in a playful
dynamism of authorship that continues to
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keep readers guessing whether an article
was by Craig or an outside author. This
authorial dynamism functions in addition to
the genuine circulation of dialogue that
occurred with contributing writers such as
Coomaraswamy. Similarly, Buckley argues
that Craig’s woodcut-illustrated Hamlet
demands an interactive readerly particip -
ation as she looks back and forth from the
play text to the engravings. In this version of
Shakespeare’s text, the spectator’s gaze must
literally move.

An enactive perspective accounts for
Craig’s obsession with accessing ‘life’, yet his
rejection of the ‘life’ of the realists and
naturalists. The ‘entirely new conception of
life’ that is necessary to understand his work
is the same as Maturana and Varela’s,
namely, autopoiesis. Within his own cultural
context Craig’s only avenue for a different
way of thinking about life was Symbolism,
but his work demonstrates an intuitive auto -
poiesis that becomes increasingly abstract.
By identifying movement as the key, his
perspective looks much like that of Renaud
Barbaras, who suggests that ‘movement is
the very substance of life’.60 Craig’s intuition
towards autopoiesis also supports his stance
against mimetic representation. He was inter -
ested in theatre artists and mechanisms able
to engender a process rather than represent
anything.61

Further, by approaching Craig’s gaze
towards Asia enactively, his historically
grounded orientalist attitude becomes more
complex. Looking eastward gave him ex -
posure to more visibly autopoietic forms of
theatre that demand active spectator partici -
pation and more continuity between literal
performance-making and metaphysical mean -
ing-making. In the more codified Asian
forms that he studied, the spectator must
either have or develop knowledge about
how the codes work. In classical Indian
performance forms, for example, when the
spectator is educated in the conventions of
the form, often involving mudras and other
bodily movements, she is not experiencing
communication from or impersonation by
the performers but is participating in ‘a flow
of intersubjectivity’.62

This conception of the relationship bet -
ween performers and spectators is far from
representational – it constitutes joint identity
through joint experience. Traditional explan -
ations of rasa theory, foundation for many of
the classical Indian performance forms that
Craig studied, liken the experi ence of theat -
rical performance to the sen sorial enjoyment
of a meal. 

Mee draws connections between the
ancient aesthetic treatise The Nātyashāstra and
contemporary affect science to suggest that
enactive explanations of rasa can better
account for the full scope of the phenom -
enon.63 She claims that  it  is best under stood
as a form of participatory sense-making, a
version of enaction’s tenet of sense-making
in more complex circumstances.64

Thus, through Indian classical aesthetics,
among other forms, Craig made contact with
an entirely different conception of what
theatre can do: a practically articulated overt
vision for the continuity of embodied action,
meaning-making, and ontology. In addition,
he was encountering an approach demand -
ing the active participation and investment
of the performer and the spectator.

Craig’s interest in puppets from around
the world similarly betrays an interest in an
autopoietic performer–spectator relation -
ship. On the surface, his well-known reasons
for the efficacies of puppets point back to his
desire to have control over movement and
to sidestep problematic human qualities like
emotion and ego. However, as Melissa Trim -
ingham has argued, puppets require an
enhanced spectatorial investment, and not
just an operator, to make ‘the puppet “do”.’65

As the puppet spectator and animator
(whether present or proxied by some sort of
puppet animation system) interact, this
forms a process that could more likely
engender an autopoietic emergence of the
theatre event. 

Craig’s many experiments with form and
movement resonate with the perhaps
counter-intuitive implication of autopoiesis
whereby form engenders content. Autopoi -
etic form determines content because, in
biology, content is always refreshed to main -
tain the form. In a complex living organism
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such as a human, the person’s skin cells are
always dying and being replaced by new
ones. Yet, that person’s body is still her body
despite the fact that, biologically speaking, it
is not the same body as it was last month.

The relationship between the entity and
its environment is what remains throughout
the organism’s existence. The form is always
the form until it no longer exists, and it is
always participating in the process of auto -
poiesis: its matter constantly changes. For
Craig, to work obsessively through forms
and structures that can give rise to move -
ment is his way of tapping into this idea that
form is not a result of something, but, rather,
has the potential to be the agent of a pro -
cessual event. 

In the light of enaction, Craig’s interest in
and writings on metaphysics become less an
erratic proclivity and more of a grounded
exploration of the potentials of movement’s
trajectory from the concrete to the abstract.
Here, metaphysics – as abstraction to the
hilt – becomes the ultimate destination of
Craig’s work not due to specific religious
invest ment or delusions of grandeur, but
because it is where the furthest resonance of
life itself can be experienced by humans. In
this way, Craig’s vision for the theatre event
is not just aesthetic, pragmatic, metaphys -
ical, or even evolutionary. It is, rather, an
emergent phenomenon that provides a
simul taneous passage to all of those realms
by using movement to harness the dynamic
organizational processes of life.

Conclusion

An enactive reading of Craig’s work shows it
to be deeply cognitive – a collection of
explorations of how to think in, through, and
with the theatre. This includes how artists
and spectators may make meaning that
resonates with their own dynamic constitu -
tions as vital organisms. Yet Craig’s work is
also cognitive in an enactive sense where
‘thinking’ and ‘meaning-making’ are not just
in the head; they are embodied, biological,
affective, epistemological, and ontological.

In the light of enaction, Craig’s frustra -
tions with and moves away from the theatre

take on another hue. He intuitively groped
toward realizing his vision, but he struggled
with how to conceptualize, communicate,
and manifest it as a dynamic process, simul -
taneously concrete and abstract. Craig’s
attraction to total theatre and the absolute
authority of a director can be easily under -
stood as a way to take control of and shape
the theatrical process. Yet, theatre created by
an authoritarian director would most likely
lend itself to being a kind of heteronomous
system controlled from the outside rather
than an emergent, self-organized autopoietic
process. 

Had Craig created or accessed frame -
works similar to autopoiesis, he might have
been able to work from a process that could
more frequently and consistently harness
agency, identity, epistemology, all the way
into metaphysics. This lack of a conceptual
framework may also point toward why, after
his long-term dedication to movement, Craig
ended up conceiving of the sun and light as
more superior reference points.66 Movement
gave him process and dynamism and helped
him make great strides in thinking and mak -
ing. Unfortunately, he could not live concep -
tually in the dynamism that movement
proposes: it is too mercurial, too complex,
too hard to pin down – which, is, of course,
also its power. 

His resistance to experimenting with bio -
logical movement – with humans as either
performers or spectators, for example –
limited his ability to work through the
continuity of life and mind, not just as a goal
but also as a process. The potentials for spec -
tator participation, and, of course, actors-as-
performers, were completely underexplored
in Craig’s work, who, as was seen in the case
of the Moscow Art Theatre, limited his con -
tact with the actors.67 If puppets cognitively
induce spectators to animate them, as
Trimingham suggests, then Craig’s fascin -
ation with marionettes is an example of how
the participatory potential of spectators
haunts his experiments. 

Craig’s framework problems arise out of
the limits of his philosophical heritage.
Work ing in the context of western Cartesian
dualism made it difficult to conceive of the
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dynamism and agency of the body and
movement. Placing himself in the awkward
tension between mechanism and vitalism,
Craig made many strides in bringing move -
ment and dynamism to the fore in such a
philosophical climate, but living in that ten -
sion kept him and his work in a constant
state of frustration. 

As I have shown, enaction can provide a
middle way between mechanism and vital -
ism where form and structure (important to
mechanism) engender an organic emergence
(important to vitalism). The term ‘middle
way’ is a nod to enaction’s heritage in
eastern thought, particularly Buddhism.68 A
middle-way perspective on mechanism and
vitalism suggests that qualities from both
may co-exist, emerging together in a dynamic
unity. 

Yasuo Yuasa proposes another feature of
Asian thought and practice – the accomp -
lishment of the unity of body and mind.69 In
this way the alternative framework implicit
in Asian practices could have been a very
attractive philosophical force for Craig.
These practices, in their own ways and own
contexts, embrace non-dualist conceptions of
the performing body and movement that
more efficiently render the performing body
mind-full. A mindful body is a starting point
for harnessing movement’s potential in a
dynamic autopoietic theatrical event because
it endows the body and movement with the
cognitive agency. 

Craig’s desire for a theatre of the future
was thus so bold that it outstripped his own
philosophical heritage’s ability to fully con -
ceive of it. Through his artistic impulse, he
sensed the potential of autopoiesis and its
resonances in the human meaning-making
process. If there is any fundamental failure in
his work, it is the failure of his philosophical
context to provide the conceptual tools he
needed. An enactive perspective, however,
can provide a fresh window into what Craig
was indeed able to accomplish: the realiz -
ation of a vast oeuvre of experimentation,
conceptually ahead of its time, that logically
and coherently conceived of the theatre as a
portal into the dynamic resonances of life
and mind.
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