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Sources of Rhythm: an Anthropocosmic Enquiry 

Introduction 

 

I am currently investigating the role of rhythm in sacred participatory practices as part of PhD titled 

“Principles of Rhythm in Pre-Expressive Actor Training” at the University of Huddersfield.  In this paper 

I will discuss some of the principles that have emerged from this research and focus particularly on the 

role of rhythm within the process of Citlalmina. I will begin by providing a brief background to the 

work. 

 

Mexican Background 

 Citlalmina is an actor training dynamic developed by Mexican Actor and Director, Nicolás Núñez and 

members of the Theatre Research Workshop (TRW ). Núñez established the TRW under the auspice of 

National Autonomous University in Mexico in 1975. From 1978 to 1985 Nunez worked with Grotowski 

on a number of projects including collaboration on research in Mexico as part of Theatre of Sources.  

Núñez and the TRW call their work “Anthropocosmic Theatre”: a theatre of the human being in the 

cosmos.  As Middleton has explained this theatre, “attempts to provide an active arena for those 

individuals who seek personal individuation, communitas, or the experience of the sacred dimension 

in their everyday lives.”(Middleton, 2001:43) Within a pan-cultural context the TRW looks to 

reconnect theatre with its ritual sources, and to develop psycho-physical tools for personal 

transformation.   

 

Encounters in the UK 

My first encounter with “Anthropocosmic Theatre” was at a workshop set up by Rose Theatre in Wales 

in 2004. This workshop run by Nicolás Núñez with the assistance of Helena Guardia, was both 

challenging and personally revealing.  The propositions set out in this work confronted many of my 

philosophical and spiritual ideas of how I operated within the world. We were constantly being asked 

to let go of our preconceptions and to break out of our automatic patterns of behavior.  While I 

struggled intellectually with these propositions, my practical encounters, the ways in which I was 

directed to perceive and engage with myself and my environment, had a profound effect on me. What 

I remember most from this experience was a deep sense of liberation and of arrival in the present 

moment, a taste of what Núñez calls “the actualized instant” (Middleton 2001:47). In 2007 I came to 

Huddersfield to undertake an MA in Ensemble Physical Theatre. It was here that I started to work with 

Dr Deborah Middleton and Karoliina Sandstrom on the actor training dynamic of Citlalmina. 



Sources of Rhythm: an Anthropocosmic Enquiry – By Eilon Morris 

Grotowski: After – Alongside – Around – Ahead – 15th of June 2009 

2 

 

Citlalmina 

Citlalmina brings together two sacred dances: the Tibetan Black Hat Dance and the Mexican Conchero 

Dance. Within Citlalmina these two dances have not been mixed together but rather they are a placed 

side by side, retaining their essential forms. “Pre-cultural frameworks” and “psychophysical 

technologies” such as “body alphabets” and “rhythmic structures” have been respected and preserved 

within the form, but costumes and other artifacts that were found not to be essential to the 

psychophysical experience have been removed. (Middleton 2008:43-44) 

This is a “Warrior Dance” consisting of movements that demand individual and group co-ordination, 

stamina and the focusing and tuning of internal states. Here the Warrior is the one who “conquers 

that which it is right to conquer”(Núñez, 1996). 

In speaking about Citlalmina Núñez says: 

You are like a warrior, and you are going to give your battle, you are not going to dance, you 

are going to fight. And this fight is against the ego ... [Y]ou have to conquer your body, you 

have to conquer your mind, and then you might try to conquer, maybe to know, your spirit. 

But if you do not conquer your body and if you do not conquer your mind, you will never find 

out what to do with your spirit (Núñez 1993 cited by Middleton 2001:47-48).  

 

 

Sacredness and Rhythm 

Citlalmina takes the form of a spiritual quest. When I talk about spiritual, sacredness and ritual here, I 

referring primarily to a quality of connectivity that is not exclusive to religious practices nor does it rely 

on systems of spiritual belief.  What defines these practices is the fact that they pursue modes of 

connection that are distinct from the mundane or daily. Specifically I am viewing sacred practices as 

participative events that promote qualities of communitas and personal transformation. (Middleton 

2008)  

Rhythm plays a significant role in facilitating these connections and transformations.  But rhythm does 

not and cannot operate alone. Citlalmina consists of a complex tapestry of interweaving elements, of 

which rhythm operates through, between and within. What I am attempting here is to tease from this 

fabric a few threads of rhythm that I believe play significant roles in:  

-Directing attention 

-Raising levels of awareness 

-Altering consciousness  

-And establishing relationships between individuals, groups and their environments.  
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Four Principles  

 I will focus my analysis onto four principles of rhythm that I see as playing significant roles within the 

process of Citlalmina: 

Repetition 

Synchronicity 

Participative Discrepancies   

Sensory Drive 

   

 

There are two basic phenomena by which humans draw their sense of time: events that repeat 

themselves (day and night) and linear, irreversible events with clear beginnings and ends (eating a 

meal). Sacred practices are dominated by repeating events and a conception of rhythm as a repeating 

form.  

 

 

Flatischler proposes that “all rhythmic phenomena may be experienced and understood as cyclic” with 

the most fundamental rhythmic cycle being pulsation (1992:32). Pulsation is made up two reoccurring 

elements, a pulse and an interval and this interval can be subdivided in many ways. The forms of these 

subdivision make up various archetypal structures that can be seen in music and dance forms across 

the world.   

REPETITION
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As we can see the basic pattern of pulse and interval can form a cycle, but it can also be understood as 

a dynamic of alternating energies, in the form of ‘beat’ and ‘off beat’ (musical e.g.) One of the roles of 

rhythm in sacred practices is to engage with these archetypal patterns: e.g. strong and weak, tension 

and resolution, left and right, in and out. In Wales Núñez spoke about the universal phenomenon of 

expansion and contraction; insisting that, as much as we expand we must contract and vice versa 

(Núñez, 2004). This alternating phenomenon of expansion and contraction can be seen to operate 

across every level of organization.  The ways we engage with, and locate our attention within these 

patterns can have a profound effect on our proprioceptive awareness, particularly our sense of our 

bodies in space and time. 

 

Here is a brief description of some of the repeating and alternating elements in Citlalmina: 

 

The dance, as practiced in Mexico, reoccurs on a weekly 

basis. 

 

The dance is performed in a circular formation made up 

of alternating men and women. 

 

The form consists of three cycles: Each cycle is made up 

of an alternating form of the Mexican dance followed by 

the Tibetan and then a return to the Mexican:  

Mexican -Tibetan –Mexican   

 Mexican -Tibetan –Mexican   

Mexican -Tibetan –Mexican    
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(Specifically looking at the Mexican) 

The Mexican Dance itself is a sequence of elemental 

forms: a water step, earth step, fire step and air step. 

These elements are repeated twice in each form with 

alternate sets of movements. 

 

A bridge step proceeds and follows every elemental 

step- Creating a consistent returning to and alternating 

between elemental and bridge steps. 

 

The entire Mexican form takes place over a constant 

four beat cycle - Containing a prominent motif of:  

long _long_ short short long_. 

 

 

 

The rattle provides an underlying pulse. 

 

 

Beyond this are micro-rhythms contained within the motions of bodies and going even further we 

move into the realm of vibration, frequency and energy. Cycles within cycles within cycles of 

alternating and repeating elements creates a dynamic energy that moves through the entirety of 

Citlalmina; analogous with cycles of the cosmos, these simultaneous patterns interact and influence 

one another in many subtle ways.   
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The manipulation of the speed of a cycle is a powerful mechanism for altering states of consciousness 

within sacred practices. The most common use of this is through acceleration, as in Citlalmina each of 

the three cycles is led at a faster tempo, reaching a rhythmical climax at the end of the dance.  Barbara 

Lex (1979) suggests that rhythmic behaviors such as these provide effective mechanisms for tuning 

and sensitizing areas of the central nervous system.  

 Lex defines two key systems, the ergotropic and the trophotropic. The Ergotropic system relates to 

high energy activities, it deals with arousal, heightened awareness and responsiveness, “warming up”. 

The trophotropic system is concerned with basic vegetative functions and biological stability, 

associated with inactivity, calmness and “cooling down” (d’Aquili, 1979. Turner ,1983:230). In daily life 

we generally alternate between these two systems. 

Ergotropic

• high energy 

• arousal 

• heightened awareness 

• responsiveness,

• “warming up”

Trophotropic

• vegetative functions 

• stability

• inactivity

• calmness 

• “cooling down”
 

Lex proposes that hyperstimulation and overload of the ergotopic system brought about by driving 

rhythmic behaviors, has the potential to cause a “spill over” or “rebound” into the trophotropic 

system. The process of engaging a specific system is referred to here as tuning. (d’Aquili, 1979) 

Three Stages of Tuning

1. Response in one system increases while reactivity in the other system 

decreases.

2. After stimulus exceeds a threshold the non sensitized system is 

completely inhibited and stimulus that would normally elicit a response 

from this system is now responded to by the sensitized system. 

3. If stimulus continues then simultaneous engagement of both systems 

may occur.

X

X x

x

X

 

(d’Aquili, 1979) 
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The concept of psychophysical “tuning” may give us some insight into the mechanics at work within 

states of ecstatic trance or deep meditation.  Within Citlalmina I often pass through states in which I 

have the simultaneous experience of high invigoration and grounded stability. In these moments a 

sense of timelessness, ease and joy emerges from within the driving demands of the form.  These 

transient states are marked by a non-dualistic and unified perception of being at once in and of world. 

Tuning through accelerated and sustained mental and physical activity is one way of understanding 

these states of consciousness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I would like to speak more specifically about the relationship between rhythm and participation. One 

of the key elements which defines a group is a shared sense of rhythm. Not that everyone always 

moves in perfect unison, but rather that there is a shared understanding of rhythm that underpins 

each action. Within a ritual context we often see an abstracting of these rhythmic structures through 

the movements of dance.  

Hart states: 

The communitas engendered by dancing is […] an outcome of heightened coordination, and 

heightened coordination, in turn, an outcome of imposing upon social interaction special 

tempos: tempos that may be difficult to achieve under mundane circumstances or that are 

inappropriate to all but a very few ordinary activities.” (Hart, 1999:221) 

 

These rhythms are often a reflection of biological processes rather than everyday social processes. 

One of the important roles of sacred practices is to provide a space in which we can suspend daily 

behavior and engage and tune ourselves to these biological rhythms.  

D’Aquili proposes that “the primary biological function of ritual behavior […] is to facilitate both intra-

organismic coordination and inter-organismic coordination (d’Aquili and Laughlin 1979:30). In these 

situations the synchronicity of a group and the coordination of subsystems within an organism are 

intrinsically link. In this sense group’s connections facilitate the ability to coordinate oneself, and one’s 

personal co-ordination facilitates the unification of the group. Behavior such as this stems 

fundamentally from a biological imperative. By cultivating the rhythmic coordination of individuals 

SYNCRONICITY & COMMUNITAS
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within a group, a community can respond more affectively to the rhythms its environment, supporting 

survival and the capacity to function both within a community and within changing environment (Lex 

in d’Aquili 1979:120).  

A deep sense of pleasure emerges in these forms of group synchronization. We can describe these as 

moments of “falling into rhythm”. In these moments there is a profound sense of being part of 

something that extends beyond the self and the group. The co-ordination of simultaneous group 

movement that occurs in Citlalmina, cannot be achieved through effort or force. Here “falling into 

rhythm” occurs as part of a process of sensitization and deconditioning  of habitual responses. 

Rhythmical co-ordination is not a skill to be learned but rather it is a process in which the individual 

engages in a constant negotiation between: his or her will power, intuitive reposes, the dynamics of 

the group and the demands of the environment.   This fundamental and intrinsic relationship between 

individual, group, and the environment reflects one of the key concepts in the TRWs work: that of an 

intrinsic connection between the human being and the cosmos.  

 

 

 

 

 

The synchronicity that is sought within a ritual often requires a highly structured use of rhythmical 

form, but this does not mean a mechanical relationship to time. Keil (1994) proposes that the power 

of music lies in its “participative discrepancies”.  “Participative discrepancies” challenge our 

mechanical relationship to world by demanding that our attention is located in the “here and now”. 

The connections I am discussing here, take place as much in the frictions  between one rhythm and 

another as they do in the agreements, if not more so.  

Although Citlalmina is a highly structured form there are noticeable fluctuations and variations within 

this. The ways individuals interpret and engage with this form vary greatly, as does the group rhythm 

which expands and contracts with subtle fluctuations. This quality of rhythmic fluidity is most 

noticeable in the act of dancing the Tibetan form.  Whereas the Mexican form can be seen to operate 

within a four beat cycle (1   2   3 + 4  :) the Tibetan is far more fluid. But despite this irregularity of 

rhythm, there remains a strong sense of shared pulsation and an underlying structure that holds the 

form and the group together.  This pulse follows the flow of physical movements including skipping, 

spinning, rocking and sweeping. This has a quality akin to a flowing stream, dipping and turning in on 

itself, slowing and speeding up; at times unpredictable but somehow always operating within its own 

flowing logic.  

These rhythms intentionally challenge expectations; demanding that we bring our attention into the 

immediacy of each act and confront our preconceptions and automatic ways of being in the world. 

  

PARTICIPATIVE DISCREPENCIES
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Conclusion 
  

My intention has been to highlight some of the way in which rhythm can function with sacred 

practices such as Citlalmina.  As a process these rhythms emerges from fundamental structures of our 

own neurobiology and environment, as well as in the forms that have been preserved within the 

Mexican Nahuahtl and Tibetan Buddhist traditions. These rhythmical devises have the potential to 

alter our perception of time, to tune centers within our neurobiological systems, to coordinate 

relationships and to bring our attention into the here and now.  I am not suggesting that we view 

rhythm as the only active element within these practices, but I think that it is clear that rhythm’s 

ability to operate across a range of processes, sensory modalities, and time scales, makes it a potent 

aspect in many of the basic mechanisms found within sacred practices. Rhythm’s role within Citlalmina 

is both simple and complex. Elusive and recessive by nature, if we try and define it too strictly it 

quickly evades our grasp. It exists only through the actions and the shapes that give it life, moving 

along the gaps between structure and chaos.    
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