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 Introduction 

 There are two slogans that are crucial to keep in the forefront of the actor’s mind. They have a prominent place in my consciousness and often fly from my mouth faster than I can restrain them. The first slogan comes from the main inspiration for this technique: 

 Acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. 

 —Sanford Meisner1 

 This is the golden rule of acting. As long as the actor is living in the circumstances of the character, acting is easeful and effortless. This leads us to an expression I often use: 

 To act is to transform with ease and authenticity. 

 The two slogans go hand in hand, as they both crystallize where the actor’s priorities must lie. Our craft is about setting up imaginative conditions that allow the actor to behave, speak, and feel as the character. Acting is not an escape; actors put themselves in the line of fire, exposing themselves to tremendously high stakes to tell a story. Integration, the harmonizing of the actor with the role, is vital. This is our ideal: to train the actor to live and breathe within his own body, mind, and spirit within the circumstances of his character. 

 Seven Pillars Acting is a comprehensive acting technique intended to help actors transform into character by living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. The Pillars strive to convey a path for the artist, but they do so with the utmost reverence for the pure spark of natural inspiration that occurs in the actor. The Seven Pillars do not replace that spark but coax it into a flame and, from there, into a hearth the artist can call home. Through the study of acting craft, we are harnessing and rearing that creative spark that ignites in childhood and early adulthood. 

 THE SEVEN PILLARS 

  	Contact 

 	Circumstance 

 	Meaning 

 	Emotional Life 

 	Objective 

 	Action 

 	Physical Life 

 

 Contact is the foundational pillar, pertaining to the ever-changing relationship an actor/character has with the other person in the scene. Envision it as a wide, short pillar on top of which our other pillars stand. As the base pillar, Contact supports the others, in that all acting is dependent on relationship. Circumstance is the luminescent, central pillar that dominates the technique. Circumstances are past, present, and future events of the scene as the character perceives them, which reveal the confines and contours of a character’s point of view. With its roots planted firmly in the Contact pillar, its significance radiates through the structure. Surrounding Circumstance are the remaining five pillars. Meaning refers to the character’s emotional interpretation of his circumstances. This pillar is smaller compared to the others, yet it serves an important function: it is the point at which the actor makes an honest assessment of his connection to the story. Stemming from Meaning, Emotional Life bridges the gap between the character and the actor through imaginative and emotional exploration. Once the actor is authentically connected to the world of the character, he’s ready to do something about it, which brings us to Objective. The fifth pillar addresses the needs and wants of the character, and the Action pillar tends to the tactics the character uses to achieve his objective. The last pillar, Physical Life, deals with how the body and voice activate the actor’s imagination and contribute to characterization. Together, all seven pillars support the actor’s truthful performance, which balances effortlessly on top. 

 Seven Pillars Acting is deeply rooted in theories and techniques from the great acting teachers and theorists of the past and present, principally Sanford Meisner, Konstantin Stanislavski, Jerzy Grotowski, and Declan Donnellan. These ideas have passed through the hands and hearts of innumerable teachers, actors, and innovators, and I make every effort to give credit where it is due. Seven Pillars Acting attempts to organize and synthesize these disparate approaches into one modern and coherent process. And its unique approach to Circumstance serves as the cornerstone of the entire technique. The whole system hinges on the actor’s comprehension of it, as it is through the lens of Circumstance that all other pillars must be filtered. 

 Seven Pillars Acting arranges its lessons in such a way to give the actor a dependable and repeatable process. Actors need structure and order; all art forms are founded on this principle. And yet the pillars are pliable, which is why they are pillars, not steps. In other words, the actor-in-training learns them individually, one through seven, and after that he is free to enter into a role from any angle, which allows him to stay adaptable to the creative process and timeline. With Circumstance as the hub of the wheel, the pillars transform the way an actor approaches a role. When the actor perceives his part through the scope of Circumstance, then all other pillars become intuitive and accessible. In turn, he experiences greater ease as he negotiates the demands of the part. 

 Once learned and mastered, the pillars take organic shape in the actor’s craft. When I begin to work on a role, I attempt to listen to what the character and story are asking of me first, and from there I can build my process. Seven Pillars Acting allows for that flexibility, and yet I always know that if I get lost or confused, I can return to the fundamental progression the pillars lay out for me. Therefore, the actor must not be dogmatic about his technique, but rather be intuitive and open to what a role requires of him. 

 When your car breaks down, do you attempt to fix it yourself? If you are like me, you call a trusted mechanic on the double, because you have no idea what is under the hood. This is often the relationship actors have with their craft. When a performance “breaks down,” the actor doesn’t know how to fix it, which may result in him needlessly criticizing himself and doubting his talent. In Seven Pillars Acting, you learn every inch of your process, so that you can address any issue that may come up. You should be able to depend on yourself, not a teacher or director, to fix your car-aft. That is artistic autonomy, and it is the goal for anyone studying this technique. 

 Ultimately, Seven Pillars Acting engenders confidence, ownership, and ease, three crucial elements in a performance. Particularly for the beginning actor, the pillars carve a clear path that leads to personal and artistic transformation. It is this confidence that empowers the actor to make bolder choices and to plumb greater depths of his humanity to offer to the character at hand. The easeful actor has tremendous presence; he belongs in the world of the character because he is authentically living within the imaginary circumstances. 

 HOW THE PILLARS CAME ABOUT 

 Seven Pillars Acting is born out of years of practice and application, acting professionally, and teaching in the classroom; it is inspired by the many techniques I learned in my training. At NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, I studied Meisner technique from Vicki Hart, Neoclassical method from Louis Scheeder, Viewpoints from Mary Overlie, Suzuki from the SITI Company, Chekhovian Balinese mask work from Per Brahe, and Plastiques from Stephen Wangh, to name a few. It was a wonderful education. Upon graduating, I left school grateful for this abundance of knowledge but still seeking a clear, unified technique. 

 As I began to work professionally, I slowly constructed a path to create a role, as all actors must do. Teaching came to me organically; friends and I helped each other prepare for auditions by swapping coaching sessions. And yet at the time, how I was teaching my colleagues took me by surprise. Without question, it was rooted in my experience and education, primarily my Meisner background, but it seemed to address the lingering questions I had about acting. Curious, I began to blog about these ideas, and it was at this time that I fell in love with teaching and acting theory. This led me to open my private studio in New York City. My curiosity and interest next led me to California to receive an MFA from the University of California, Irvine where I studied with great professors and artists: Robert Cohen, Annie Loui, Phil Thompson, Gary Busby, Eli Simon, Richard Brestoff, and Cynthia Bassham. 

 Upon completing my degree, the technique took full shape in my mind and in my teaching. I realized that I needed a place where I could implement my ideas on acting and help actors directly. So I became the owner and head teacher of the Actor’s Studio of Orange County. A few years later, I opened a second school: Seven Pillars Acting Studio in Los Angeles. Both locations exclusively offer the full technique; all instructors receive certification to teach the pillars, and students move through a structured program that culminates in a showcase for the film and television industry. Day-to-day, my work entails designing and overseeing the education of both schools, training teachers, and teaching advanced courses. At present, actors from both schools are booking professional work in film, television, theater, and commercials and gaining representation with which to seek out even greater opportunities. Meanwhile, my curiosity continues: what is the ideal path of the actor? How does one teach acting? 

 What has been astounding to witness is how the pillars help brand new actors transform into talented, working professionals. This is the precise reason why I have written this book: to make it possible for actors to learn acting in the most progressive and comprehensive way, so that they can tap into their gifts and share them with the world. Ever since those early years of coaching friends in cramped New York apartments, I have been on the hunt for a process of acting that helps actors train and prepare for roles. There is a need among actors for a technique that harmonizes all the brilliant ideas and methods since Stanislavski’s system in the early twentieth century, one that utilizes our modern minds and sensibilities. I have sought this synthesis my entire career and have witnessed the powerful benefits of teaching this system. 

 This book is part theory and part application. Students can study the technique and then apply it to a role or their work in class with systematic exercises and assignments. My hope is that each pillar and the exercises laid out in this text will aid in the actor’s process and continue to influence the quality of work in our industry. 

 Throughout the book, I will apply the technique to a scene from the Kenneth Lonergan film, You Can Count On Me, along with a few other selections. I chose the on-camera medium intentionally as it is best suited to the naturalism of the technique. I don’t teach stage craft, vocal projection, or any other subject more applicable to a stage venue. That being said, I believe good acting is good acting. And the adjustments you make for the different mediums: film, television, online media, theater, commercial, and voice-over, are easy to adapt to in comparison to the rigors of simply learning how to act. So Seven Pillars Acting focuses on acting for film, but it is a technique for all arenas of acting. 

 A quick disclaimer: for simplicity’s sake, I will be referring to actors and actresses alike with male pronouns: “he,” “his,” “him.” This by no means is done to marginalize women or gender-neutral actors; instead, I hope it serves the purpose of universality. When reading about the prototypical actor, envision yourself, as it can apply to anyone. 

 Transformation, in acting terms, is the unification of the actor with the character, a process that requires rigorous emotional and imaginative work. This process results in tremendous ease and presence within the actor. Seven Pillars Acting aims to achieve this precious, alchemical state by guiding the actor through the seven essential pillars: Contact, Circumstance, Meaning, Emotional Life, Objective, Action, and Physical Life. 

 LET’S BUILD A HOUSE 

 You have to build a house before you can live in it, right? It’s much the same for the actor creating a role. In order to bring a character to life, the actor must craft his circumstances, history, and life conditions. Only then can the spontaneity, cognition, energy, and emotional life of the character inhabit it. The playwright or screenwriter has drafted the vision of the character. The script is much like an architect’s blueprint: from this design, you (as the contractor in this analogy) have the task of making it a physical reality. With blueprint, i.e. script, in hand, we get to work on building this structure. The first step in any construction is to break ground. 

 BREAK GROUND 

 This is the first step of initiating a process. Reckon with the possibility that you are at the beginning of a tremendous journey of self-exploration. Acknowledge to yourself that the path will be challenging, frustrating, thrilling, and confusing at times. Celebrate this beginning; cut a ribbon to recognize the potential you are about to tap into. 

 Know, too, that to learn anything you must unlearn, as well. In this way, the individual embarks on breaking down outmoded forms of thought and emotional boundaries that went uninterrupted and unquestioned for some time. Unlearning is a humbling experience; it threatens the ego. But know that this is one of the most valuable sensations an actor can experience, because he or she is always small compared to the vast unknown that a fresh character or script promises. 

 Break ground by making a firm commitment of time and resources to your craft. Acting training will strongly impact the actor, but the lessons will have a short life span if the actor has not carved out his commitment to them. Anything worth doing requires patience and determination. Therefore, the process of committing time and resources is the exact test of character the actor must take. As the saying goes, there is no such thing as a half-commitment. When the actor takes the bold move to begin his learning process and commits to the training, then the god of his creativity takes a leap. 

 



 Contact 

 Pillar #1 

 LAYING THE FOUNDATION 

 You must have a solid foundation before any character can be built, and this foundation is the principle and primacy of Contact. 

 Contact: the actor’s relationship to his partner and to himself, as well as his awareness of his partner’s and his own thoughts and feelings on a moment-to-moment basis. 

 The line of connection between you and your partner is more important than any line of text you will ever utter. In life, the person you are speaking to often determines your behavior, thoughts, and feelings. In this way, the other person serves as a circumstance, in that they are happening to you. When you are with your mother, you have a unique way to communicate, but when with a client, a completely different side of you may come out. You are likely to react to the angry tone of a boyfriend or girlfriend no matter where you are or what other circumstances may be at play. So if acting is “living truthfully under imaginary circumstances,” then the actor better be aware of his partner! If an actor cannot observe and identify the thoughts and feelings both he and his partner are experiencing, how can he ever hope to live truthfully under the circumstances? 

 Contact is a powerful pillar, constituting about 75 percent of all acting, in a loose estimation. Therefore, if you can be in contact with your partner, you are well on your way to some authentic work. I have seen novice actors do incredibly compelling work just by understanding the principles of the Contact pillar and putting them into practice. Let’s discuss the building blocks and major concepts, then break down some key exercises. To begin with, Contact hinges on the crucial skill of listening. 

 CONTACT TENETS 

 Contact is listening. 

 Listening, in acting terms, is far more than an auditory function; it encompasses all the ways we gather interpersonal information (primarily visual) from nonverbal cues to facial expressions to low-grade telepathy. We see more than we give ourselves credit. For example, you can tell if someone doubts what you are saying or if he is in agreement. By viewing minute, muscular shifts in the face, eyes, and body, as well as hearing vocal tone, the actor can decipher a tremendous amount of information. Unfortunately, we are not socially conditioned to stare at and scrutinize each other, yet in order to act, this taboo must be broken. An actor must be willing to really see and really be seen by another. By strengthening listening skills, the actor is able to note the nuances and changes that occur within his partner, and these changes may be physical, cognitive, emotional, or psychological. However, this intake of information is not static; it shifts at a rapid and spontaneous pace. Therefore, the next tenet of Contact pertains to listening moment-to-moment. 

 Contact is moment-to-moment. 

 The present is frustratingly fleeting. The instant you think you have it, it has passed. And yet the art of acting depends on the orientation of the actor in the present moment. How does one “be in the moment”? This is a common question for artists. What does “being in the moment” even mean? Let’s begin dissecting via negativa, or through the negative: 

 Not being in the moment is the state of tuning out, getting lost in thought, dwelling on an emotion, fixating on the past or the future, or overly obsessing on a task. Not being in the moment most definitely correlates with being on your smartphone or devices. We are a very distracted generation. We avoid living in the present as often as we can, and American culture only encourages this behavior with its obsession with productivity. Modern technology has exacerbated the problem, since now we can barely focus on any one task. To escape the pain and discomfort of the present, we click away to our text messages or Facebook pages, numbing ourselves with anything that is not here and now. 

 Not being in the moment also relates to how we stifle our own powers of observation. My first acting coach, Jo Spiller, called this state “already listening,” which means you are already listening for someone to act as you assume they will. You already know how a situation may play out; therefore, you close yourself off from experiencing the person or circumstance with fresh reception in the moment. 

 How many times have these scenarios occurred: you walk into a room full of strangers, perhaps a party, lecture, or audition holding room, and yet somehow you feel like you have to live up to some sort of expectation? Or perhaps you are in the service industry and your customers treat you with indifferent pretention. Or maybe you are with your family, and, before you have the chance to express your opinion, a family member judgmentally completes your sentence. Have you ever wanted to do something outrageous in public, just for shock factor or to jolt people into the present with you? Do you ever feel that no matter what you say or do the outside world won’t really take notice? If any of these are familiar, then you have been victim to an “already listening.” 

 An already listening is a moment when receptivity and possibility shut down and are replaced by expectation and judgment. An already listening is when someone, likely a friend, family member, coworker, boy/girlfriend, or spouse, seems to already know what you are going to say or do, or at least he or she assumes the meaning or intention behind your actions. Already listenings are habituated responses based on past experience. Like the path of least resistance, they allow the listener to coast through scenarios and relationships. They keep him comfortable because he knows what he is getting into. However, as easy as it is to bemoan how we are personally impacted by already listenings, we are the perpetrators, as well. We already listen to those around us in order to avoid disappointment. Subconsciously, already listenings occur all the time because they require the least amount of energy, but unfortunately, they limit how we interact with those around us. 

 The history shared between two people in a family, partnership, or relationship is a double-edged sword. The pair knows each other through and through, and, due to this intimacy, they can help make informed choices and communicate more effectively. However, this same knowing is also what encourages a more lackadaisical awareness of the other. In such relationships, professional or personal, we are hardwired to judge and assume. In turn, these judgments have the potential to alter behavior, both negatively and positively. It’s like the expression: “If you call someone a horse, he’s going to eat a barrel of hay.” We narrow the possibilities of our expression and actions because those around us anticipate them. Like a group-fulfilling prophecy, we set each other up for success and failure based on our expectations. Already listenings can be changed but not without concerted effort. The antidote for this breakdown in contact is being in the moment, or “on the breath,” as Jo Spiller would call it. 

 Being in the moment is a state of presence, awareness, and openness to the moment that is happening right now. It does not mean one is without a task. On the contrary, it often is most accessible when one is fully engaged in an activity, such as a sport or conversation. Activities employ the body, mind, and spirit, allowing all three to participate in the moment that is. Being on the breath requires moment-to-moment awareness, which means you are fully present with your partner. You are experiencing them with fresh eyes, even if you have known this person for eons. 

 In day-to-day life, being on the breath is a rare occurrence. Have you ever met a new set of coworkers or colleagues? You don’t know them from Adam, yet you feel as if you’ve been granted a clean slate. Or maybe you find yourself in a wholly different scenario with an old friend, and you see him in a new light. Or maybe you are in an emergency situation: all cylinders are running, and you acutely sense everything around you. 

 These are precious moments of being on the breath: the complete opposite of an already listening, it is a moment of true presence and openness to what is happening. A common mantra for this is: “Not now, NOW…not now, NOW.” Like a wave hitting a beach, as soon as a moment occurs it has already withdrawn. When one is on the breath, he is not making any assumptions or resting easy in habituated response. Instead, he is alert to the many nuances of what the present moment can bring. On the breath is unbound by the past. Like a ball balancing on a stream of air, it is supported by pure presence. 

 Presence is the state of rapid and infinitesimal change. It helps to imagine a surfer riding the powerful and dangerous crest of a wave. The surfer is in a state of exhilaration because he is suspended on top of rapidly shifting energy. Time can always be broken into smaller and smaller increments, and surely a surfer must slow down time to be in precise accordance with his balance in space. It’s inexhaustible; the more you indulge in it, the more you get. When you are on the breath, specificity gives way to specificity; insight begets insight; wave follows wave. One is truly present when he syncs up with this rapid succession of moments. 

 An actor must train to be on the breath with his circumstances and scene partners. Only when an actor is alert to the present moment can he pick up all the nuances of the now. If he is already listening for how his scene partner has always said the line, he will overlook a fleeting moment of freshness. If he is already listening for how the scene has played out in rehearsals, he will miss the opportunity to experience it anew. Sanford Meisner’s repetition exercises train this principle masterfully. To teach actors how to listen, he created a sequence in which actors repeat what they hear. Through repetition, an actor quickly learns how to stay present by quickly discarding anything that dwells in the past. The actor also gains a rich vocabulary for how to describe that on the breath moment. Your partner was at once bored, then alarmed, then nervous, then paranoid, then humored, then laughing, then relaxed, then content, then bored again. What a vast amount of information! Each of these is a gift to the actor, for if he can notice these then he can be stimulated and affected by his partner on a moment-to-moment basis. 

 Who likes coloring with an eight-crayon box? Wouldn’t you prefer the 108-crayon one? The more colors you can perceive, the richer your imaginative and emotional experience. The other value is specificity. With only eight crayons, you disable your ability to perceive with nuance. With 108, blue is not just blue; it’s cerulean, navy, pale, cobalt, indigo, and so on. Similarly, happy is not just happy; it may be blissful, content, joyous, giddy, satisfied, smug, playful, and so on. An actor must be able to pinpoint the precise emotional/psychological moment he witnesses in the other; if not, he’s as stunted as a color-blind painter. 

 The principle of being in the moment is applicable to everyday life. I constantly remind myself to be on the breath at the grocery store or to check my already listenings at family functions. In turn, daily application helps me access the present in my work as an artist. When acting, I coach myself to drop whatever gaffe just happened and remain in the here and now. Already listening and being on the breath are opposite sides of the same coin, encouraging the actor at work and the person in life to remain open and vulnerable. It’s an unnerving spot, but much like the surfer, once you catch that wave, you may find yourself clamoring for the next one. 

 Contact is honest. 

 We have all been socially conditioned from a very young age. “Don’t talk to strangers!” “Don’t stare!” “Don’t be rude!” “Hold your tongue!” All of these orders ultimately eradicate our ability to be curious and connected to the outside world. It’s no wonder actors must dedicate serious time to unraveling these omnipresent social laws. Honesty in your moment-to-moment listening is like a muscle that must be conditioned; ignore it and it atrophies—exercise it and it awakens. This takes serious coaching, as we are not aware of our own limitations when it comes to being honest. Our conditioning is so deep, it requires persistent application to help the actor realize how often he filters his own truth. 

 The first step is to allow yourself to see. The actor must throw all his attention to his partner and notice the many ways he shifts in physicality, thought, and emotion. I have found we do not really want to see one another. It’s too invasive, too risky. If I really look at another person, then I may experience thoughts and feelings I don’t want to have. And yet I need to allow myself to see and coach myself that it is safe, so that my fearful eyes can eventually behold their subject. 

 The second step is to verbalize either out loud or in one’s mind what he sees. Verbalizing your honest experience creates an echo chamber: you hear yourself connecting to what you observe, and this legitimizes the observation. Much like writing something down, speaking takes an ephemeral idea and puts it into physical reality, thereby making it real. This realization makes it possible for you to connect to it. Have you had the experience of speaking something out loud that stunned you in its emotional truth? Expressing your thoughts transforms them into something to which you can feel and react. 

 This often leads to the fear of hurting people’s feelings. Let this go immediately. In the context of acting, you are not in your civilian setting, and so there are new rules of engagement: 

  	You do not need to make your partner feel good or comfortable. 

 	You do not need to entertain him. 

 	You are welcome to bore him. 

 	You must be willing to affect him and, in turn, be affected by him. 

 	You only owe him basic human decency. 

 

 Most actors are deeply kind and compassionate people. The only drawback for this is the propensity to fear saying something that would hurt. It’s okay to toe the line; find the border of honesty. Your partner will let you know if you are crossing a boundary. If this is ever the case, let yourself feel shame and guilt. These feelings are juicy and poignant. Very rarely do I meet an actor who lacks the inhibition of hurting others, but it must be said that an actor must never intentionally insult another actor. This actually would defy honest and specific observation. How can you be in the specific, present moment and make a generalized insult? Honesty may not be comfortable, but it isn’t malicious. At this juncture, let’s examine a simple exercise in honest and present contact. 

 Just Be. 

 In this exercise, two actors sit across from each other and are instructed to look at each other without breaking eye contact as much as possible. For anywhere between three and five minutes, they must remain looking at the other without speaking. Of course, they must continue to breathe, but they are also encouraged to allow the other person to affect them. This means they may burst into laughter or, conversely, into tears. They may experience tremendous anxiety or discomfort. The actors are instructed to let this be and to allow feelings to run their course. It’s incredible what happens in this process. The actor comes face-to-face with what is so frequently a fear of being seen, a resistance to really connect with another person, or the realization that he can be affected by another at all. 

 After the exercise, it’s good to jot down a) what you personally experienced and b) what you perceived to be happening in the other person. Here is an example of what these thoughts may look like: 

 Self-Observations: 

 Anxiety, lots of smiles, clenching in my solar plexus, fading in and out of really seeing him, discomfort and fear of being seen, afraid to see as well, is this okay? Am I interfering? This is vulnerable, more ease, sitting back, but don’t be guarded and pretentious. Don’t disengage with your leaning back position. Awareness of my tight breath, judging and directing myself, wondering how the time flies by so fast. 

 Partner Observations: 

 Holding his hands tightly, maybe nervous energy, some discomfort and attempt to evade the gaze with looking away, a tight lip, openness, willingness to be in discomfort, getting easier, fading into the background, some sadness, tensions, and exhaustion. Thinking a little but also being in the absence of anything to do or say, in limbo, tepid, back to the hands, maybe a little scared. 

 For the actor, this is a priceless reminder of receptivity and vulnerability. 

 Contact is personal. 

 In life, we are conditioned not to take things personally. When someone is rude or unpleasant to you, the common coaching is to “let it slide,” “like water off a duck’s back” as a defense mechanism. We all know the children’s rhyme, “Sticks and stones may break my bones / But words will never hurt me.” It’s important to be able to stave off insults and bullying at any age, no matter how difficult or impossible that seems. However, an actor must learn to take everything personally. Acting is an extremely vulnerable art form, so, like it or not, the actor must be willing to lay down his armor and feel his own pains and joys. This is a process that often takes years to unravel, as the many ways we shield ourselves are complex. But by simply reminding yourself to “take it personally,” you will begin to chip away at the well-laid brick wall you installed to defend yourself from harm. 

 Get into the habit of asking yourself, “What do I really think about that? How does that make me feel? How does that affect me?” Posing these questions is a great way to begin to open your heart. Even if the character you are playing has the countenance of a stone wall, it’s important that you first cultivate a vulnerable core so you are still in contact with your partners. 

 Contact is reciprocal. 

 For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. 

 —Newton’s Third Law of Physics 

 Like breathing, contact requires give and take, call and response, the receiving of your partner’s truthful impulse and the sending out of your own truthful impulse. This is easier said than done, given we are socialized to veil our truthful responses. Reciprocity also transcends words; you can respond with your toes. To respond is merely to expel one’s truthful impulse on voice, in body, or with words. There is expressive potential in each of these. Actors are often afraid of being too big or over-playing a moment, but truth is undefined by size; truth is truth. Whatever the actor’s impulse is, it is valid when it is in direct response to what he receives. 

 Newton’s Third Law of Physics reinforces the principle: only do that which you are caused to do. No more, no less. If every action has an equal and opposite reaction, then the only thing you have to do as an actor is respond in direct proportion to what you receive. Meisner elaborated on this concept with “the Pinch and the Ouch.” To illustrate this principle in class, he pinched a student and proceeded to lecture: 

 “In short, my pinch justified their ouch, isn’t that true?” 

 “True.” 

 “And their ouch was the direct result of my pinch?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “What’s the principle involved in this?” 

 “Not to do anything until—” 

 “Something happens.”2 

 Only doing that which you are caused to do is based on natural laws that make acting believable. First, we must be open to receive the “pinches” from our partners so that we can experience the “ouch!” That is what previous tenets in this chapter are all about. Once we have honest and personal contact under our belt, we must be fastidious about only doing that which we are caused to do. 

 But what complicates this otherwise simple equation is the introduction of the text. Nothing thwarts a truthful impulse better than a script. Actors are addicted to the words. They will discard everything they learned from the Contact pillar and do the script, because they do not know how to incorporate it into the script. Actors are creative artists, so they read a script and they get all sorts of ideas on how to do it, who the characters are, and what is going on in the mind and heart of their individual role. All of these ideas are wonderful! And yet the young actor has not yet learned how to incorporate this creativity into authentic characterization. I cannot stress this enough: please, be willing to let these great ideas go for the time being so you can learn the Contact pillar first. Nothing replaces the primacy of this pillar. Without it, there is no acting. There is a reason why there are six more pillars. Each one will help you to understand how you can take those fantastic ideas and transmute them into reality using technique. 

 Contact is simple. 

 Actors often over-complicate their performances by reading too much into what is actually happening. Contact can be simple, uneventful, even boring. It does not need to be heavy, meaningful, or interesting. It does not need to be anything, in fact. Contact just is. Allowing for simplicity is key because it curbs the actor from overdoing a moment. An actor must be willing to bore his audience if he wants to act with simplicity. When we can whittle down the excess of performance behavior and expression, we access a more vulnerable and uncomfortable spot, the raw nerve of acting, and this is the source of truthful impulses. 

 Contact is specific. 

 It’s easy to see the broad strokes of human behavior, but it requires much more to observe the finer details. Contact depends on specificity. Harkening back to the crayon analogy, if you can only see the bolder colors, you might bypass the complexity and nuance of your subject. Our eyes have the capacity to take in a tremendous amount of information and detail, and yet the human mind would combust if it permitted all the brilliant details sight can render into one’s consciousness. If we saw everything, we wouldn’t be able to cross the street, because the level of change and distraction would disable and overwhelm us. Instead, we have adapted a natural filter that siphons out as much as 90 percent of the details we physically see in a single moment. In contact work and the repetition exercises to come, we are reclaiming this ability, training it, and putting it to good use so that we may be fully invested in our acting partners. 

 Contact is relative. 

 Relativity, for acting purposes, means that there are no objective truths, only subjective experiences. One actor’s perspective may contradict another actor’s, but each perspective is valid. How you see your partner is legitimate, no questions asked. Give yourself more credit in your observations. Your point of view as an observer is valuable. Actors fear being “incorrect,” but the right/wrong paradigm does little to support creativity. Let go of trying to say the “right thing”; let go of anything that stands between you and the truth of the moment. 

 Contact is absorbing. 

 You want to be interesting? Be interested. 

 —David Ogilvky 

 I have a theory of why kittens are the most popular stars of YouTube, and it’s not just because they are cute. Kittens, or any animal for that matter, are completely unaware of themselves. They are simply interested in other things: the tail of the dog, the mouse toy, the piece of thread on their blanket, etc. They get fully absorbed in their toys and the world around them, and it is fascinating to us viewers. Actors want to be interesting and believe they can recreate that quality. But the instant it is about you, the actor, you are no longer interesting. Contact is inherently about curiosity and absorption in the relationship or task at hand. In that way, it is really the most selfless act. If you want to be interesting, you must be like that kitten: interest yourself in something else. Once you do that, you become riveting to watch. 

 Contact is independent. 

 Contact is independent from all other pillars, which means it does not need other pillars in order to function (not the case for all pillars), and it is even independent from the script or story. Contact is elemental in an acting performance. The most basic relationship is between the actor and his audience. Put an actor in front of an audience or have him speak to the camera and, like magic, you have contact. This ancient, ritualized, yet organic form of relationship is the cornerstone of all performance. Without either party, you have no show. Audiences hunger for this connection; more so than ever before, we are starved of contact, alienated more and more from personal relationships, community, and society at large. 

 There is a sense of theatricality when an actor directly engages with an audience, whether in theater or on-camera. It’s thrilling because it’s as if two worlds are colliding, one that is fictional and one that is real. The mere presence of a living, breathing human in this fictional realm acts as a channel, inviting the audience to trespass vicariously into the fabricated world of story and play. A second player adds a dynamic of reality; the natural interaction that occurs between two people gives credence to any fiction, be it fantastical, historical, or contemporary. Life is built on relationships, so when we witness two people connecting, it’s like mother’s milk, familiar and soothing. Whether the story takes place in the present or a thousand years in the future, it can appear to be really happening based on the quality of the contact between actors. 

 To fully grasp the potential of the Contact pillar, one must be willing to divorce oneself from how the scene is supposed to go. There is no prescriptive way to do a scene, and yet actors frequently lose their contact in service of executing the script. Later in this chapter, the impulse game will address this issue. Contact revolves around the energetic connection between two people, but actors are more comfortable “contacting” with the script. Actors are notoriously obsessed with the lines, understandably so; without them, they don’t know what to say or do! At this stage in the actor’s learning, there is nothing to do. There is only listening and responding, taking in and returning in kind. I suggest the actor hook in to the line of contact between himself and the other. 

 Contact is addictive. 

 Call it a contact high if you like! Contact is the lifeblood of acting; in its absence, the performance is sterile. It can take time to fully comprehend, but once you know what it feels like to be alive in a fictional story with another person, you cannot help but fall in love with it. When two (or more) people believe in a story and cocreate it together, it’s as exhilarating as any extreme sport. You feel that you are on the edge of the world: your partner is your only lifeline. When I was a young actor, this aspect of acting attracted me the most. To be in real and full communication with other people was a thrill I could not find in my day-to-day life. I felt acting provided a presence in me; I could feel it in the eyes I was partnered with, and I hungered for that quality of contact in every role and project. In turn, it would disappoint me greatly when another actor did not want to be, or was not capable of, being in contact. “No fun,” I would think. Acting is contact, and what’s more, it feels fantastic, so why not figure it out? 

 With all these concepts in mind, it’s time to work. Consider the exercises and series below to take the Contact pillar out of the abstract and into your body. 

 MEISNER REPETITION EXERCISE 

 The repetition exercises3 created by Sanford Meisner target contact training masterfully. There are three essential stages to basic repetition, and I include them in the first month of Seven Pillars training. I have Vicki Hart, who heads the Meisner Extension at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, to credit for my initial comprehension of this series, as well as the entire Meisner system. Meisner never wrote down the full repetition process; it lives on in the memories, notes, and experiences of his protégés and students. I write it down now, as it lives on in my studio, to help actors in training understand the tenets of Contact. 

 Stage One: One Word Observation 

  	Two actors sit across from each other and regard each other. The exercise starts with Partner A lowering his head in order to clear his mind and start from a blank slate. 

 	Partner A looks up and says the first thing he sees. Perhaps he sees his partner’s nose, his brown eyes, his cheeks, his glasses…any one or two words will do. Let’s settle on a typical example: “Brown eyes.” 

 	Without delay, Partner B repeats what he hears. He doesn’t repeat the idea “brown eyes.” Instead, what he repeats is now only a collection of vowels and consonants. So he repeats “brown eyes.” 

 	Partner A repeats exactly what he hears. This time it sounded more like “brun eyes.” The pacing is fast so as to deter either partner from meditating too long on what was said. 

 	Partner B repeats, “brunahyes.” 

 	Partner A listens intently, on the hunt for the nuances of his partner’s utterance. Partner A repeats what he hears: “Bru-nah-ees.” 

 	Partner B notices how A slowed down the sound, he also sees how A’s lips puckered forward. To recreate the sound, B puckers and says, “broo-nahees.” 

 	And the exercise continues for a few more minutes. With each volley of the repetition, the partners are listening to what is happening right now, not what happened two minutes ago, and not even what happened a second ago. 

 

 Two outcomes typically transpire: some pairings go on quite a journey repeating what they hear, having gathered the gist of the exercise. Yet several other groups will remain stuck in repeating “brown eyes,” because they cannot let go of the meaning of “brown eyes.” In other words, as they repeat “brown eyes,” they instinctually visualize brown eyes, which actually interferes with their ability to listen. We are not repeating the content of “brown eyes”; we are repeating the structure of “brown eyes.” As long as you are holding onto the meaning, you will not be able to pick up on how the sound transforms. You have to let go of what I call the lifeboat of meaning. It’s uncomfortable and unnerving to linger in the unknown, but it’s a potently creative position. This harkens back to the concept of already listening. The participants in the exercise are often already listening for “brown eyes.” Instead, they must be on the breath, and there they can hear what their partner is really saying. 

 And still, partnerships may struggle to hear the nuances of sound, so think of it this way: you and your partner have different mouths. Due to sheer anatomy, you cannot say the exact same thing. Add to that: dialects, accents, and idiolects (a person’s individual accent), and it’s apparent the sound is always changing. You just have to hear it. 

 Conversely, actors should avoid manipulating the repetition by initiating changes to the sound. Just because you are bored with repeating does not mean you should take control and change it yourself. This is usually a sign that the actor wants to entertain his partner or himself. When we want to entertain others or control situations, at the heart of it, we are uncomfortable and insecure. Be in your discomfort. Do not push it away. When you are uncomfortable, you are growing. Let your partner observe and respond to you. 

 Despite how silly it may seem, this exercise is a meditation on presence. The instant you figure out what your partner is saying, the sound has changed again. Practice the mantra mentioned earlier: “Not now, NOW… not now, NOW.” This strange little exercise is meant to teach actors how to listen. You must listen more acutely than you ever have in your life. In this way, we are cultivating curiosity, which is a vital quality for an actor because it fosters presence, vulnerability, and creativity. 

 Stage Two: Full Sentence Observation with Personalization4 

  	Actors continue to sit across from a partner. A is the active partner, and B is the passive partner. Partner A looks down again to clear his mind. Partner B remains seated and gazing in the direction of his partner. 

 	Partner A looks up and says the first thing he sees, but this time with a full sentence: “You have red hair.” “You have glasses.” “You have a beard.” Whatever it may be. 

 	Partner B repeats and personalizes by changing the pronoun: “I have red hair.” “I have glasses.” “I have a beard.” Whatever he was told. 

 	Partner A, as the active partner, makes new physical observations, always defaulting to repetition when the mind gets stuck. Partner B always personalizes the sentences. This does not merely mean changing the pronoun; personalizing also means taking the observations personally. If A observes B’s great skin, B can take this personally, which is reflected in behavior, emotions, and vocal tone. B can add a questioning tone when he doubts what has been observed. For example, “I have a beard?” 

 	Partner A surveys B for an extensive period of time, getting more and more specific. 

 	Default to repetition; there is no need to be inventive in every single exchange. That is why the repetition is there, so that you do not have to force yourself to make new observations. You can repeat once or eleven times, it doesn’t matter.An exchange may look like this: 
A: You have brown eyes. 
B: I have brown eyes. 
A: You have brown eyes. 
B: I have brown eyes. 
A: You are wearing a turtleneck. 
B: I’m wearing a turtleneck. 
A: You are wearing a turtleneck. 
B: I’m wearing a turtleneck. 
A: Your hair is curly. 
B: My hair is curly? 
A: Your hair is curly. 
B: My hair is not curly. 


 	This is the first adaptation: you can negate what your partner says, if and only if they are in fact wrong in their observation. The negating tool is not meant to encourage defensiveness or argumentativeness. Remember, contact is honest. Here is another example:A: You have red hair. 
B: I have red hair? 
A: Yes, you have red hair. 
A: I don’t have red hair. 
B: You don’t have red hair? 
A: No, I don’t have red hair. 


 	Additionally, it’s extremely important to emphasize that you can only talk about the other person. You cannot talk about yourself. “Actually I have brown hair,” would be an incorrect way to respond, as it initiates the actor into self-centered observation. Negating is the only way you can refer to yourself. Bottom line, you are responsible for your partner, and your partner is responsible for you. 

 

 At first, there are obvious things to observe: clothing, hair, eyes, jewelry, tattoos, and other major features, but after that you have to make closer, more specific observations. After repeating for three minutes, the participants may be repeating sentences like this: 

  	You have a mole on your arm. 

 	Your hair has copper highlights. 

 	You have a healing scar on your palm. 

 	You have a fleck of green in your eyes. 

 

 You want to keep the exercise going so you get to this level of detail. There is so much to see once you strike the surface. When you feel like you’ve hit a wall and can observe no deeper, you will likely experience frustration. I want you to feel this, as it is the only way you will break past your limits of observation. Linger there, feel the frustration and insist on seeing with greater specificity. Making specific observations builds an intimacy that is otherwise avoided in our daily interactions. 

 The exercise is intended to usher the participants into a level of honesty they’ve never engaged in before. Naturally, there is a wide margin of error. Yes, you may be wrong about what you say, but that is okay! In fact, being “wrong” may reenergize the contact. As long as your attempt is 100 percent honest, you are allowed to be wrong, or to fail forward. Who said any of us are ever right about anything? 

  	Once both partners have taken a turn being the active partner, it’s time to put the two together. As usual, let A lower his head to clean the slate of premeditated observations and clever comments. B gazes in A’s direction, ready to work. 

 	A looks up and states in a full sentence the first thing he sees, and B repeats and personalizes. 

 	From this point on, either partner can make an observation about the other person based on what they see physically. The important thing is to repeat. Make a new observation when it strikes you, and then that is what gets repeated. It may look something like this:A: You have dark eyes. 
B: I have dark eyes. 
A: You have very dark eyes. 
B: I have very dark eyes—you have blue eyes. 
A: I have blue eyes. 
B: You have blue eyes. 
A: Your shirt has a collar. 
B: My shirt has a collar. 
A: It’s pink. 
B: Yes, it’s pink. 
A: It’s pink. 
B: You have freckles. 
A: I have freckles? 
B: Yes, you have freckles. 
A: I don’t have freckles. 
B: You don’t have freckles? 
A: Your eyes are squinting. 
B: My eyes are squinting. 


 

 This final step prepares the actor for stage three, which requires an understanding of how to maintain the repetition while both partners make and personalize observations. 

 What I love about this exercise is that there is no end to it. You will never quell all the possibilities of observation, because they are limitless. No matter how close the contact, two partners will never merge into one; no matter how hard you try, you will never fully comprehend your partner. Therefore, you can get fully absorbed in your observation of another person for long stretches of time. In this state, are you likely to be bothered by the camera over your partner’s shoulder? Will you be distracted by the twenty other people on-set watching you? It is through our insatiable curiosity that we can immerse ourselves in the other person and drown out all other interference. 

 Stage Three: Psychological and Emotional Observation5 

  	Partners sit across from each other in the same fashion as before. Partner A looks down to clear his mind and to start afresh. Partner B keeps his gaze on his partner, ready and waiting to work. 

 	Partner A looks up and says what he sees his partner thinking or feeling. In this way, he is making a close observation of what is emotionally or psychologically going on with his partner. For example, “You are relaxed.” 

 	Partner B repeats and personalizes; he can also negate if he is not relaxed. 

 	Partner A repeats again, taking in how his partner responded to him. 

 	Partner B repeats again, continuing to personalize the line, or if he sees something going on with his partner, he changes the contact: “You look intense.” 

 	The key is to personalize. So Partner A may respond, “I look intense?” if he questions this observation. 

 	If he wishes, Partner B repeats again, or negates it himself, if his partner was so incredulous. Therefore, he may say, “You aren’t intense?” or he may affirm, “You are intense.” Or he may change it entirely: “You seem incredulous.” 

 	Partner A repeats and personalizes: “I seem incredulous?” 

 	Partner B: “Yes, you seem incredulous.” 

 	Partner A, seeing a smirk on Partner B’s face, is compelled to change it: “You are smug.” 

 	Partner B repeats and personalizes. 

 

 Here are a couple guidelines that will help keep the exercise working at its best: 

  	Remember that the participants can never initiate observations about themselves; they can only observe the other person. The exception is negating. 

 	Although one partner starts the exercise, make sure that one partner is not dominating the changes in repetition. Both partners should be making observations and repeating. 

 	When stuck and not sure what to say, just repeat! There should never be pauses; repetition creates a steady rhythm of back and forth. 

 	It begs repeating: you do not owe your partner anything except your honesty. You do not need to please your partner nor entertain him. Witness and be willing to be witnessed. 

 	You will likely run into the wall of, “I can see that my partner is feeling or thinking something, but I don’t have the word for it.” As we discussed earlier, it’s good that you feel this discomfort. It will force you to break through and find the right words to describe your partner. Ultimately, you will need to expand your vocabulary of psychological and emotional descriptive words. You do not need to bury your nose in a dictionary for a week. Just by doing this exercise, you will create a robust vocabulary. 

 	Do not ask questions; only make assumptions of what you observe. Anything you say will be a guess at best anyway, no matter how certain you are that it is so. Instead of, “Are you mad at me?” say, “You are mad at me.” Questions keep us safe; they are half commitments. By making an assumption you are putting yourself on the line, which is what we are after. 

 	Miniscule word changes are okay. You can add “yeah” and “no,” and you can change the verbs. If your partner says, “You seem…,” you can respond, “I am…” 

 	Keep it simple in order to stay in the present moment. Sometimes actors will hold onto the moment that just happened and attach it to what is happening in the present. For example, “You were pensive and now you are freaked out.” There is no need to hold onto the moment before; keep it simple and present: “Now you are freaked out.” 

 	Be vigilant to only observe what you can see right now. It can be comforting to make generalizations like, “You are good to people,” or you may know your partner from outside of class, which may compel you to observe, “You are a successful person.” These are nice observations to make, but how could they possibly be observed by sitting across from the other person in the here and now? Stay present and only present. 

 	Avoid using the repetition to defend yourself by throwing back repetition in this fashion:A: You look pissed. 
B: NO, YOU LOOK PISSED! 
This comes up when the participant does not want to take in what he hears. His partner has every right to observe him; remember, contact is relative. Simply repeat and personalize. Perhaps the repetition goes like this instead: 
A: You look pissed. 
B: I look pissed? 
A: Yeah, you look pissed. 
B: I am not pissed. 


 

 This is a better way to deal with any disagreement—negation. 

 Here is a sample of stage three: 

 A: You look excited. 

 B: I am excited. 

 A: You are excited. 

 B: You look slightly irritated. 

 A: I look slightly irritated?? 

 B: You are offended. 

 A: Yes, I am offended. 

 B: You are offended. 

 A: Yes, I am offended—you seem apologetic. 

 B: I am apologetic. 

 A: You are apologetic. 

 B: You are softening. 

 A: I am softening. 

 B: You are softening. 

 A: I am softening. 

 B: You are softening. 

 A: Yes, I am softening. 

 B: You are softening. 

 A: You seem bored now. 

 B: I seem bored now? 

 A: Yes, you seem bored now. 

 B: You seem amused by that. 

 A: Yes, I am amused by that. 

 …And so the exercise goes on. You can see in this example that repetition was used quite a lot. Partner B got “bored” by the repetition itself, and that is perfectly fine! Eventually change will happen; continue this repetition so that you can observe when it happens. 

 There is one last step in stage three of repetition. Once the actor knows how to prioritize what he sees going on in his partner, he is ready and able to take this next step. He can respond, “That makes me feel …” In this way he can directly express how his partner affects him. For example, an exchange may go like this: 

 A: You look unhappy. 

 B: I look unhappy. 

 A: You look unhappy. 

 B: I am unhappy. 

 A: That makes me feel sad. 

 B: That makes you feel sad? 

 A: Yes, that makes me feel sad. 

 B: Now you are upset. 

 A: Yes, I am upset now. 

 B: You are upset? 

 A: Yes, I am upset! 

 B: That makes me feel guilty. 

 A: That makes you feel guilty? 

 Adding the phrase “that makes me feel…” enriches the contact with more connection. What often results is a cascade of impulses. The repetition feels less technical and more human, although still very structured. At this point, the actors know their primary responsibility is to observe their partner, so they can add “that makes me feel” without losing contact. 

 The Meisner repetition exercises cultivate contact that is on the breath, honest, and present. To respond truthfully means to let go of all preconceptions of what is “right” to say and to simply communicate what you think and feel. Repetition is not a conversation; it is a highly structured game that permits unabashed honesty, spontaneity, and openness. Furthermore, it is an exercise that an actor can do at any stage in his work, career, and training. Always relevant and revealing, repetition functions as a tuning fork, ensuring actors prioritize contact in all their acting. 

 THE IMPULSE GAME 

 Now that the actor knows how to be in contact with his partner, it is time to add text. As discussed above, this is where it gets tricky. How do you have an impulse when you have to say a line? Which begs the question, what is an impulse? 

 Impulse: an authentic, unfiltered reaction by an actor, whether it be verbal, physical, vocal, or all three at once. 

 It’s frequently said of talented actors that they have great impulses. James Dean, for one, was known for his impulsiveness, and this quality keeps his audience guessing, never knowing where he is going to go next. His choices are not predictable or logical; instead, they are spontaneous, novel, and specific. So how does one develop impulsiveness? The answer is: by connecting to your individual perspective of the world and acting on it, no matter what the text dictates. 

 In service to the part they are playing, actors often script themselves out of the scene, which means as soon as text is introduced, their unique point of view vanishes, the inclination to act lines takes over, and genuine contact with the partner collapses. Remember, you were hired to infuse your impulses, thoughts, and feelings into the text. Again, there is no prescriptive way a line is delivered, yet actors give themselves line readings, because they make assumptions for how the text is “supposed to go.” Of course, all of this is nonsense, but it takes time and practice to unravel this bad habit. To address the addiction actors have to the text and to bridge the gap between Meisner’s repetition work and the introduction of text, I have devised an exercise called the impulse game, which is inspired by Richard Brestoff’s personalization work.6 Its aim is to synthesize all the objectives in the Contact pillar and to teach actors how to nurture their impulses. To illustrate the exercise, we will follow a scene from You Can Count On Me by Kenneth Lonergan (included at the end of the chapter). 

 Stage One: 

  	Actors partner up with their scripts. A woman is reading for “Sammy” and a man is reading for “Terry.” They cover the script with a loose sheet of paper. The actors are told a very brief synopsis of the scene so they have some frame of reference.SYNOPSIS 
It’s 2000. Terry and Sammy are estranged siblings; their parents died when they were kids, so their grandparents raised them. Terry was always the troubled kid, whereas Sammy was the one who made straight A’s and stayed in line. A year ago, Terry stopped contacting Sammy, who still lives in their hometown and raises her son, Rudy, on her own. Sammy attempts to reach her brother, but with no luck. One evening, Sammy receives a letter from Terry saying he is going to visit. They make plans for him to arrive a certain day by bus, but he ends up missing the bus he’s supposed to be on. They make a new plan: they will meet at a diner in town the next day. In the scene, they see each other for the first time. 


 	The person who has the first line of the scene begins by saying the line to the partner. Terry makes eye contact with Sammy and says the line without acting it.TERRY 
Sorry about yesterday— 


 	Next, the partner maintains contact; she doesn’t look down at the script to find out what her response is. Instead, she says whatever she is compelled to say. What does she want to say in response? In other words, without thinking about it, what is her impulse?SAMMY 
Yeah, that was annoying! 


 	Once the impulse is uttered, the partner lowers the page to reveal the line. She grabs the text with her memory, then looks back up to reconnect with her partner and says it in the same tone as she said the impulse.SAMMY 
I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 
In her impulse, she said, “Yeah, that was annoying!” So she speaks, “I don’t care—I’m just glad to see you,” with the same intonation. The goal here is to let the impulse inform how the actor says the line. Do not act the text, but rather use the impulse you found organically, and place the text right into it, no matter how antithetical it may be. Like pouring water into a glass, the line takes the shape of the impulse. I call this breaking the line. We are breaking up the solidity of the line by adapting it to the impulse. This harkens back to what we discussed in the one-word observation section: let go of the meaning and put your focus on the structure. The text is meaningless; rather, you, the actor, are full of meaning. Keep in mind that this is an exercise, not acting itself. The process of breaking the line is artificial, and it disregards the intention of the text. But that is not the point at this moment in the training. This exercise is designed to teach the actor an essential lesson: your impulses are valid, so act on them! 


 	The partner playing Terry now says his impulse based on what his partner just said. At first, he must not look down at the page; instead, he uses the cover sheet to conceal his line. He should stay connected to his partner as he says his impulse.TERRY 
I feel terrible. 


 	Then he looks down, lowers the paper, grabs his line with his memory, looks up to reconnect with his partner, and says his line in the same place and tone as he spoke his initial impulse. This also pertains to physicality. If the actor is shaking his head on his impulse, he should continue to shake his head on his line, no matter the words. 

 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you, too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 The game proceeds with each actor expressing first his impulse and then speaking the text. Actors are quickly seduced by how they think the text should be said, so it’s imperative to remember the words are black and white scribblings that do not hold a candle to the living being embodying the text. In this way, the actors are learning to prioritize their contact over the words on the page. They are breaking the addiction to the lines and getting hooked on the line of contact. 

 A note on speaking the text: What complicates this exercise is the fact that the actors are working with a script they have never seen before, making it hard, if not impossible, to maintain eye contact. Therefore, we have a technique to help the actor stay connected while adding the text. I have referred to grabbing the line with one’s memory: this is the practice of breaking contact momentarily to look down to see only the first sentence or phrase of the line. Then, you look back up and reconnect with your partner, and then you speak the text. The key here is that you only talk when you are locked in your partner’s eyes. Never speak while looking down at the page; this obliterates contact. Forgive the violent image, but it’s akin to shooting a gun. You must look down, load the gun, look up at the target, and pull the trigger. You don’t shoot as you are looking down and away from the target! The same rule applies to how we speak text: look down, load your mind with the bullet-sized portion of text, look back up, connect with the partner, then shoot. If this means you have to look down a few times to complete the full line, then take that time. All it adds is a few more seconds, but the difference is significant. Oftentimes, our eyes drift down too quickly to the page at the end of the thought. Avoid that by taking a beat before and after you speak so as to guarantee your contact is secure. 

 Another important note: limit the impulse to one sentence. If you go on and on in your impulse, you will lose sight of what your first thought was, and it will be very difficult to break the line. On the other hand, make certain you communicate a complete thought in your impulse. Actors can dismiss or stifle their impulses by abbreviating them. Examples are: “Yeah, sure,” “Okay,” “Whatever,” “Huh?” These aren’t full and specific impulses you can sink your teeth into. If you use one of these empty utterances, just keep talking until a full thought materializes. 

 The impulse game might continue like this: 

 SAMMY—impulse 

 What a strange thing to say, why would I be coming from work? 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY—impulse 

 You seem very confused and slightly judgmental. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just… you’re dressed so formally… 

 SAMMY—impulse 

 Okay, if you say so! I wouldn’t call this formal. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 What’s interesting about this last exchange is that the actor’s impulse is very different from the text. Most likely, the actor playing Sammy isn’t dressed up, so on her impulse she seems to mock her informal dress; therefore, she likely struggles to break the line to fit her impulse. Despite this awkwardness, what happened is a good thing. Through the impulse game, you learn when you are in alignment and when you are at crossroads with the character. In other words, your impulse will reveal to you when you share the character’s point of view and when you are at odds. This is good information for you to have, because there is nothing wrong with moments of contradiction. In fact, they can be quite inspired. People say things and think something incongruous all the time; it’s natural to have subtext, and it makes the dialogue layered and textured. And the impulse game allows you to observe the crossroads so that you know what aspects of the character you will need to work on. Ultimately, we want full alignment with the character, but we shouldn’t expect it until further down the road. 

 Let’s engage more deeply with subtext and how it can inform text. In stage two, we go a step deeper in the impulse game by uncovering the inner thought and reconnecting with the observation work we did in Meisner repetition. 

 Stage Two: 

  	The exercise maintains the same structure. The only change is this: instead of saying the impulse to the other person, we are going to say the impulse at the other person. In stage one, we spoke in the second person: “Okay, if you say so!” In stage two, we speak in the third person, and it must be an observation, much like the psychological and emotional observations that were made in Meisner repetition. In this way, the actor expresses an inner thought aloud. (In the game we agree to the conceit that the partners cannot hear the verbalized impulse.) Plus, he asserts what he assumes the other person is thinking or feeling, which augments the contact.TERRY 
Sorry about yesterday— 
SAMMY—impulse 
He looks like he means that. 
SAMMY 
I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 


 	The actor playing Sammy breaks the line just as she did before. Since the inner thought is a very different impulse, she will access fresh nuance in the language. In her impulse, the actor perceives a genuine apology from Terry, which softens her. As she speaks the text, she reconnects with this observation and allows it to drive the inflection and intonation of the line. The same rules apply: if your voice goes up or down on the impulse, you have to abide. If you flail your arms, you have to repeat that gesture on text. Do not let the punctuation throw you. The “!” in Sammy’s line may seduce her into exclaiming her line, but, in fact, she can ignore punctuation altogether so that she can effectively break the line. Oftentimes, in stage two, our contact gets richer, because we are reasserting the psychological observations that engender such emotional intimacy in the repetition work. TERRY—impulse 
She seems kinda sad. 
TERRY 
I’m glad to see you, too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 
SAMMY—impulse 
He is asking such an odd question. 
SAMMY 
Um, no, it’s Saturday… 


 	A challenge for the actor: instead of imitating the intonation and inflection used in the impulse, try thinking the impulse as you speak the text. This is very difficult to do; you will initially feel like you have two heads. But once you get the hang of it, it reaffirms the meaninglessness of the text and advances the impulse. 

 

 Keep in mind: the actors should remember to stay in contact through their impulse. Sometimes, their gaze will rush down to the text as the impulse trails off. If they do this, then they have to trail off on the line. Keep your eyes on your partner; remember to allow for a beat before and after you speak both impulse and text. This will ensure contact is sustained. 

 Also, just as we avoided asking questions in the Meisner repetition, the same suggestion applies in the impulse game. First of all, questions are wishy-washy; they are not fully committed points of view, which is not good for your acting. Secondly, they have an upward inflection at the end. So if you use a question in your impulse, you are enforcing that upward inflection on your text. This is tedious and unnecessary when you can easily transform your questions into declarative observations. 

 Stage Three: 

  	Once the actors have a good handle of the first two stages of the game, they can begin again from the top, but this time their impulses are silent. They give themselves time to think the impulse, then they look down at the page to grab the line and break it. In this step, the audience or classroom would only hear the text, but they would witness a dynamic and impulsive exchange from line to line. 

 	As you think your impulse, hear how you say it in your head and allow it to ricochet through your body. When we move to this third stage, it’s easy for the work to become cerebral and muted, so we combat that by directing ourselves to feel the impulse with our bodies. This will also help you ensure you are properly breaking the line. Like we discussed earlier, if you are shaking your head in your impulse, then you have to shake your head on the text. 

 

 In this final stage, actors may regress a little by jumping to the page once their partner has said his line. In so doing, he overriddes his impulse and resorts to letting the text dictate his interpretation. It’s important to take one’s time; think a clear impulse out loud in the mind, and just as was done before, break the line to the impulse. 

 The impulse game is ideal for an actor’s foundational training, but it functions beautifully at the beginning of any actor’s process, no matter his level of experience or training. Reconnecting to impulse for the actor is like returning to the barre for a dancer: it tunes the actor to his heart center and aligns his with the primacy of the Contact pillar. In fact, the third stage can be incorporated in auditions and performance, as it makes for consistently spontaneous and active interplay. Seven Pillars actors will attest that they do a version of the impulse game throughout their acting. At first it’s a mechanical exercise, but with time it becomes quite natural to infuse moment-to-moment observation and thought into dialogue. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 Ultimately, the Contact pillar helps the actor to develop his truth barometer. Extending from the solar plexus to the heart, the truth barometer, to put it plainly, indicates when the actor is bullshitting or not. It is the gauge an actor uses to tell himself when he is being truthful or when he is relying on gimmicks and anticipated emotions. Like the compass for a traveler, the truth barometer helps the actor authentically navigate through the plot of the story. All the crafting we do helps us to experience the life of the character. Through the Contact pillar, actors learn how to listen and respond moment-to-moment with specificity and vulnerability. With the beginnings of a truth barometer in place, the actor may then add on the other pillars. This inner guide never steers the actor off course, but, like a lighthouse, it draws him toward his innate sense of truth. 

 APPLICATION EXERCISES 

 Beyond Meisner repetition and the impulse game, there are other exercises that help to instill contact in the actor. Consider these exercises as a way to practice your ability to connect with your partner. 

 Meisnerizing the Text 

 This is an exercise that was first given to me by Jo Spiller. An adaptation of the Meisner method, it is inspired by repetition but is completely outside the technique itself. This exercise is for learning how to stay malleable when working with a new script, how to work off your partner no matter what, and how to find new meaning in the text. 

  	Two actors sit across from each other ready to work with the You Can Count On Me scene. 

 	The actor reading for Terry says the first line to his partner. “Sorry about yesterday—” 

 	The partner reading for Sammy repeats and personalizes it. “Sorry about yesterday?” Making it a question is one way to personalize what she received. 

 	Terry repeats it again. “SORRY about yesterday.” This time he emphasizes “sorry” because it seems his partner did not understand. 

 	Sammy nods and repeats again, “Sorry about yesterday.” This time, though, it seems as if she accepts what her partner has said. 

 	Terry repeats, “Yeah. Sorry about yesterday.” A tiny add-on, like “yeah” sometimes flies off the tongue, which is fine as long as it is brief. The rule is to repeat every line or every phrase in the text; this is called Meisnerizing the text. There is no rule about how many times you have to repeat a single line before moving on. You move to the next line when you feel caused to. In the example we are using, it seems as if Sammy accepted Terry’s apology and is ready to speak her line. 


 	She looks down at the page and says, “I don’t care.” Her whole line is “I don’t care. I’m just so glad to see you,” but it’s too long to repeat. If the sentence has more than one thought, you break it up into phrases so you can experience the meaning and value of each section. If you speak, “I don’t care, I’m just so glad to see you” on one breath, you miss out on playing with “I don’t care,” and, “I’m just so glad to see you” individually, both of which are nuanced and unique. When Meisnerizing, there is nowhere to go or get to. It’s just an exercise, not the scene itself, so you should take the opportunity to tend to each moment in the script. For example: “I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy... that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write... on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while.” This is a very long sentence and would need to be broken down into bite-size portions. Otherwise, the partner cannot repeat the entire block of text and you both miss the individual moments. There is no law for how to break it up, but just do so with as much logic and sense as possible. 

 	When they get to the line, “Terry? Can I ask you something?” Terry doesn’t need to repeat his name, nor does he need to say Sammy’s name. He can just drop the name and say the rest of the line: “Can you ask me something?” This removes the awkwardness of saying one’s name over and over again. 

 	Let the repetition add up. Don’t take it for granted that you are repeating a line four, five, even ten times. It’s very different saying something a fifth time than the first time. 

 

 This is the technical structure of the exercise: repeat, repeat, repeat, change when you feel the impulse, back and forth just like a tennis match. But now, let’s talk about the deeper aspect of Meisnerizing: the partners must take the lines personally and allow their organic impulses to express through the line. I have added adjectives to describe the behavior of the two actors. This is not meant to dictate how the dialogue should go, but rather it personifies just how a couple may take each other personally: 

 Terry: I was in jail for a little while. 

 Sammy (incredulously): You were in jail for a little while??! 

 Terry (a bit defensive, nodding): I was in jail for a little while. 

 Sammy (in disbelief): You were in JAIL for a little while? 

 Terry (exasperated): YES, I was in jail for a little while! 

 Sammy (criticizing): You were in jail for a LITTLE WHILE? 

 Terry (mocking): Yes, I was in jail for a LITTLE WHILE. 

 Sammy: You were what? 

 Terry (confused): I was what? 

 Sammy (emphasizing): You were WHAT? 

 Terry (fed up and casting off): I was what. 

 Sammy (imploring and demanding): You were what! 

 Terry (lashing out): I DID A LITTLE TIME IN FLORIDA! 

 Sammy (taken aback): You did a little time in Florida? 

 Terry (spelling it out for her): I. Did. A. Little. Time. In. Florida. 

 Sammy (throwing it back in his face, accusatory): YOU did a little time in Florida… 

 And so it goes, on and on. All that matters is that the players let themselves follow their truthful impulses and take their other partner personally. The only foul is when the actor tries to act an emotion or behavior. When in doubt, remember the guideline: “I only do that which I am caused to do.” So when you are provoked by your partner, you respond in direct proportion. 

 Meisnerizing the Text and Basic Repetition Combined 

 This exercise is the next level of contact work, combining both exercises of Meisnerizing a scene and psychological and emotional observation. 

  	Students begin first by Meisnerizing the scene. 

 	Whenever either partner feels the pinch, they may step out of Meisnerizing and switch into repetition. 

 	They can explore a couple moments of repetition and then return to Meisnerizing, basically rerouting back to the text. 

 

 This process allows the actors to get lost in their contact and fully express how they are experiencing their partner. It may look something like this: 

 Terry: Sorry about yesterday. 

 Sammy: Sorry about yesterday? 

 Terry: Yeah, sorry about yesterday. 

 Sammy: You don’t seem sorry about it. 

 Terry: I don’t seem sorry about it?! 

 Sammy: Not really, you don’t seem sorry about it. 

 Terry: You sure are judgmental! 

 Sammy: I am judgmental? 

 Terry: Yes, you are judgmental! 

 Sammy: I don’t care! 

 Terry: You don’t care? 

 Sammy: I don’t care. I’m just so glad to see you. 

 Terry: You are so glad to see me? 

 Sammy: Yes, I am so glad to see you. 

 When the actress playing Sammy said, “You don’t seem sorry about it,” she switched into repetition, which played out for a short exchange. When she said, “I don’t care,” she returned to Meisnerizing the text. 

 YOU CAN COUNT ON ME7 (Abbreviated Scene) 

 By Kenneth Lonergan 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you...! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 TERRY 

 Yeah... 

 SAMMY 

 —Where have you been lately, Terry? 

 TERRY 

 —I know, I haven’t been— 

 SAMMY 

 I got a postcard from you from Alaska…? 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I was up there for a while... 

 SAMMY 

 But that was in the Fall, Terry... 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I know I’ve been out of touch... 

 SAMMY 

 I was a little worried.
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 TERRY 

 Oh, I’ve been a lotta different places… Um…I’ve been all over the place. 

 SAMMY 

 Well... I just wish you would have let me know you were OK… 

 TERRY 

 I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy…that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write...on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while. 

 SAMMY 

 You were what? 

 A couple of people in the restaurant look at them. Terry notices but Sammy does not. 

 TERRY 

 Well, I did a little time, I guess, in Florida. For, uh, just for bullshit... 

 SAMMY 

 What?! 

 TERRY 

 It was just bullshit… 

 SAMMY 

 What did you do? 

 TERRY 

 I didn’t do anything. Does it occur to you that maybe I was wronged? 

 SAMMY 

 No! 

 TERRY 

 Well, could I please— 

 SAMMY 

 Oh my God!— 

 TERRY 

 Would you please let me— 

 SAMMY 

 —What happened?! 

 TERRY 

 I come back here, and I tell you about my fuckin’…traumas, and I get this wounded little “I’ve Let You Down” bullshit, over and over again. 

 SAMMY 

 OK—Can you please stop cursing at me? 

 TERRY 

 And here I am back in this fuckin’ hole explaining myself to you again! 

 SAMMY 

 Hey—You don’t write me for six months, I have no idea where you are— 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —I don’t know if you’re alive or dead— 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —and then you show up out of nowhere and tell me you were in jail? 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Sammy, I’m really sorry…! 

 The patrons are all either looking at them or trying not to look. Silence. 

 SAMMY 

 Terry? Can I ask you something? 

 TERRY 

 Sure. 

 SAMMY 

 (With some difficulty)
 
Well—I mean, do you ever go to church anymore? 

 TERRY 

 Come on, Sammy, can we not talk about that shit? 

 SAMMY 

 Do you? 

 TERRY 

 Um—no, Sammy. I don’t. 

 SAMMY 

 Can you tell me why not? 

 TERRY 

 Um, yeah. Because I think it’s ridiculous. 

 SAMMY 

 Well—can you tell me without like, denigrating what I believe in? 

 TERRY 

 Because I think it’s primitive, OK? I think it’s a fairy tale. 

 SAMMY 

 Well—I mean, have you ever considered that maybe that’s part of what’s making things so difficult for you? 

 TERRY 

 No. 

 SAMMY 

 —That you’ve lost hold of—well,not just your religious feeling, but lost hold of any kind of anchor, any kind of trust in anything… I mean no wonder you drift around so much. What could ever stop you? How would you ever know if you had found the right thing? 

 TERRY 

 Well, uh, I’m not really looking for anything, man. I’m just, like, trying to get on with it. 

 The WAITRESS approaches with their salads. She sets them down on the table. 

 SAMMY and TERRY 

 Thank you. 

 The WAITRESS leaves. Silence. Terry picks at his salad. Sammy doesn’t touch hers. She watches him miserably. 

 



 Circumstance 

 Pillar #2 

 Acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. 

 —Sanford Meisner 

 BUILDING A STRUCTURE 

 If Contact is the foundational pillar, then Circumstance is the luminous, central one. Its significance radiates throughout the structure and illuminates the other pillars. Circumstance holds up the ceiling, which is your effortless and truthful performance, and is the core of this method. Everything you learned in Contact was meant to prepare you for this pillar. You now grasp the value of a moment-to-moment relationship with another person, and Circumstance extends from this basic premise. In this pillar, we will begin to explore our character’s circumstances, which revolve around the connection shared between two partners. The Circumstance pillar is not an intellectual exercise; each circumstance is an opportunity to activate the imagination and translate it into your contact. 

 Circumstances are more a series of questions than an accumulation of answers; they are the beginning of the conversation. Avoid boxing yourself into choices without allowing yourself a period for discovery. Circumstances are a point of departure. 

 Circumstances: the facts, events, actions, and details taking place in the past, present, and future, exclusively from the character’s perspective. 

 Anything that happens to the character is a circumstance. An emotion is not a circumstance, but the emotions of others definitely are. 

 IMAGINARY VERSUS REAL CIRCUMSTANCES 

 When playing a fictional character, it is a misunderstanding to think we are merely dealing with fiction. We should treat our fictional characters as we do our historical ones. Typically, when an actor portrays a “real” person, living or dead, he feels responsible to uphold the truth of that individual’s life. Inauthenticity in the performance of a historical character is disrespectful, and ignorance of his or her life is unacceptable. However, for some reason, this sentiment is not the same in how we regard fiction, which is a big mistake. Even though our characters were dreamt up in the imagination of the playwright or screenwriter, something like these life experiences has likely occurred in real-time to someone. Or are we actually going to believe that in the thousands of years of human existence this one scene has never played out in a more or less similar fashion? Even science fiction and fantasy are based on fundamentally human experiences. I bet, at the very moment you are reading this sentence, scenes like the one we’ve been studying in You Can Count On Me are playing out at the same time in at least ten different places all over the globe. There is a core of universal truths in the works that attract our attention. Therefore, we can lend these circumstances some credence. Let’s start off on equal footing with our characters by valuing their experiences as we value our own. By respecting the character’s circumstances, we can start to believe them. The next step in leveling out the playing field is debunking the “reality” of our world. 

 Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one. 

 —Albert Einstein 

 Robert Cohen was one of the first acting theoreticians to problematize the issue of our grasp on reality: 

 Reality is not a very simple concept to define. Certainly we can agree that reality includes trees, birds, rocks, the human skeleton, and the sky; but what place in reality do dreams, feelings, numbers, love, or despair occupy? They are real if only because we feel they are real; their realness, though subjective, is as influential in our “real” decisions as hard and fast tangible reality.8 

 One thing that makes our reality seem real is that we believe in it, and, because we believe it, it feels real. Reality is felt, while imaginary circumstance can only be imagined in the mind. Once a circumstance is known to be imaginary, its potency is gone—much like being spooked by a shadow in a dark corner. Once it is revealed to not be a real threat, the fear subsides. Therefore, because of the degree of belief, the circumstances of our lives seem more real than the circumstances of our characters. Therefore, the distinction between these sets of circumstances, one’s own and one’s character, is the degree and fervency of belief. Maybe by considering life more subjectively and taking our experiences more lightly, we may be able to let them go long enough to relate to another set of circumstances. 

 In my own life, I have witnessed how mere thought has the power to transform circumstances. Shifting thought feels like turning a corner: the road changes and the horizon is brighter or darker, depending on the thought in mind. My perspective, life-stories, past experience, and emotions cloud and color the canvas that is my life. This concept is a philosophy or system of faith for some, but it’s also a hypothesis tested by researchers across disciplines. The circumstances of our lives can, therefore, be as illusory as the circumstances of our characters. What are the circumstantial differences between your and your character’s lives? Likely, there are many differences and some similarities, but, regardless, consider them of equal value and substance. Now, I wouldn’t recommend doing this while driving, but by relieving your life circumstances of the burden of reality, you are able to let them go, if only for an afternoon or half hour, in order to take on the circumstances of your character with more ease and allowance. 

 As children, we are less overwhelmed with life stories, opinions, social class, race, gender, and nationality, all these qualities, which, among many, construct a person’s identity. And, therefore, the still “unformed” child is able to throw off his circumstance, as if it were a restrictive blouse hemming in his impulses, and play freely. But as we age, these aspects of identity crop up and take their toll. They are worn so often and so tightly that they appear to become part of one’s skin. This patchwork of life experience weaves a beautiful, complex, and interesting personality, but we must not forget it is merely an outfit, and our naked human potential lies underneath. By choosing to buckle ourselves into these circumstantial garments every day, we forfeit our innate ability to redefine our lives and forge a new path at any moment. As actors, this strict identity inhibits our imagination and diminishes our belief in the fantasy we are envisioning. When you think you know who you are, it is difficult to imagine any alternatives. 

 When it comes time to daydream “what if” situations in your own life or to explore the circumstances and world of your character, let fall the security blanket of identity and his/herstory and prioritize these new imaginary circumstances. Treat them and invest in them as if they were your own. Acting is transformation, which is the movement from one form to another. Your task is to move from the form of your life and into the life of another, all the while maintaining the essence of you, who is much like that shirtless child, running free. 

 GIVEN AND FABRICATED CIRCUMSTANCES 

 Give me the facts. I’ll make up the rest. 

 Circumstances can be broken up into two different categories, given and fabricated. 

 Given Circumstances: those written by the screenwriter/playwright in the script. They are non-negotiable in an actor’s interpretation. 

 Fabricated Circumstances: those created by the actor and based on the given circumstances in order to flesh out the role or events of the story. They are limitless in number and created by the actor’s imagination. 

 Much like connecting the dots of a perforated image, acting a role requires the actor to use the circumstances given by the screenwriter in the text to create a fleshed out representation of the character. Given circumstances are naturally the first ones to examine as they are constant and will define what the actor can embellish and expand upon. An actor must closely excavate the text for given circumstances, as these will be the guideposts for his interpretation. 

 Fabricated circumstances are the actor’s playground. They are the millions of ways he can fill in the blank spaces and weave a dynamic and authentic character. Whenever an actor is unsure of a sequence of events within the script, he can fabricate a circumstance to satisfy that need. When it is not clear what the relationship is between two characters, he can create circumstances to make the relationship more compelling. Most importantly, if the actor feels inauthentic in a moment, he can fabricate circumstances to justify an action or connect more deeply to the character’s truth. If he feels he is artificially generating emotion (also called emotionally pushing), a well-placed fabricated circumstance can encourage causation, allowing the actor to respond to a more specific and fleshed out circumstance. 

 As long as it is justifiable in the script, the actor has free reign to add circumstances as he sees fit. The more an actor fabricates circumstances, the better he can envision, believe, and ultimately give over to the imaginary circumstances. The devil is in the details. If the goal is to feel circumstances as if they were one’s own, then the more specifically and thoroughly one fabricates, the more real the circumstances appear. Specificity can be attained by delving into the senses: the touch, taste, smell, feel, sound, and sight of a moment. Activate one or any combination of these senses, and the body-mind cannot help but yield to the moment you are envisioning. 

 THIRD PERSON VERSUS FIRST PERSON 

 Actors often speak of their character in the third person: “My character is so-and-so years old and has such-and-such a life.” “He is depressed about this but very excited about that.” This wording sets the actor up to perceive the role from the outside looking in and encourages analysis of the effect rather than the cause of the character. Therefore, I suggest from here on out we refer to our character in the first person. Instead of, “He lives in Detroit,” say, “I live in Detroit.” Making this shift is huge, as it starts to work on the imagination: the brain hears you speaking in first person, and you subtly begin to believe it. The actor will also slowly stop spewing judgments regarding his character. “He is a bit of an SOB” is harder to say in the first person; walking in the character’s shoes inhibits such harsh generalizations. Richard Brestoff argues for the logic of using first person: “This way of working helps us to see the characters from the inside, think their thoughts, and this helps to inoculate us against judgment of them from the outside. We don’t see them as good or bad, but as justified from their own point of view.”9 

 Even more significant, this first person shift helps the actor to see the other characters from his own character’s perspective. Declan Donnellan describes character not as a thing itself, but as a lens through which the actor sees: 

 The actor must not see into the character but instead see through the character. The actor’s sight must pass through the character as if the character were transparent. As if the character were a mask. The actor sees through the character’s eyes. Only if the actor sees what is at stake for the character will the character live.10 

 Acting is not about emoting or portraying a state of being; acting is all about seeing. Therefore, there is no “he” or “she,” only “I” or the eye through which to see. It is easy to judge others, but we are more discerning and sympathetic when it comes to judging ourselves, which brings us to the issue of objectivity versus subjectivity. 

 OBJECTIVITY VERSUS SUBJECTIVITY 

 To the actor, the only circumstances that really matter are those that come from the character’s perspective. And those circumstances are either objective or subjective. 

 Objective circumstances: those that are verifiably true in the world of the character. They are facts and events that all other characters in the scene can likely agree on: 

  	I wait tables at Applebee’s. 

 	It’s a Monday. 

 	The lesson today is the American Civil War. 

 	My coworker was late to work today. 

 	My customer, Peter, asked for his food to be sent back to the kitchen. 

 

 Subjective circumstances: those that come in the form of thoughts, perspectives, beliefs, opinions, and judgments. They interpret objective circumstances and reveal deeper meaning. Here are subjective versions of the previous objective circumstances: 

  	This job is a great opportunity. 

 	Today is a horrible day. 

 	We are learning about a fascinating subject. 

 	My coworker is so disrespectful. 

 	Peter, my customer, has an attitude problem. 

 

 To the character, there is little difference between objective and subjective circumstances. From the waiter’s perspective, the fact that the customer, Peter, turned his food away and has an attitude problem are equally true and real. In fact, subjective circumstances may seem more real and meaningful than the objective ones, as they impact the individual more. 

 In life, we put a greater value on objectivity than subjectivity since the former is verifiable by facts. However, in terms of acting, this is not the case. Objective circumstances are no more important than subjective circumstances. In fact, since subjective circumstances are formed by past experiences, impressions, and judgments, they are oftentimes more poignant and powerful. When crafting circumstances, don’t limit yourself to objective truths. Allow yourself to see the world subjectively; don’t be timid about the way you see your environment. It’s valuable to the characters you play that you lend your unique perspective when living in the character’s shoes. 

 SEQUENCE CIRCUMSTANCES 

 In view of the above, there are many aspects of circumstance, but ultimately each one must qualify as one of the sequence circumstances: global, past, previous, present, future, and potential. These different categories delineate how the circumstances apply in time (past, present, and future) to the character. The sequence circumstances are the core of Seven Pillars Acting; it is in this lesson that all subsequent pillars depend upon. When you learn sequence circumstances, you undergo a transformation of how you see acting and your role as an actor. You will gain a new vision of what is on the page and what drives the character’s actions. This is a point of no return. 

 When done correctly, circumstances function like a finely woven hammock, one in which you can give your full weight and release all tension. Would you get into a torn hammock? I remember we had one growing up; you’d have to cling to dear life to one side so as to not slip through the gaping hole, no fun at all. Conversely, if the hammock is densely fabricated, you feel safe and comfortable to yield your weary load into it. The actor’s imagination and emotional life function similarly: they need a solid structure before they will unfold. When crafting circumstances you are fabricating a whole world, and only then will you be able to believe in it. If there are holes in your reality, you will not give your weight. Your creativity will seize up with insecurity, much like that child on the hem of the hammock. It’s by weaving a fine web of circumstances that you create a solid structure, and from there you can begin to live truthfully. 

 Global Circumstances 

 Global circumstances address how one's roots and nurturing define character, and these details paint a picture for the actor to understand how the character came to be who he is. 

 Global Circumstances: the general rules of the world and dominating features of the character's past. 

 Just as we are the sum total of all the events of our lives, so are our characters. Actors often write character biographies, which is a perfect way to create and lay out global circumstances. 

 Dominating features would be: 

  	I was born and raised in Nebraska. 

 	I am half Japanese and half American. 

 	My parents are in the Postal Service. 

 	I have no living grandparents. 

 	I went to community college. 

 	I have been working at the bank all my life. 

 

 These circumstances make an almost daily and involuntary impression on the character. They didn’t happen in a specific moment. Instead, they often elapsed over a large period of time, if not a lifetime. In this way, global circumstances are general, as they incorporate many past events into one encompassing circumstance. I often refer to global circumstances as the snow globe of the character. What facts and circumstances make you who you are? Those things exist in your snow globe. 

 More on rules of the world: global circumstances are belief systems that are absolutely true in the mind of the character, such as: 

  	Christ is the son of God, and only through Him can one attain heaven. 

 	There is no god. 

 	The world is a cruel, unfair place. 

 	The world is a beautiful, magical, loving planet. 

 	Men are not to be trusted. 

 	Women are not to be trusted. 

 	Abortion is a sin. 

 	Abortion is a woman’s right. 

 	I always lose. 

 	Everything always turns out for the best. 

 

 The characters we play are not typically aware that these are not necessarily absolute facts. Much like the law of gravity, all of these statements are beliefs that are held as law. They were raised and conditioned to see the world a certain way, and that is that. I remember when my Russian grandmother leaned in very close to me and said sternly in a thick accent, “Russian Orthodox is the ONLY religion.” I was very young, but still I questioned how she could believe this when so many millions of other people felt the same way about their own faith. As actors, we don’t need to abandon our convictions, but it’s important that we are morally and ethically open-minded enough to be an unbiased conduit for someone else’s belief systems.   

 Past Circumstances 

 Less like the objective biography of global circumstances, past circumstances are subjective and detail-rich, inviting the actor to daydream. 

 Past Circumstances: the specific events in the character's past that pertain to the story or scene at hand. 

 Past circumstances must not be encumbered by the limitations of mere given circumstances. Instead, by fabricating past circumstances, you can flesh out the given situations in the text. For example, if in a scene a character decides to break up with his girlfriend, it might be useful to fabricate and daydream the past experiences of the couple. The actor could imagine when they first met, when he first told her that he loved her, what their moments of tension and conflict were, or he could visit a major disagreement. Any and all of this would give the scene in which he tells his girlfriend he wants to split up more authenticity and depth. 

 Daydreaming: the process of living out the character’s experience and using the imagination, body, and voice to bring these moments to life. 

 Daydreaming is one of the best ways to get acquainted with circumstances. By using daydreaming to investigate the past circumstances of the story, the actor creates the character’s bedrock of memories. Events from the past color how we perceive the world around us, and life experience informs how we make decisions in the present. Therefore, by connecting with these experiences of the character, the actor enriches each of his character’s choices. 

 Previous Circumstances 

 At a certain point, the past runs into the present, and this juncture is our next sequence category. 

 Previous Circumstances: all that occurs to the character in the ten to thirty minutes preceding the scene at hand. 

 It’s particularly important to be crystal clear on what happens in this time frame, since previous circumstances deal with the events that lead immediately and directly into the action of the story or scene. Previous circumstances are meant to align the actor with the present moment. Failing to do so results in disorientation at the start of the scene. It’s analogous to turning on the radio and catching a news story midsentence. Oftentimes, the listener who didn’t catch the beginning must spend a few moments figuring out the gist of the story in order to follow along. Without hearing a bit of the set-up, the listener struggles to understand what he is hearing in the moment. Much like the radio listener, the actor must “tune into” the character by connecting to the previous circumstances before entering any scene. This orients him in the world of the character, allowing him to easefully take part. 

 Continuing the example of the character breaking up with his girlfriend, it would be appropriate for the actor to clarify and daydream his previous circumstances: maybe he is on the way home from a restaurant where he had been preparing himself to drop the bomb on her. If so, the actor could daydream being at the restaurant, walking home, coming to the front door, searching for the keys, pausing before inserting the key in the door, considering returning to the restaurant, smelling dinner cooking, and then deciding to go in. It is these details that viscerally draw the actor into the first moment that starts the scene. By acquainting himself with the recent past, the actor can engage with the present. 

 Do you ever take a right turn onto a high-speed freeway? Hopefully not! You have the acceleration on-ramp; without it, there would be serious accidents and jams. The on-ramp ushers you from a slower speed to a higher speed safely so that you are in the flow of traffic. Previous circumstances function similarly: they help you gracefully enter the scene by syncing you into the progression of moments that lead up to the first moment of action. In this way, you begin the scene way before the scene technically starts. 

 Present Circumstances 

 While the past yawns darkly behind us, and the future limitlessly ahead, the present is but a single line of vague dimension separating those two vaster infinities. 

 —Robert Cohen11 

 Once the scene has begun, the actor is in the territory of present circumstances. It is a fleeting space wedged between the past and future. Specificity becomes even more necessary in this segment, as the actor lives moment-to-moment in the scene. 

 Present circumstances: all the events that happen to the character, as opposed to anything the character does himself. 

 As Cohen states, “From the actor’s viewpoint, it is his situation, not his character, which is dominant.”12 We are dismantling the hyper-awareness of self, from which an actor often suffers, and focusing on external causation by shifting attention to his surroundings to get to the root of his actions and words. 

 If this is confusing, consider your life and observe yourself as you are right now. While reading this, maybe you’ve scratched your nose, turned a page, or got up for a cup of coffee. These are the observable actions, manifestations, or effects of a cause. Also called stimuli, causes are more subtly impacting, such as the itch on the nose insisting you scratch, the completion of the page in the book in your hands, the silence of the coffeepot signifying the coffee is ready. The simple fact is that every action we take, everything we say, every feeling we feel is a direct response to stimuli, whether we are aware of it or not. 

 Due to this natural proclivity to identify with circumstances and the chaos they can incur, people often practice spirituality or philosophies that encourage self-awareness and detachment from the circumstances of life. In so doing, they cultivate an ability to be in the world but not of it, centered and less susceptible to the slings and arrows of the day-to-day. This is a wonderful state to practice in life, but it is death to an actor, who already suffers from too much self-awareness when he acts. Drama and comedy rarely revolve around centered beings. Peace and happiness are neither dramatically nor comically interesting! Instead, the characters we are playing are in the throes of their circumstances, much to the intrigue and delight of their audience. Therefore, it behooves us as actors to immerse ourselves in these external forces and place all the blame of our actions, words, and feelings on them! 

 I have heard actors say, “I just can’t get out of my head,” a version of self-awareness that inhibits the actor’s ability to be present to the story at hand. Delving deep into present circumstances is the antidote to this hapless self-absorption. To do this, we look through the lens of the character who cannot see himself, but rather sees a vast world of circumstance happening to him and forcing him to act.  

 Let’s use the example from above of the boyfriend, Paul, entering the apartment, but now in the first person: 

 The strong smell of garlic and onion hits me; my hunger kicks in. My girlfriend, Carol, approaches. She smiles at me; there is some tension in her face. She asks me to set the table. She talks about her day; she is in a slightly stressed mood. The forks aren’t in the drawer; she points me toward the dishwasher. She smells good, and her hair is damp. She must have showered recently. She opens the pot and in it is chicken korma. She asks me to help serve and inquires about my day. She senses my discomfort. She keeps asking me questions. She is on to me. 

 The details are limitless, but the actor can prioritize what present circumstances a) heighten the stakes of the scene, b) connect him more deeply to his partner, and c) spur him on to achieve his objective. Present circumstances align the actor with the sequence of happenings in real time. The actor uses present circumstances while acting in order to live truthfully under the imaginary circumstances of the story. 

 Present circumstances encourage causation, the principle that every thing in life spawns from a preceding action, or, in reverse, something causes another thing to happen. This harkens back to Sanford Meisner’s war cry: don’t do anything unless something happens to make you do it.13 If every action and every line of text is caused by something else, then you can craft a present circumstance to cause every line and every action, as you like.  

 In order to do this, you can start by posing simple questions. Ask: “Why does my character do this? Why does my character say that?” And strive to answer those questions by crafting circumstances, which we will begin to describe soon. Begin an in-depth exploration of the circumstances that bring the action about. Why is this line necessary? What circumstances and truths bring it about? Use the circumstances that are given in the script, but make up the rest! Fill all the holes of the script so that all your actions are caused. You can also fabricate circumstances in order to overcome judgments you may have about the character. All in all, you know you are on the right path when your text and actions are a necessary effect of the cause. When you cannot help but say the line, then you are in alignment with the character. As physics teaches us, every action has an equal and opposite reaction. The energy of your action comes in equal proportion to what you are responding to; you are reacting. 

 Let’s briefly step away from chronicling sequence circumstances so that you can begin to implement them in your text. 

 How to Apply and Notate Circumstances 

 In its raw state, a script is like a crude map for the journey of the character. The dialogue forms a single line with a starting point and an ending point. However, there are no landmarks on this map, no intersecting streets, no signage, no topography. The actor can see the path he takes, but he is disoriented and has no frame of reference for where he is headed. The practice of notating circumstances is synonymous with laying in the surroundings and signposts that guide the character’s steps and familiarize him with the terrain. And so our notation should help the actor navigate the text. Without notation, the actor can only walk the narrow line, completely unaware of what lies outside of it. He is rigid and bound, like a tight-rope walker fearing the abyss on either side. But with the circumstances fleshed out, he can see where he is going and make choices about what routes to take, and this engenders freedom and ease. This is the Circumstance pillar’s primary function, so the process of notation is a critical step. 

 First things first, retype your script into screenplay format if it’s not in that state already. The white margins of the page are your canvas, so you need lots of white space. Global and past sequence circumstances don’t happen in the scene and dialogue, so they are best written out on the back of the script, or in an accompanying notebook. There, the actor can use them as an active reference. Previous circumstances are written at the very top of the page before the dialogue begins. This is logical, of course. We want the actor to engage with the previous circumstances so that the beginning of the scene is seamless. Present circumstances are written alongside the dialogue precisely where they occur in time. Let us use again the scene from You Can Count On Me from the perspective of Sammy: 

 Global Circumstances: 

 I have a younger brother named Terry. 

 We have no parents; they died when we were young. 

 I am a single mom; I have a young son named Rudy. 

 Rudy Senior is not in his son’s life. 

 I work at a bank. 

 Terry didn’t contact me for a very long time. 

 Terry has always been troubled and undependable. 

 Through faith in God, life has purpose and meaning. 

 Past Circumstances: 

 Our parents died in a car accident when we were kids. 

 Terry has been arrested before. 

 Back in the fall, I got a postcard from Alaska from Terry. 

 Terry missed his bus yesterday. 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Previous Circumstances: Just dropped Rudy off at a friend’s house. A little traffic getting here, got the perfect parking spot. I am here a little early, picked a nice booth by a window. The waitress has brought two waters and menus. The food options are tempting. It’s now exactly 1pm, Terry’s not here yet. No one I know is here…yet, which is good. That’s him, he’s coming through the door. He sees me and looks a little ragged. I get up and walk through the diner to him. He makes a beeline over to me and embraces me warmly; he smells strange. He says, “Hello! I’m starving.” He sits down and gets a sip of water and grabs the menu. He still looks like a little boy, gentle and innocent. He’s alive and he’s here, that’s all that matters. 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 Terry is honestly distraught. 
He still feels bad about it. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 Terry is disoriented. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 Terry thinks I am overdressed. He feels inadequate. 
He didn’t think it was a special occasion. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 Terry is ashamed of how he looks. 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He’s being sarcastic. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 His clothes look filthy. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 He doesn’t want to talk about himself. 

 He expects me to open up even though 
he’s neglected us. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 He can tell I’m deflecting from my tone. 
He thinks I’ll get distracted by talking about my son. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 TERRY 

 Yeah… 

 He recognizes and acknowledges his neglect. 

 SAMMY 

 —Where have you been lately, Terry? 

 I encourage actors to write everything down in pencil, since you want to be adaptable to what happens in rehearsals and takes. Nothing is ever set in stone with circumstances. You want to craft choices so you have something concrete to work with, and when you rehearse you can update your choices so they reflect what your partner is giving you. By making your initial notation, you are isolating singular moments. This means that, while you are working the scene with your partner, you can return to those moments in time and improve the choice. If you skip this step, you have no point to return to, and your work will be general. 

 As you can see from above, the previous circumstances lead right up to the first line of text. It’s very detailed and specific so that the actor playing Sammy is fully situated in the scene, just as it begins. Notice that the present circumstances are all about Terry from Sammy’s point of view, and this is why circumstances are written below Terry’s lines. How you craft each present circumstance comes from both your partner’s line and your line. For instance, when figuring out what the circumstance is between the first two lines of the scene, you observe what Terry says, “Sorry about yesterday,” and then consider, “It’s alright, I’m just so glad to see you.” That tells you what you are receiving and how your character interprets it. From here, you can concoct many variations of present circumstances. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

  	He is worried I am already upset with him. 

 	He is being nonchalant. 

 	He hasn’t changed a bit. 

 	His behavior is not going to get to me today. 

 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 As you can see, the character can interpret the circumstance in a myriad of ways; all you have to do is select one that suits the way you desire to craft the role. What matters is that your present 
circumstance is grounded in what is happening in that specific exchange. 

 You are never the subject of your own present circumstance. The other person is typically the subject of the sentence. In other words, sentences like, “I am surprised by how bad he looks,” do not count as a present circumstance. How you feel is never your circumstance. How you feel is a by-product of the circumstance, and so we leave that portion out. Instead, just write, “He looks terrible,” and let how that makes you feel come naturally. There is no prescriptive emotional response to any stimulus; on the contrary, the circumstance could affect you a million different ways, so you want to stay open to your options. 

 As you can see, present circumstances are reminiscent of the Contact pillar. They describe all the different ways the other person is feeling, thinking, and behaving. As we discussed earlier, your contact with your partner constitutes at least 75 percent of all your circumstances. Again, life revolves around relationship. You have a million details surrounding you in all directions, but the person you are talking to takes up the vast majority of your attention. You could be sitting in a café with a friend: cars are driving by, rain is falling intermittently, people are walking by or dining at neighboring tables. What an abundance of circumstances, and it does create an atmosphere. But you are fixed on one main object of attention: your friend and your shared conversation. His revelations, expressions, and perspectives constitute the roller coaster on which your cart is rolling.  

 What you see in the present is imbued with the past. Because Terry hasn’t reached out to Sammy in over a year and has ignored her calls, she sees him differently now. You can allow for these moments of enrichment: “Terry’s used that line on me before,” “He has no idea what he put me through yesterday,” “He is never going to be a responsible adult.” 

 Note also how the present circumstances are specific observations of the text. Take care to avoid simply restating what your partner says. I observe this misunderstanding often in new actors. Circumstances like, “He’s telling me he’s sorry,” “He’s asking about Rudy,” and, “He is asking if I came from work,” are all restatements of Terry’s lines. What good are these observations? Also, do they help you speak your lines? Consider circumstances as the stepping-stone between your partner’s line and your line: they help you bridge the gap. Circumstances are tools for interpreting what is happening, not merely regurgitating it. Yes, Terry is saying he is sorry, but what does that mean? How do you interpret that? 

 More and more as you write your present circumstances, your lines should lose their power over you. Of course, you do this work to embody your text, but in so doing we hope that your lines dissolve into the web of character thoughts. In place of being dependent on your memory of your line, you want to be prompted by the circumstances that are happening right in front of you. Instead of memorizing lines, memorize circumstances! This is why I recommend actors to change the ritual of highlighting one’s lines to highlighting the other character’s lines, as this is where you want to keep your focus. When you can prioritize your partner over yourself, how you do the scene turns into something organic and unplanned. Your lines are not sound bites; they are directly correlated to what caused them. 

 Episodes 

 Clarifying present circumstances can feel like painting in the style of Pointillism: each individual moment is a dot of color, painstakingly crafted. There is great value in this specific work; however, it’s also useful to see the bigger picture. Present circumstances, when arranged in clusters, form episodes. 

 Episodes: traditionally called “beats,” they are the chapters or subsections of a scene. As contained segments, they have a primary event or action taking place and are arced with a beginning, middle, and end.  

 First introduced to me by Richard Brestoff, episodes are shared experiences. All the characters in a scene should be able to agree on what essentially is happening in an individual episode, although they will have their own perspective on it. An episode is sizeable; like a tiny planet, it has its own rules and belief systems governing it. For example, a day is broken into episodes. There is the “morning ritual episode” when you wake up and go through your tasks of getting ready. Then may follow the “commute episode” in which you are in a car or on a bike and dealing with traffic. That leads you into the “work episode,” and so on. Let’s say something happens at work that particular day: you get a call that your mother is ill. That immediately shifts your world. As a result, you act and feel differently, and those around you adjust to that reaction. Nothing is as it was before, and you can only move forward, so now you initiate the “trip to the hospital episode.” Life breaks down into chapters, and the same policy applies to the stories we enact. 

 I have moved away from using the traditional term “beat,” as it often gives the impression of brevity. Episodes, on the other hand, feel more substantial, like meals. A proper meal has a protein, a vegetable, and a starch, and episodes similarly have a beginning, middle, and end. Therefore, an episode cannot be too short, or this arc cannot occur. You can roughly say that a typical episode is no shorter than a screenplay page or three quarters of a page from a theatrical text. There should be a core event or discussion that unfolds from beginning to end. 

 Game Changers: significant circumstances that initiate a shift in action, behavior, relationship, or conversation amongst the characters in a scene. 

 Game changers delineate one episode from another. In the example above, when your father called with the bad news about your mother, that was a game changer; it shifted the world significantly. Typically, game changers are points of no return. They necessitate a new trajectory to the scene.  

 It can be challenging to differentiate a present circumstance from a game changer, as it may seem there are several significant things that happen in a scene. Think of present circumstances as waves hitting a beach: they are all about the same size, and then a large wave starts to roll in. You think, “This is going to be a big one,” and then you see, right on its heels, an even larger wave. As the first wave reaches the shore, the force of the larger wave behind it consumes its energy. Circumstances and game changers function in a similar way. When two significant circumstances are in close proximity, one will naturally overpower the other. So you must select the circumstance that has the greatest impact on the scene and characters. 

 In any scene between two characters, there is typically a leader and a follower. The leader initiates action in the scene and the follower usually acquiesces or deals with the fallout of the leader’s actions.14 Game changers occur when the leader redirects the course, subject, or tone of the scene. For example: if the leader reveals important information to the follower, this irreversibly shifts the episode, or if the leader commits a physical action, such as a slap to the face of the follower, he’s forever altered the dynamic between the two. It’s useful to identify who is the leader and who is the follower and when they take on these roles. Indeed, oftentimes in scenes, the leader and follower change hands as each character has his own moment of asserting his will. Clarifying who is leading and who is following can help actors ascertain where the game changers, and therefore the episodes, occur. 

 Ultimately, episodes help shape dynamic phrasing in a scene. Just as a conductor of an orchestra sculpts how a piece of music ebbs and flows, the actor crafts crescendos and decrescendos in his performance by delineating episodes with game changers. 

 Putting Episodes into Practice 

 To utilize this tool, the actor, either alone or with a scene partner, identifies the major episodes that occur within a scene by following these steps: 

  	Read through the scene and make note of where the possible game changers occur; sort out if and how the scene changes, as far as behavior of the characters, the topic of conversation, the action that is being taken, etc. 

 	Draw a line clear across the page where the game changers occur to separate out the episodes. The margins are the most important portion of the page for the actor. They are where he writes his circumstances, so by drawing a line through the whole page where the episodes split, he is also consciously distinguishing the circumstances that live in separate episodes. 

 	Once all the episodes are delineated, the next step is titling them. The episode title must be straightforward and simple. Avoid poetic and emotional titles. The title is generated from circumstances, so there should be something dry and simple about it. If you select a moody title, you are enforcing an emotional attitude, which runs contrary to the purposes of this chapter and technique. Also, since an episode is a shared experience, it is important that the title encapsulates all the different points of view in the scene. Both characters should be able to agree on what the episode is called. The more obvious it is, the better. 

 

 In our example of Paul breaking up with Carol, the first episode could be titled “Something Unsaid,” as it is the major event taking place. Within it, Carol senses there is something pressing on her boyfriend’s mind, and, to him, he is struggling to find the right time to let the cat out of the bag. The game changer would likely be when he finally says to her that he wants to split up, at which point the episode may be appropriately titled “Breaking Up.”  From episode-to-episode, information is revealed, points of view change, and action is taken. Delineating these changes helps the actor to commit to the moment he is in and to experience the shifts of action and realization only when they happen to him in real time.  

 In You Can Count On Me, the script typically breaks down into four episodes: 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 Sammy’s Game Changer: Terry owes me an explanation. 

 Terry’s Game Changer: Sammy won’t let up until I tell her where I’ve been. 

 EPISODE #2:
 
WHERE HAVE YOU
 
BEEN LATELY? 

 TERRY 

 Yeah… 

 SAMMY 

 —Where have you been lately, Terry? 

 TERRY 

 —I know, I haven’t been— 

 SAMMY 

 I got a postcard from you from Alaska…? 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I was up there for a while… 

 SAMMY 

 But that was in the Fall, Terry… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I know I’ve been out of touch… 

 SAMMY 

 I was a little worried.
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 TERRY 

 Oh, I’ve been a lotta different places… Um…I’ve been all over the place. 

 SAMMY 

 Well…I just wish you would have let me know you were OK… 

 EPISODE #3: 
JAIL 

 Terry’s Game Changer: She doesn’t understand that I spared her knowing the truth so that she wouldn’t be worried and upset… 

 TERRY 

 I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy…that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write…on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while. 

 Sammy’s Game Changer: Terry was in jail again! 

 SAMMY 

 You were what? 

 A couple of people in the restaurant look at them. Terry notices but Sammy does not. 

 TERRY 

 Well, I did a little time, I guess, in Florida. For, uh, just for bullshit… 

 SAMMY 

 What?! 

 TERRY 

 It was just bullshit… 

 SAMMY 

 What did you do? 

 TERRY 

 I didn’t do anything. Does it occur to you that maybe I was wronged? 

 SAMMY 

 No! 

 TERRY 

 Well, could I please— 

 SAMMY 

 Oh my God!— 

 TERRY 

 Would you please let me— 

 SAMMY 

 —What happened?! 

 TERRY 

 I come back here, and I tell you about my fuckin’…traumas, and I get this wounded little “I’ve Let You Down” bullshit, over and over again. 

 SAMMY 

 OK—can you please stop cursing at me? 

 TERRY 

 And here I am back in this fuckin’ hole explaining myself to you again! 

 SAMMY 

 Hey—you don’t write me for six months, I have no idea where you are— 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —I don’t know if you’re alive or dead— 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —and then you show up out of nowhere and tell me you were in jail? 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Sammy, I’m really sorry…! 

 The patrons are all either looking at them or trying not to look. Silence. 

 Game Changer for both: People are looking at us; we are causing a scene. 

 EPISODE #4: 
QUESTION OF FAITH 

 SAMMY 

 Terry? Can I ask you something? 

 TERRY 

 Sure. 

 SAMMY 

 (With some difficulty) 

 Well—I mean, do you ever go to church anymore? 

 TERRY 

 Come on, Sammy, can we not talk about that? 

 SAMMY 

 Do you? 

 TERRY 

 Um—no, Sammy. I don’t. 

 SAMMY 

 Can you tell me why not? 

 TERRY 

 Um, yeah. Because I think it’s ridiculous. 

 SAMMY 

 Well—can you tell me without like, denigrating what I believe in? 

 TERRY 

 Because I think it’s primitive, OK? I think it’s a fairy tale. 

 SAMMY 

 Well—I mean, have you ever considered that maybe that’s part of what’s making things so difficult for you? 

 TERRY 

 No. 

 SAMMY 

 —That you’ve lost hold of—well, not just your religious feeling, but lost hold of any kind of anchor, any kind of trust in anything…I mean no wonder you drift around so much. What could ever stop you? How would you ever know if you had found the right thing? 

 TERRY 

 Well, uh, I’m not really looking for anything, man. I’m just, like, trying to get on with it. 

 The WAITRESS approaches with their salads. She sets them down on the table. 

 SAMMY and TERRY 

 Thank you. 

 The WAITRESS leaves. Silence. Terry picks at his salad. Sammy doesn’t touch hers. She watches him miserably. 

 The scene breaks down into four episodes: “Small Talk,” “Where Have You Been Lately?” “Jail,” and “Question of Faith.” The titles encapsulate the events that take place in each episode. “Small Talk” aptly epitomizes the surface-level conversation the siblings have as they ease back into connecting with each other. “Where Have You Been Lately?” sums up the core conflict they have: Terry has been away and never contacted his sister. This is the conversation they have needed to have for awhile, and this episode marks when they really start to communicate. “Jail,” the third episode, is self-evident: when Terry reveals that he spent time in jail, their conversation devolves into an argument regarding how they each handle Terry’s typically bad news. “Question of Faith” pertains to their dialogue: Sammy inquires into her brother’s spiritual attitudes, and Terry deflects her religious needling as best as he can. 

 Breaking a scene down into episodes is one of the most basic exercises in script analysis. Knowing how a scene moves from one core event to the next assures the actors do not blend and generalize distinct moments. Without episodes, the script is a behemoth; the whole scene seems like one core event. Episodes compartmentalize actions, enabling the actors to rehearse more specifically. Instead of working the scene from top to bottom, they can work episodes with care in order to target the phrasing of the scene. Crafting episodes initiates the actor into the character’s world, and the script becomes an effective roadmap.  

 Future Circumstances 

 An object in motion stays in motion with the same speed and in the same direction unless acted upon by an unbalanced force. 

 —Newton’s First Law of Motion 

 Physics teaches us that a ball in motion has a set trajectory, and it will continue on that path until or unless it is acted upon by another force. Similarly, individuals have an intended trajectory, and as long as there are no unexpected obstacles to the plan, it should go as desired. Of course, life is full of obstacles, and we may even anticipate those obstacles coming our way, but nevertheless we endeavor to take a path. We envision the future, and we embark on that trajectory until plans change. The future affects a character as much as the past and present; for this reason, future circumstances are the next category of sequence circumstances. 

 Wanna make God laugh? Tell Him your plans. 

 —Woody Allen 

 Future Circumstances: what the character anticipates will happen moment-to-moment or episode-to-episode. Future circumstances are fervent expectations, and they only exist in the present. 

 Future circumstances are concrete and dependable, for example: 

  	I will eat dinner tonight. 

 	I will marry so-and-so tomorrow. 

 	I will complete my degree. 

 	I will meet my lawyer at 2:00 p.m. 

 

 Although certainty of the future is a contradiction in terms, we depend upon the inevitability of the future. The future is never a given, no matter how consistently dependable it may seem to be. Only by the steady repetition of our experiences have we grown to lend our faith in future circumstances. For instance, the reader may know he’s going to go to bed this evening; tomorrow, he will have breakfast, go to work, pick up some groceries, etc. He depends upon these plans. When the day’s itinerary is set, there is no reason to doubt its enfoldment. Why would he think otherwise? However, the truth is we have no guarantees that night will come tonight, that work will happen tomorrow, or that groceries will be bought. We put so much stock in what is only a false guarantee; the future makes no promises. Nevertheless, we make our plans, and we believe in them. 

 Like his character, the actor must look outward and forward, not inward and back.  

 —Robert Cohen15 

 Just the same, the character counts on certain future circumstances to transpire. It is useful to identify what those future circumstances are, as they affect how the character behaves in the present. 
If you knew that in a few hours you would be with the love of your life, you would behave differently than you would if you knew you would be with your archnemesis. On this premise, we realize the potency of future circumstances in our craftwork. What is your character expecting or anticipating? 

 Drama and comedy similarly bank on the surety its characters feel for their future. After all, the flames of entertainment were never stoked by satisfied expectations. Drama can only take place when what is unfavorable transpires. The epitomic tragic hero, Oedipus, foresees a positive outcome: the healing of the citywide plague by uncovering the murderer of the previous king. When he realizes his incestuous culpability, his vision of his future shatters, and he experiences a cathartic self-realization. And comedy is lifeless unless disappointment and disaster crop up. As an audience, we take pleasure in seeing the characters’ hopes dashed. In Twelfth Night16 when Malvolio reads the letter he trusts is from Olivia, he believes that his future as her lover and subsequent husband is forthcoming, which compels him to go to great lengths to please her. While he praises her in the most ridiculous costume, he has no idea his future ideal is all a sham. We watch him, along with his conspirators, make a fool of himself. The fervency of his claim on his future contributes to the hilarity of the moment. We spend a lot of money just to witness people on stage or screen scramble and struggle when their well-made plans go awry. Without this, there is no story, no conflict, no plot, no drama, or comedy, and, therefore, no intrigue whatsoever.  

 Future circumstances are an excellent acting tool in that they set the stage for very full realizations, disappointments, and revelations during the scene. A character who swears by a future circumstance will be dumbfounded when the story takes another turn. Every character has his own idea of how his story will play out. He is completely unaware that things will not go his way…who is? Who can anticipate such things? We wish we could, but unfortunately we are stuck with blind faith, and so, too, are our characters. This lack of perspective is the key to crafting discoveries in scenes. Setting up what you don’t know is just as useful as setting up what you do know. Acting, so often, is a process of unlearning what you already know as the actor. Therefore, when you act, how can you set your character up for realizations, better outcomes, or disappointments? How can you utilize the power of future circumstances in your craft? 

 Mapping future circumstances requires that you must stay in the present from the point of view of the character. Just as you cannot see into the future, neither can the person you are playing. Simply go episode-by-episode and ask what your character expects will happen. The greater the distance between what the character expects and what actually ensues, the greater the obstacle to overcome. Go so far as to set your character’s expectations in the opposite direction of what actually transpires in the scene, and you will heighten the stakes. Can you make up what you expect will happen? Of course! Fabricate circumstances all you want. As long as it is justifiable in the script, anything is possible and playable. 

 Consider the storyline of Paul and Carol. Perhaps Carol is planning on watching a movie with her boyfriend on this evening, or she intends to discuss a vacation for just the two of them. With these plans set in mind, she will be all the more surprised when he voices his desire to separate and those future circumstances come to a screeching halt. 

 More than likely, the character’s future circumstances will differ episode-to-episode. At first, she believes she’s going to have a lovely evening with her boyfriend; in the next episode, she foresees that she will likely be spending the night alone. It is our expectations that allow us to go on a journey. The more distinct the expectations episode-to-episode, the greater the adventure for both you and the audience. 

 In You Can Count On Me, on the cusp of the second and third episodes, Sammy has no idea her brother has been in jail. As he begins to confess, the actor may step on her own toes by knowing he is going to say he was in jail, and then the moment is ruined, authenticity tarnished. Instead, it would be useful to craft the future circumstance in an alternate or opposite direction. As Terry says, “I actually have something to confess to you, Sammy. The reason you may not have heard from me…,” the actor playing Sammy could craft future circumstances, such as:  

  	Terry is going to tell me he secretly got married to that girl he is 
crazy about. 

 	Terry is going to tell me he got a job and has been totally bogged down with work. 

 	Terry is going to tell me he has relapsed numerous times and hasn’t been well enough to contact me. 

 	Terry is going to apologize for holding a grudge and giving me the silent treatment all this time. 

 

 By actively thinking any one of these, the actor playing Sammy can divert her attention, and then, when Terry says he was in jail, she can be authentically alarmed. Because the future circumstance she envisioned was acted upon by an unbalanced force, an honest reaction can come naturally. Your mind is malleable. Give it a thought to think and other thoughts will fade into the background. 

 Potential Circumstances 

 You may remember the subjunctive verb tense from French or Spanish class. We have it in English, too, but don’t study it closely. The subjunctive is the verb tense of what could be. In the subjunctive, there are no guarantees, only good guesses. If future circumstances affect how characters behave, then what impact does potentiality have? 

 Potential Circumstances: those circumstances that could happen if certain action is first taken. The basic structure is “If X, then Y.” For example, “If I study hard, then I will do well on the test.” 

 Potential circumstances hang in the air like ether. They are those that haven’t yet come to pass and depend on certain action; in other words, the future is contingent on certain factors playing out. Compare this to how we think and behave in life: We live in the potential state of mind all the time. “If I take a class at this acting school, then I will become a better actor.” “If I sit close to this attractive man, I may get to chat with him.” “If I eat this frozen yogurt, I will feel better.” It is through the lens of the potential that we gauge our actions. Our characters are the same; they are “pulled, not by any external force, but by the intended results he images or sees ahead of him,” argues Cohen.17 This is a powerful aspect of our consciousness, as it is how we manifest our desires and goals, large and small, daily and over a lifetime. 

 Written in an “if/then” statement, potential circumstances grapple with an obstacle of some sort: 

  	If I complete this task, I will be able to join my friend for dinner. 

 	If I meet with my professor, I can possibly salvage my grade. 

 	If I convince the bus driver to let me on, then I stand a chance to make my meeting. 

 

 As you can see, if the character plays his cards right, he may gain a set of future circumstances he desires, and this compels him to act.  

 CIRCUMSTANCE TENETS 

 Circumstances are positive. 

 It is best to consider potential circumstances in a positive light by wording them in such a way that improves the character’s situation. It is easy to succumb to the negative; however, it’s antithetical to how we live life. Even in the depths of despair there is a silver lining, and we reach for it no matter how grim our state. It’s important to clarify that “positive” doesn’t mean rainbows and sunshine, nor does “negative” mean evil and bad. Positive, in acting terms, means progressing toward your goal, and negative means affirming the obstacle or devolving into the problem. Here are some examples: 

 Negative to Positive Potential Circumstances: 

 Negative: If I don’t say something, Carol and I will continue to struggle.  

 Positive: If I say something, then the truth will be known. 

 Negative: If I don’t leave this instant, then I am not going to make it to my meeting. 

 Positive: If I drop everything right now, then I can still make it on time. 

 Negative: If my professor disrespects me, then I will never advance. 

 Positive: If I reconstruct our relationship, then I may advance. 

 Actors should lean toward the positive rather than the negative, as it brings them closer to the circumstances the character desires. Potential circumstances are the circumstances hoped for; therefore, the actor, as the character, strives to make what is possible actual. This makes for an active, dynamic performance; an audience loves to see characters fight for something tooth and nail. 

 Circumstances are dualistic. 

 However, there is still good reason to acknowledge what you are running away from just as much as what you are running toward. Every objective has its opposite; like gravitational magnets, this duality is not always apparent, but subconsciously it exists, influencing the individual’s action. Declan Donnellan in The Actor and The Target furthers this point. He posits, “Both the positive and the negative are present at the same time, both the hope and the fear, both the plus and the minus.”18 The reason for this is simple: in life we are always striving for a better future while battling the unfavorable aspects of the present. Actors can bring their performances closer to the human experience by tapping into this natural duality. Knowing what you don’t desire along with what you do desire deepens the actor’s sense of truth. From the tension of these opposites springs a transcendent and inspired result. 

 Circumstances are attainable. 

 A potential circumstance may be a long-term goal, or, conversely, it may be attainable in the moment, and both are effective. More long-term potential circumstances are: 

  	If I confront our problems, our relationship can be salvaged. 

 	If I prioritize seeing my friends, I will have a more fulfilling social life. 

 	If I improve my relationship with my professor, I may pass the class. 

 

 Long-term potential circumstances keep the actor’s eyes on the horizon; they steer the ship and keep it on the right trajectory. They also inspire more moment-to-moment potentials.  

 Smaller, more attainable, and specific potential circumstances serve to keep the actor in the present moment. They are the intermediary steps between the actor and the goal. They also encourage the character to seriously engage with the obstacle at hand. In another example, a rock climber knows he is trying to reach the summit, but what stands in his way are several literal blocks, which he has to overcome: the slippery rock, his weakening hold, his flagging strength. His potential circumstances compel him to face his obstacles head-on: 

  	If I reach that other rock, I’ll have a stronger hold. 

 	If I get my leg on that ledge, I’ll have more support. 

 	If I take a breather, I will have more stamina. 

 

 Short-term potential circumstances keep the player active on a moment-to-moment basis. It’s a more intimate relationship with the now when you craft specific potential circumstances. 

 Keeping Newton’s Law of Physics in mind, every action has an equal and opposite reaction. Therefore, the cause and effect must be proportionate. “If I speak up, our relationship will be salvaged” is an unbalanced equation. “If I speak up, then Carol will know the truth.” This potential circumstance is attainable; the cause and effect are proportionate. 

 Expressions like “the grass is always greener” and “so close and yet so far” hint at the strong desire one feels about the yet to be. It’s always what could be that intrigues us; the elusive lover is far more enticing than the present one; the job just within grasp draws out one’s last ditch efforts. Potential circumstances will require you to take action. You can put this tool to work by simply writing out “if X, then Y” in the margins whenever it occurs to you. See how this powerful formula compels you, as the character, to act. What you gain from this tool is yet to be. 

 APPLICATION TO YOU CAN COUNT ON ME 

 Now that all the Circumstance categories are available, let’s take another look at You Can Count On Me and score circumstances for the first episode in the margins. Sammy’s circumstances are on the left and Terry’s circumstances are on the right. Please note: you only do circumstances for your character. I include both characters’ circumstances so readers can observe the contrasting points of view: 

 Global Circumstances: 

 SAMMY 

 TERRY 

 I have a brother named Terry. 

 I have a sister named Sammy. 

 We have no parents.Mom and dad died when we were kids. 

 I am a single mom to Rudy.I have a girlfriend named Sheila. 

 I work at a bank.I work odd jobs. 

 Terry didn’t contact me for a long time.I didn’t contact Sammy for months. 

 Terry has always been troubled.Sammy has always been better than me. 

 God gives people purpose and life meaning. There is no god. 

 Past Circumstances: 

 SAMMY 

 TERRY 

 Our parents died in a car accident when we were kids. 

 Terry has been arrested before.I’ve been arrested before. 

 Terry sent me a postcard.I wrote Sammy a postcard from Alaska. 

 Terry missed his bus yesterday.I missed my bus yesterday. 

 Sheila and I don’t have money for rent. 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Previous Circumstances: 

 SAMMY 

 TERRY 

 There’s a little traffic getting to the diner.The bus arrived late at the station. 

 Terry is not here yet.Smoked a cigarette before going inside. 

 He just walked in. He looks ragged.She is in the back of the diner. She looks great. 

 He walks toward me and hugs me.She rushes toward me and hugs me. 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

 Fut. Circ.—This will be a nice reunion.Fut. Circ.—At some point, I will bring up the topic of money. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 Pot. Circ.—If I apologize, she will forgive me. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry feels bad about standing me up. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 Pres. Circ.—She is dressed so nice, 
she must be coming from work. 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry is disoriented. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is judging me, 
doesn’t understand why I am asking. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry thinks I am overdressed. 
He feels inadequate. 
He didn’t think it was a special occasion. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is so uptight. 

 I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 Pres. Circ.—Now she feels guilty. 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 Pot. Circ.—If I joke with her it will 
alleviate the awkwardness. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 Pres. Circ.—He’s being facetious. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is disappointed with me. 

 Pot. Circ.—If I ask about her, she will feel loved. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 Pres. Circ.—He’s asking about me, that’s a first. 

 Pres. Circ.—Until he explains why he ignored me for a year,
 
 he doesn’t deserve to know how I am. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is being terse and resistant. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 Pot. Circ.—If I turn it around, he will realize what I need. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy wants me to explain where I’ve been.
 
Pres. Circ.—She is not going to let up. 
Pot. Circ.—If I acknowledge what happened, 
then we can put this behind us. 

 If the circumstances above sound like character thoughts, that is exactly what they are! Why not just call them that, then? Because there are many different types of character thoughts: objectives, meanings, actions, etc., and I want the actor to be specific about what kind of thought he is crafting. Plus, circumstances are the source of all other thoughts and choices, so we want them to be distinct and crystal clear. Remember that with present circumstances the other person is likely the subject of your sentence. You are not the subject of your own present circumstance; your sentences should not start with “I.” As you can see, potential circumstances allow for the actor to refer to his own action, but it is always in relationship to the other person. The same goes for past and future circumstances; you can refer to yourself because it is the past self or future self, and, in this way, they are separate and externalized from one’s present self. But once you are in the present, you cannot see yourself, just as you cannot see yourself as you read this sentence. The only thing the actor can see in the present is the other person and the situation they are in. 

 The Pinball Machine 

 It may be a long time since you’ve played a pinball machine, but picture it in your mind. It’s basically a colorful, large box about waist high that has a glass top so the player can see into it, where there is a network of passageways, jagged edges, and slides. A silver ball sits in a chamber in the bottom right corner; you pull and release a handle and a spring shoots the silver ball into the main frame. It hits against the back wall, then slides around a chute and then bounces off an angled surface; it makes its way toward the bottom of the pinball machine where you have control of two flaps. You time one of the flaps so that it snaps just as the silver ball shoots toward it, and then the silver ball lurches around the machine again. The game is designed so you, the player, keep the game in play by using the two flaps, prohibiting the silver ball from slipping into the bottom of the machine. 

 Does the silver ball have an engine? Is there a little battery shoved in it? Of course not, it is just a little silver ball. It has no anima, no energy on its own. And yet it has such life. Due to the laws of physics, it derives its energy from the impacts against all the curvy and jagged walls, plus the force of the manually controlled flaps. The dynamics of the physical space create the life, animation, and behavior of the ball. The pinball machine is like the world of circumstance and the character is the silver ball. The character does not self-generate his energy; rather, he receives it from his situation. He does not animate; he is animated by his circumstances. If the character surrenders fully to the moment-to-moment events, then he can experience a surprising and spontaneous performance. 

 In acting, especially as we focus on applying circumstances, we hope to replicate the ease and surrender of the silver ball in our performance. Can we generate nothing and allow our circumstances to inform each and every action we take? If you sense any forcing, any push in your acting choices, then you are out of alignment with the silver ball. You’ve shoved a little battery into it. There is no need for this! Focus on your circumstances and insist that they literally move you. If they do not, then fabricate a circumstance to set you into causation. 

 CIRCUMSTANCE IMPROVISATIONS 

 It’s one thing to know the circumstances and another to apply them to the actor’s work. Circumstance improvisations are the natural progression from scoring the script with circumstances to beginning to play in the imaginary world. In fact, this next step is crucial to uncovering more circumstances and gauging your level of connection to your character’s story. 

 In this exercise, actors improvise the episodes of their scene one at a time in order to learn how to live truthfully under imaginary circumstances. An important guideline to note before beginning is to improvise as yourself, not as your character. You must fully surrender any idea of character and allow the circumstances to work on you. Circumstances are the inverse of character; we weed “character” out so that circumstances drive your choices. This is how you become the silver ball in the pinball machine. 

 To start this exercise, all actors should have written out their circumstances in the margin of the text. Until this work is accomplished, do not proceed. 

 Circumstance Improvisations: (This exercise is inspired by Richard Brestoff’s improvisations.)19 

  	Pair up with your scene partner. Have script nearby, but not in hand. 

 	Previous Circumstance into First Episode: Begin by living out the previous circumstances of the scene. What happens in the ten to thirty minutes before the scene starts? Physicalize it as you like. For example, if you were smoking a cigarette before entering the restaurant, commit to that choice by embodying those actions in the playing space. If you were speaking to a passer-by on the street or a waitress in the diner, have that conversation. Whatever you gave yourself as the circumstances that occur before the scene begins, live them out and let them lead you directly into the first episode. This should take at least two minutes. 

 	Improvise: Check in with your partner to make sure he/she is ready to begin; a simple nod will do. And then from there, begin improvising the first episode until you get to the first game changer. Improvisations are not scene paraphrases. The goal is to work off of your partner and the circumstances you have chosen for each episode in order to see how and if you live truthfully under them. Allow the improvisation to be different from the script. See what circumstances cause you to take action. If certain moments in the episode are skipped, don’t worry; just play the moment that is unfolding as you improvise. It’s okay for the improvisation to “fail” to play out as the scripted episode; in fact, it’s crucial for the actor to learn what circumstances are in his consciousness and what circumstances are not. 

 	Going on Script: Once you have improvised to the point of the game changer, stop and reset for the previous circumstances. Improvise those again, but then go on script for the first episode. Stop once you get to the first game changer again, i.e., the second episode. While on script, how much can you focus on circumstances and not on your lines? Even though you are using the text now, can you still work as if you are improvising? Can you insist that your actions and lines be caused? 

 	Discuss: Then, once you have completed the first episode, ask yourselves, “What happened in the improv that doesn’t happen in the text?” and “What happens in the script that didn’t happen in the improv?” By answering these two questions, it becomes clear what circumstances are needed so that the improv flows in accordance with the script. Imagine a river with banks on either side; the circumstances are the banks that contain and direct the flow of the river, and the river is the actor’s living and truthful impulse. The circumstances that are most necessary to get clear on are the present circumstances, or in other words, what the other person is doing to your character. Write down what circumstances you have decided will help guide the improvisation in the margins of the text. 

 	Try It Again: Improvise the previous circumstances and the first episode again: see how it has improved based on the added circumstances. Is the episode unfolding more naturally? Are you still initiating actions? Or are moments in the episode being skipped over? Observe all of these things. 

 	Go On Script Again: Just as you did before, reset for the previous circumstances, improvise those, then go on script for the first episode. Stop at the second episode. 

 	Discuss: Regroup with your partner and add the circumstances that you discovered you need in order for the scene to be caused. The questions, “What happened in the improv that doesn’t happen in the script?” and “What happens in the script that didn’t happen in the improv?” should guide your inquiry. Answer these questions and craft more circumstances. 

 	Adding Episode Two to the Improv: Now we begin adding episodes. Improvise the previous circumstances, go on script for the first episode, and then improvise the second episode. Simply drop the script as you enter the second episode so that you know the text isn’t driving your work. Stop once you get to the second game changer, or the third episode. 

 	Going on Script for the Second Episode: Return to the previous circumstances; be on script for the first two episodes. 

 	Discuss: Regroup again with your partner and discuss what circumstances you need to adjust or add in order for the improvisation to flow in the direction of the scene. 

 	Add Episodes: Keep adding episodes until you have improvised and gone on script for the final episode of the scene. You don’t have to always start at the beginning episode when you add another. For the sake of time, you can start at the preceding episode, so that your work is focused on the episode you are adding. 

 	Full Scene Improvisation: Once you reach the end, improvise the entire scene and then go on script for the entire scene. You then return to the questions: “What happened in the improv that doesn’t happen in the script?” and “What happens in the script that didn’t happen in the improv?” From there, build more circumstances that guide the contact and immersion in the circumstances. 

 

 Circumstance improvisations are accompanied by many “ah-ha” moments. It can take a couple tries to realize there is no character to play. Character, at this stage, is the amalgamation of one’s circumstances. The aim of the exercise is to put you in the character’s shoes; transformation can occur as simply as that. The improvisations also reveal to the actor the world of character thoughts that are available to him. When armed with a script, actors frequently focus on their own lines. Stripped of the text, the actor has to listen to and observe his partner so he knows what response to formulate. In this way, improvisation reminds the actor that his character is making spontaneous decisions and speaking off the cuff; there is no comfort from knowing what will happen on page two. By adding the script back into the exercise, the actor has the opportunity to incorporate the spontaneity he found. He also can choose to keep his conscious thought on his circumstances, so that his text is motivated. 

 Applying Circumstance Improvisations to You Can Count On Me 

 Let’s play out a circumstance improvisation exercise between two actors working on Terry and Sammy. I suggest readers refer back to the circumstances, game changers, and episodes that were identified on pages 100–103. 

 Terry starts from the far corner of the room and delves into his previous circumstances. He has crafted that the ten minutes that precede the scene involve him walking briskly to the diner in order to make it there in time. He smokes a cigarette because his nerves are wrought with anxiety. As he approaches the diner, he runs into a local police officer who immediately recognizes him and engages him in conversation. Terry can see over his shoulder through the large windows of the diner that his sister Sammy is seated and patiently waiting. Terry finds a way to bring the superficial chitchat to a close, and he swivels past the police officer and into the diner. Upon entering, Sammy catches his eyes. She stands up quickly, moves through the diner toward him, and embraces him with a warm hug. She looks and smells great. They slide into the booth and he detects a little bit of weariness in Sammy’s expression. This brings him to the first moment of the scene, and he apologizes for being late. 

 Sammy has crafted that she has been at the diner since before their lunch date. She picked a spot in a booth by the window where they used to sit as kids. It’s also ideal because she can see the whole diner, and the large windows make it easy for her to scan the street and spot Terry approaching. The sky is gloomy outside, and it starts to drizzle. The waitress approaches, so Sammy orders two waters and says she’s waiting for her brother. Time ticks on and it’s now one o’clock on the dot, and there is still no Terry. The diner is not too crowded, which is good. She recalls that Terry often gets paranoid about running into people he knows. A few minutes pass; still no Terry. She spots a dark, disheveled mess running toward the diner, and immediately she identifies him as Terry. He dashes into the diner, looks around hurriedly then catches her eyes. He quickly walks toward her as she rushes to embrace him. He looks rag-thin, and as she holds him she can smell cigarette smoke among other unsavory smells. He scoots into the booth and sees how happily Sammy is gazing at him. 

 Note that there are moments of synergy and moments of contradiction between both sets of previous circumstances. This is totally OK because what either actor does with his/her choices should not greatly involve the other person, unless the scene starts midconversation between the two actors. When that occurs, both actors should plan together how to enact the previous circumstances so they are both set up well to begin the improvisation of the first episode. The text below is one example of how their improvisation of episode one may play out. 

 TERRY 

 Sammy, it is so good to see you. 

 SAMMY 

 I am so, so happy to see you, too! You look very tired. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I’m tired, you’re right. But what about you? How are you? 

 SAMMY 

 I’m good! We are good; Rudy’s doing great. He’s at a friend’s house right now, otherwise he would be here. He says hello. 

 TERRY 

 That’s awesome, that’s awesome. Yeah, tell me more— 

 SAMMY 

 Well, I don’t want to just talk about me. I want to hear about you, where you’ve been, what you’ve been up to. 

 TERRY 

 Things are good. I’ve been working a lot, traveling a lot. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s great to hear. Where have you been working? 

 TERRY 

 I was up in Alaska for a little bit, and then Florida. 

 SAMMY 

 Doing what? 

 TERRY 

 Well, I should tell you that part of the time…I was in jail. 

 This improvisation was intended to only cover the first episode, but as you can see, their conversation took a new direction, which led them into the third episode even before they reached the second one! This is totally OK. Remember, when you improvise you must not feel indebted to the script or story. All you are supposed to do is activate the circumstances you selected in your mind and see how much they serve you (or don’t) in your improvisation. And you must also work off your partner. Therefore, if your partner navigates far away from the thrust of the scene, you must flow with your partner. Do not try to nudge them back into alignment with the scene, as this would be manipulative and controlling. Allow yourself to “fail forward”; this is the only way you will learn what circumstances you need. 

 Since they did reach the second game changer when Terry starts to confess what really happened during his absence, the actors bring their improvisation to a halt and reset for their previous circumstances. They live them out, as they did before. Each time they do the previous circumstances, they should find more nuances, not less. Each attempt should make them feel more and more comfortable and situated in the character’s world. Now, once they complete their previous circumstances, they pick up their scripts and begin the scene, ending at the game changer. Their goal should be to use the lines but simultaneously work off of circumstances and contact, as if they were still improvising. 

 Once done, the two actors ask the two questions: “What happened in the improv that’s not in the script?” and “What’s in the script that didn’t happen in the improv?”At this point, they can have a thoughtful discussion as they answer these two questions. Here is what they may come up with: 

 Terry: We didn’t at all discuss your clothing. Instead, I launched into questions about how you are doing. I had written as a potential circumstance, “If I ask Sammy questions about herself, then we won’t have to talk about where I have been,” and that one did occur to me as we improvised. I completely forgot about the circumstance, “She is dressed so nice. She must be coming from work.” 

 Sammy: I gave you lots of information about Rudy, when I don’t do that in the script. 

 Terry: I didn’t apologize for standing you up yesterday. 

 Sammy: In the improv, it wasn’t as important to get an acknowledgement from you that you have neglected me. This is why I think I chose to talk about Rudy and ask if you were working. I seemed to let you off the hook. 

 Terry: I jumped into the confession way early. I think Terry realizes his sister needs him to acknowledge the fact that he abandoned her for a long time. Also, I mention that I was working, but the script doesn’t say that. 

 At this juncture, actors who are new to this exercise may feel compelled to answer the two questions this way: “The improv was more natural than the scene. I felt more connected to my partner.” It’s often true that doing the improvisation is more freeing, and the contact is stronger. When you go on text, you feel burdened to say the right words, and contact is often sacrificed. However, observing the performer’s sensations is not a constructive way to answer these two questions. In the actor’s responses above, one can see that they reflect on what did or did not happen and this approach will help them to craft new and better circumstances. Next, they reinforce circumstances that didn’t come to mind or they concoct new ones that will fill the gaps in their work. Very often, writing a circumstance down on the page doesn’t guarantee it will seep into your work. This is why we do the improvisation: to see what sticks to the wall. Therefore, we reinforce circumstances that were already written on the page, which should help those circumstances cement more firmly in the actor’s consciousness. See the added and reinforced circumstances in bold. 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy secretly resents me for standing her up yesterday. 
Pot. Circ.—If I apologize, she will forgive me. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry is uncomfortable. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 Pres. Circ.—She looks very fancy. 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry is disoriented. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is judging me, 
doesn’t understand why I am asking. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry is clueless. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d—you know 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is so uptight. 

 I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 Pres. Circ.—Now she feels guilty. 

 Pot. Circ.—If I joke with her it will 
alleviate the awkwardness. 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 Pres. Circ.—Terry feels inadequate because of how I dressed up.
 
He’s being facetious. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is disappointed with me. 

 Pot. Circ.—If I ask her about her, then we won’t 
discuss what happened to me. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 Pres. Circ.—He wants me to open up first. 
He’s avoiding the obvious. 

 Pres. Circ.—Until he explains why he ignored me for a year, 
he doesn’t deserve to know how I am. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy is being terse and resistant. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 Pres. Circ.—He expects me to open up about my son. 

 Pot. Circ.—If I turn it around, 
he will realize what I need. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause) 

 Pres. Circ.—Sammy wants me to explain where I’ve been. 

 I mean— 

 Fut. Circ.—Sammy will be very upset if 
she knows the truth of where I have been. 

 Pres. Circ.—She is not going to let up. 
Pot. Circ.—If I acknowledge her being upset at me for 
not contacting her, then we can put this behind us. 

 With these new and reinforced circumstances in mind, they endeavor to do the process all over again. By doing so, they will see if the circumstances start to come alive in their creative minds. As always, they initiate the circumstance improvisation exercise by immersing in the previous circumstances. Their improvised dialogue may now look like this: 

 TERRY 

 I feel so bad about standing you up yesterday. I’m so sorry. 

 SAMMY 

 Don’t worry about it. You don’t look so good. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I know, but you, you look great! You are dressed so formally. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh, do you think I overdressed? I thought it was a special occasion. 

 TERRY 

 No, it is! I didn’t get the memo. 

 SAMMY 

 Don’t worry about it. 

 TERRY 

 So, how are you? 

 SAMMY 

 Terry, I don’t want to talk about me. I want to talk about you. 

 TERRY 

 How is Rudy? 

 SAMMY 

 Terry, we aren’t going to talk about Rudy until you first tell me why you haven’t contacted me in so long. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah… 

 It begs repeating that once they hit this game changer, they stop the improv, reset, return to previous circumstances, and then go on script for the first episode a second time. They bring it to a close when they run into the same game changer and then ask the two questions. This time, their list of differences between the improvisation and the script should be shorter; instead, they may have more nuanced observations of where an added circumstance may encourage more causation. Remember the goal is for the performance to be effortless and for the text to fly off the tongue. Provoked and motivated by your partner on a moment-to-moment basis, you should feel like that silver ball in the pinball machine. 

 Text-wise, their improvisation aligned much more with the script, so, as long as they were fastidiously working from their circumstances (and not their memory of how the scene goes), they should have experienced more ease and causation in their work. Still, they ask themselves the two questions in order to craft more circumstances: 

 SAMMY: I made a similar observation in both improvs that you didn’t look good. I notice Sammy does not say that in the text. 

 TERRY: In the script, Terry says, “Are you coming from work?” I managed to see the circumstance that you were dressed very formally, but I didn’t assume that meant you were in work clothes. Or, Terry makes that assumption because he doesn’t want to feel guilty for not dressing up. 

 SAMMY: I was very overt in my intentions during the improvisation. It was like I was speaking my circumstances out loud. Sammy is terser in her responses once Terry starts asking about how she and Rudy are doing. 

 Here are the circumstances they would add in their scripts: 

 SAMMY: I would add, “He is a sight for sore eyes,” at the very top of the scene, after he says, “Sorry about yesterday.” That should help me drop the negative observation of how he looks. 

 TERRY: I would add, “If she’s dressed up due to work, then I don’t look like an idiot for not cleaning up better,” alongside, “I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you ... !” This may help me to find the line, “Are you coming from work?” 

 SAMMY: I would add, “If I am quiet, then that will force him to spill the beans,” when Terry asks, “Um…so how are you?” This will hopefully encourage me to find more reticence in my responses to him. It should make Terry feel like he’s under the spotlight; he doesn’t get to know about my son and me until he acknowledges his negligence. 

 The inclusion of these circumstances should guide the actors into more seamless alignment with their character’s text. Writing them down in the margins is necessary, but it’s not the end all and be all. The actor must actively see that circumstance while acting; it must happen to him in the moment in order for it to activate corresponding action and text. This is an entirely new way of understanding and crafting a performance, so it behooves the actor to go slowly and with great care. When actors comprehend and utilize circumstance improvisations, they unlock a whole new perspective of what acting feels like on the inside: easeful, motivated, and truthful. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 The Circumstance pillar is the most layered and intricate of the pillars, yet when it is ultimately mastered, the actor has impressive facility over his role. When the character feels rooted in his surrounding circumstances—past, present, and future—all he has to do is live and respond truthfully in each new situation. This structure creates tremendous freedom for the actor. As Declan Donnellan says, “The more energy the actor can locate in the target, the greater the actor’s freedom.”20 When responding to a circumstance, the actor need generate nothing on his own. He crafts his circumstances meticulously so that effort is absent from his performance. In our own lives, we do not intentionally expend effort to experience or feel anything. Things just happen to us! And it’s the same for the characters in the story. They are responding to stimuli and aiming for the happy ending they envision at the end of their personal story. The circumstances and environment dictate the character. All the actor has to do is experience the circumstances and the character’s life happens on its own. 

 



 Meaning 

 Pillar #3 

 Imagine this scenario: my husband Brett and I go to the movies to see the latest Oscar contender. As we exit the theater, I am practically skipping toward the car, meanwhile Brett trudges close behind, arms folded in irritation. I turn to Brett and say, “That was such a beautiful and moving film.” To which he responds, “Are you kidding? The main character was totally unlikable and boring!” We watched the same movie but took from it entirely different experiences. Brett and I shared the same circumstance but we interpreted opposing meanings, which resulted in contradictory emotional reactions. 

 One event can happen to two people, and it will be received and responded to in conflicting ways. Perhaps it is other past circumstances that contribute to the unique response, or maybe it is an issue of personality or taste. Without a doubt, other factors beyond circumstance are at play, and for this reason, Meaning is the third pillar. 

 Meaning: the character’s interpretation of a circumstance, character, or object. Meaning also refers to the literal definition of the words, names, and concepts in the given script. 

 Here are some examples: 

 Circumstance: We are going to see the latest Marvel movie. 

 Meaning: That means we will have a fun time. 

 Circumstance: Mom is in town. 

 Meaning: That means I’m going to eat like a king. 

 Circumstance: They got my order wrong; I didn’t want rice. 

 Meaning: That means this waiter is an idiot. 

 Circumstance: The guy I’m seeing just texted. 

 Meaning: That means he likes me. 

 If you are sitting at home reading this, take a look around and notice the objects in your room. Consider what they mean to you, what history you have with them, what stories they tell just by looking at them. What feelings arise when you look at one of particular meaning? Can you specify what that meaning is precisely? Does it bring up laughter, happiness, or pain? Perhaps you are in a coffee shop where you have little personal connection; however, seek out something that goes beyond the visual and enters into memory, opinion, or feeling. Maybe the barista smiles like an old flame of yours, and seeing that smile again fills you with a sense of loss. Meanings go far beyond inner thoughts and feelings. They impact our behavior and choices. When some people see babies, they cannot help but boisterously greet them, while others avoid them at all costs. All meanings are not equal, and sometimes there is no meaning at all. I feel passionately about one meaning and only have a small opinion about another. Simply by scanning a newspaper, we can start to see how personal and variable meaning is. 

 Until we become conscious of it, it’s possible we aren’t even aware that we endow circumstances with meaning. The meaning congeals with the circumstance, and you can no longer decipher one from the other. It becomes very clear in intimate and close relationships that individuals process meanings differently. And until you are in that relationship, you may be oblivious that others feel separately or have contrasting reactions than you. Collectively, we all know some people enjoy roller coasters and others do not, or that the word “mother” can fill one person with love and another with dread. Yet you can’t always correctly anticipate a family member’s reaction to something you express. Or you cannot understand why your partner is pissed at you. We all seem to be sharing the same experience, but somehow we are in lone worlds of our own making. Consensual meanings elude us. 

 WHERE DO MEANINGS COME FROM? 

 Not only does your family push your buttons, but they were the ones who installed them in the first place. 

 —Jo Spiller 

 The Meaning pillar has two origin stories. First of all, growing up, I noticed my sister and I interpreted the world in vastly different ways. Like typical young sisters, we got along very well, but on occasion we would provoke each other into petty arguments. The age-old pattern was this: I would say or do something to her that I thought was innocuous, and she would react with sensitivity. I would then feel offended and our argument would ensue. It was often the case that I was an insensitive little child, but I learned an important lesson from her: how I perceive a moment of interaction is not the way my sister receives it. Now, I could either write my sister off as hypersensitive, which would only drive a wedge between the two of us, or I could become curious about her reaction, which would lead to empathy and understanding. Therefore, my sister educated me on what meaning is and how it functions in a primary relationship. 

 Secondly, I’ll never forget when I was coaching a young actress on a monologue. She mispronounced a word, which I brought to her attention. “The word is pronounced this way.” I read her surprised reaction and added, “Do you know what that word means?” She confessed she did not. We spoke about this for a while; essentially, I asked her how she could say a word that she doesn’t understand. Does she typically use words in her everyday speaking that she doesn’t know? Why would the character intentionally say anything that she doesn’t comprehend? This relates to more than mere word definitions: the actor must look up and research any and all references that are otherwise unfamiliar, be they historic, cultural, situational, etc. Actors sabotage their sense of truth all the time by neglecting to acquaint themselves with language, references, and terms that are otherwise foreign to them. 

 For example, in the scene from You Can Count On Me, Terry apologizes for “yesterday.” The actor should familiarize himself with the whole script when possible and search for context clues so he may clearly follow what he is referring to. When the script does not provide answers, simply fabricate circumstances so that you satisfy your own curiosity. 

 Opinions are like assholes—everyone has one. 

 Meanings are not inherent to the circumstance. Everything is open to interpretation. The individual interacting with the circumstance determines its meaning. For example, bananas are delicious for some and disgusting to others. Neither person is wrong; the flavor of bananas is simply not an objective truth. The meanings we assign to people, things, and events around us are largely based on past experience. No wonder parents trip the emotional wires of their children; they embody their deepest roots and earliest associations. On the other hand, there is an expression in Latin that translates to, “No arguing with taste.” Often, we cannot explain why we detest the taste and texture of a banana or why we love Marvel movies. Siblings who have the same parents and similar upbringings develop completely unique personalities. Therefore, something about our individual natures, independent from circumstance, environment, or habituation, plays a hand in how we experience the world. 

 Cultivating Neutrality 

 In life, what often gets us in trouble is when we assume others share the same meaning as we do. This is the heart of many conflicts: two people disagree about (or place a different value on) what happened in a given circumstance. 

 “How could you take me to a Marvel movie?” 

 “I thought you would love to see it!” 

 “I hate Marvel movies.” 

 “How could you hate Marvel movies?” 

 What’s worse is when we assume the meaning and the circumstance are one and the same. As we discussed earlier in the Circumstance pillar, the actor must view the world through a subjective and relative lens. There are no hard facts, only perspective and observation. This way he can empathize with all people and characters. Circumstances in their naked state are meaningless. Here are a few circumstances that have multiple forms of interpretation and meaning: 

  	Christianity 

 	Public display of affection 

 	Smoking 

 	Palestine 

 	Cats 

 	Current American president 

 	Ben Affleck 

 	High-heeled shoes 

 

 It’s not difficult to imagine the complicated and opposing interpretations of the items on the above list, and yet I encourage actors to maintain a neutral point of view. Neutral is not inactive; in fact, it’s quite deliberate to assert a flexible understanding of complicated issues. For instance, it’s okay for actors to have firm religious beliefs, as long as they understand there are other legitimate forms of faith. Without some degree of neutrality, the actor cannot help but apply his own values or judge his character. For example, the actor playing Terry has a clear meaning for religion: he calls it a ridiculous fairytale. Suppose the actor holds very strong spiritual convictions; he would struggle greatly with authentically taking on Terry’s meaning. Despite his fervent belief, if the actor respects and empathizes with Terry’s perspective, the path to character transformation will be smoother. Only from neutrality can the actor begin to see how a character links meaning to circumstances. Judgment stops good acting in its tracks. 

 Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 

 Ultimately, it is we who unknowingly endow circumstances with meaning, seldom questioning that meaning or seeing it from a new perspective. The character is similarly unaware of his meanings. Meanings just are. Wedded to the circumstance, person, or object, they seem one and the same with the circumstance itself. The actor’s job is to sniff out the meanings assigned to circumstances to more fully understand how the character sees and experiences the world. 

 THE FUNCTION OF THE MEANING PILLAR 

 In the previous pillar, Circumstances guided the actor toward authentic connection to the world of the character. Circumstances are like a house, freshly constructed, and the actor wanders inside the front door. Naturally, there is an immediate habituation as the actor adapts to the dimensions of this new house and starts to live in it. He shoves his old furniture into it, as these are the belongings he brings to any home he moves into, whether or not they jive with the new locale. Similar to acting, most of the actor’s personal meanings and unique perspectives on the circumstances breathe fresh life into the text and should forever be a part of the actor’s performance, just as the homeowner incorporates his old belongings and furniture pieces into the new living space. Regardless of where they fit, they identify the house as exclusively his. At some point, he realizes he doesn’t have the properties to furnish and decorate sufficiently. Correspondingly, the actor may still not comprehend or connect to other aspects of the character’s circumstances. They are like an empty, uninhabited room, so the actor studies the meanings that separate him from the character; meanwhile, the homemaker makes new purchases to fully assimilate into his new domicile. Essentially, circumstances lend the actor a strong structure, but it’s only a shell until the actor starts to flesh it out. That is where meaning comes in. The actor must first recognize the moments of meaning and, second, decipher whether he connects with what his character is experiencing, or not. 

 When interacting with meanings, two problems may arise: either the actor may remain detached from authentically connecting to the character’s world or, even worse, the actor may act out, i.e., indicate or show, the assumed meanings of the character. Both paths are detrimental to the process and performance. The former usually stems from a surface level understanding of the character’s journey or resistance toward emotional intensity, and the latter is rooted in a false concept of what it means to act. The Meaning pillar is meant to prevent the actor from a) overlooking meanings and thereby missing opportunities to connect and b) indicating meanings, which results in an inorganic, fake performance. 

 To craft an authentic performance, the actor examines his character’s meanings with writing utensil, script, and notebook in hand. By analyzing the difference between his and his character’s responses to a circumstance, he begins to see what work he needs to do to fulfill his responsibility to the story. In this way, the Meaning pillar is a pivot point. It’s the gatekeeper managing the threshold of transformation from actor to character. 

 “NW” and “DNW” 

 There is a story about Gregory Peck and how he worked on his famous roles in film. Observers would notice that his scripts had etched into the margins either “NW” or “DNW.” Obviously, these notations were perplexing and mysterious, and yet his work was always marvelous. Finally, one on-looker on set asked him point-blank, “What do ‘NW’ and ‘DNW’ mean?” And Gregory replied, “Needs work and doesn’t need work.” Gregory had a process of understanding when he was in alignment with his characters and when he was not. This honesty served as a guide to help him transform into his roles in proportion to what was needed. The meaning list has the same goal; it provides the actor with a system for prioritizing what further work is needed. 

 THE MEANING LIST 

 The meaning list refers to the formulaic four-step process that uncovers the unique meanings of the character. It is recommended that the actor make his first meaning list on a clean, separate sheet of paper. 

  	Isolate the circumstance. 

 	Identify the meaning of the circumstance. 

 	Specify how that meaning makes the character feel. 

 	Assess your personal connection. 

 

 Isolate the Circumstance 

 The actor’s job is to isolate the circumstances that he thinks have potent and visceral meaning to the character. What bombs go off in the scene? Where does your character seem to have a specific and full emotional reaction? These are typically moments that have profound meaning. Of course, every single circumstance in the world can have meaning, but if each moment is an exploding bomb, then the audience loses sight of what is most significant in the story. For this first step in your meaning list, you can pick the circumstances directly from your notations in the script. From global to potential, any sequence circumstance is applicable. Write the circumstance in a single and simple sentence. The longer and more complex the sentence, the more you confuse the work. “Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted,” is a nice and simple sentence. “Sammy assumes it was my fault and is yelling at me.” This sentence may well be true, but we are working on isolating the circumstance. So keep it short and sweet by avoiding conjunctions. 

 Example Sentence: Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 Identify the Meaning of the Circumstance 

 How does the character interpret the circumstance? Recall the scenario of the movie theater: one circumstance can have multiple variations of meaning. Therefore, you want to identify the meaning that you think best suits the character. To do this, pose the question, “What does that circumstance mean to the character?” So for example: 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 I personally adore this portion of the work, because it is where you get to delve deep into crafting choices. Of course, you are basing your decisions on the text, but there are so many ways you can word and decode a circumstance: 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she sees me as a criminal. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she’s not going to sympathize with my need for money. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she is no sister to me. 

 The quality of your choices directly corresponds with the quality of your acting. You are attempting to write what the meaning is for the character, but since it is you doing the crafting, you will inevitably find unique choices from the character’s point of view. Notice how the sentences are constructed. Elaborate, run-on sentences only weigh down the meaning. 

 I insist that you initiate your meaning with “that means…” It may seem repetitive to do so, but it ensures causation. When viewing students’ meaning lists, I frequently see a clear circumstance but a detached meaning. For example: 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →Sammy never takes my side. 

 Because the meaning lacks “that means,” the actor loses sight of causation. We are trying to program the circumstance with meaning, so one must be embedded into the other. These two thoughts are both valid, but without “that means” they are disconnected and, thusly, lack derivation. Also, note how the meaning remains focused on the other person or the situation. Avoid talking about yourself (as the character) in the meaning. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means I can’t trust her. 

 If you word it in such a way, you burden yourself with either an emotion, behavior, or action, which is antithetical to our intention in this pillar. Instead, keep your focus on the other person or situation at hand. 

 Specify How that Meaning Makes the Character Feel 

 Now that you have a circumstance and meaning combination, it’s time to specify what the emotional response may be. State your answer in a “that makes me feel…” phrase, so that the actor endows the circumstance with the emotion, as opposed to burdening the character with feeling that emotion. By programming emotion into the meaning with the phrase “that makes me feel…,” the actor puts the emphasis on the external world, not his inner life, which must remain open, flexible, and vulnerable to what may happen in the moment. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 →That makes me feel ANGRY. 

 Specifying how that makes the character feel encourages you to carve out the emotional journey of the character. As you have been figuring out thus far, emotions must never be prescribed in the script: “On this line I am sad, and on this line I am mad.” This is an acting “no-no”; emotions cannot be forced or called upon without resulting in inauthentic acting. That being said, actors do need to tell an emotional story, so there must be a way to address emotion without canning it, and this is that way. Recall the pinball machine analogy: it’s as if there are big red buttons within the frame that have the power to shatter the silver ball into a million pieces. You are programming those buttons, i.e., circumstances, with meaning and emotional TNT. This way, when the ball collides into one of the buttons, it bursts with dynamic life. Again, the ball, like you, is not responsible for the emotional impact. The circumstance carries the burden when crafted this way. 

 When specifying the emotion, keep the wording to one to two words and be as specific as possible. Here are a couple other examples: 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 →That makes me feel betrayed. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 →That makes me feel isolated. 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 →That makes me feel hurt. 

 How you view the circumstance and meaning may shift through your process, so stay open to how the emotion evolves. The nature of emotion is state-less; it is in flow, e-motion, and must not be rigidly fixed. There are countless hues of feeling, and therefore it behooves the actor to affix one answer but to also remain impressionable. 

 Visual artists who use oil paints understand this point. Oils can take days to dry, allowing painters plenty of time to linger in their choices and make adjustments, no matter how big or subtle. As actors, we are the painter, the paints, the canvas, and the creative idea in the artist’s mind, and our oils never dry. They must always be adjusted and recalibrated to the artist’s truthful impulse, otherwise they would slide right off the canvas. Even through performances, the actor’s choices must remain malleable so that through the crafting process the actor/artist can move the paints. 

 Assess Your Personal Connection 

 The actor, at this point, has an understanding of what the character perceives as a meaningful circumstance, and he has made choices about how that emotionally impacts the character. The next step is to state whether the actor shares the meaning or not. In other words, do you fully connect with the meaning the character has for the circumstance? This may seem like a question of empathy or compassion, but there is a difference between compassion and sharing the meaning. Compassion means the actor empathizes with the character and can understand why he feels the way he does. Sharing the meaning signifies the actor unflinchingly experiences the circumstance, just as he crafted it should. 

 He assesses his choice by trying it on for size and asking himself this question: Does this meaning personally affect me in the way I’ve specified? If the answer is “yes,” then the work stops there. He’s activated a tiny, ticking bomb that will erupt when the circumstance occurs. If the answer is “no,” the actor then begins the process outlined in the next pillar, Emotional Life. A “yes” indicates the circumstance first activates the actor’s imagination and, second, opens the heart authentically. Anything less than this is not a “yes”; it’s “no.” And there is no shame in answering “no” either. The only shame is in deceiving yourself by assuming you feel something you do not. Err on the side of caution and answer “no” unless it is an emphatic “hell, yeah!” 

 Sammy assumes it was my fault I got convicted. 

 →That means she doesn’t trust me. 

 →That makes me feel ANGRY. 

 →No 

 Actors are very quick to say, “Yes, I connect!” But typically they relate to just step three, or a combination of steps two and three. They have felt angry when a loved one didn’t trust them. But unless the actor connects to 1) the circumstance, 2) the meaning, and 3) how that makes the character feel, all in conjunction, then the answer is “no.” I know that I would have to say “no” because I am not yet connected to “Sammy,” who is still just a name on a page to me, if I am being honest. This is a sobering and humbling process. If the actor honestly states he does not share the meaning, he acknowledges the natural distance between himself and the character. Owning up to this gap is liberating: you no longer feel the pressure to emotionally connect, and your natural curiosity sets about comprehending how and why the character feels the way he does. An actor must adhere to and strengthen his truth barometer by being ruthlessly honest when assessing his personal connection. 

 Sometimes, an actor has directly experienced the sequence of circumstances and meanings, in which case he can claim a “yes.” But really, there is no value for saying either response. The only value is truth. If you can be honest about where you connect with your character and where you don’t, then you are best equipped to take the next step toward transformation. 

 The actor now has a list that clearly states what the meaningful circumstances are in the script, how they emotionally impact the character, and whether or not he is personally connected to them. Think of it this way: he has a list of either “NWs” or “DNWs.” The goal is to now use this list as a cheat sheet for all the meanings he has to work on in order to connect authentically to the character. The next pillar, Emotional Life, will guide the actor through the process of embodying the character’s meanings and sharing them as if they were his own. 

 PLAYING EMOTION 

 A car looks very different from the outside than it does from the inside. The two vantage points are entirely different experiences. The same is true for acting: what acting looks like from the outside is nothing like the experience of acting. Audiences see the actor’s emotional journey in movies, film, and theater, so those who wish to study acting often come in with the assumption that acting means playing emotions. (If only good acting were that easy.) So when given scripts, novice actors see an “emotion” on the page and then act it; it’s the knee-jerk response to reading a scene aloud. And unfortunately, it undermines the actor’s truthful impulse in the circumstances. Even experienced and trained actors resort to this trick, as it seems like an efficient way to reach performance level work. Audiences are smart; they can smell inauthenticity and are unmoved by fabricated feelings. Worse than that, the story suffers when actors fake their way through the performance. You cannot drive a car by looking at it from the outside; similarly, if the same process is applied, acting crashes and burns. 

 Playing emotion: acting based on the perceived emotions of the character. 

 You know you resort to playing emotion if you score your script with emotional cues: “I’m sad on this line and complacent on this line.” You know you are falling into the trap of indicating if all you are thinking about is your obligation to feel while acting. An actor playing his emotions on set is simply not in the reality of the story; in fact, doing so creates a huge gulf between him, the character, and other actors. 

 A performance based in emotion is full of tension. The actor tries so hard to fulfill some ideal of how the scene “should be acted” that he develops tremendous stiffness in his body. Holding onto emotion requires the cessation of breath. Like shoving a cork back into an opened bottle of wine, cutting off the air intends to preserve the feeling, and it may do just that, but what results is frozen life. 

 Furthermore, playing emotion assumes that emotions are manifest in prescribed facial, body, and vocal expressions. On the contrary, emotions are much more mysterious and complex. Sadness does not have to look like a frowning emoji, and jubilant cheers are not required for the expression of joy. Emotion is faceless and fluid. E-motion is ungraspable like water. It also doesn’t sound like anything prescriptive. Silent and invisible, emotion can only be felt, and from there the expression rises to the top in an authentic, spontaneous display. There are no short cuts when it comes to feeling emotions; pinch yourself and grimace all you like, the emotion we are looking for in our acting comes from living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. We are only at the beginning of the process of understanding just how to do that. 

 At first, it is challenging for an actor to abandon all emotional assumptions, but when he relieves himself of this obligation, a relaxation drops into the body. When there is no emoting to do, the actor can start to actually look through the car windshield to see the outside world, i.e., the character’s circumstances. And these circumstances have meaning, which will lead to discovering authentic emotional life. 

 There is a silver lining amidst the perils of playing emotion: the impulse to ascribe feelings comes from a creative spark in the actor to tell stories. Ideas for how the scene emotionally ebbs and flows find their home in the Meaning pillar. So far, in Contact and Circumstance, the actor has been asked to let those assumptions go. When he gets to the Meaning pillar, he can now express what he sees as an emotional response on the page. That natural inclination to act out the emotion is now filtered through the meaning list, and he must then do a personal assessment and ask himself, “Do I really feel that when placed in this circumstance and meaning?” In this way, the actor can explore his ideas on emotion when he assigns them to circumstances and analyzes his authentic connection. 

 The Meaning pillar is one of exploration, not one of performance. It emphasizes a healthy and full process of growth and transformation, because acting takes time. By being frank about what is truthful in the final step, the actor begins to weed out the common affliction of playing emotion. 

 Meanings in You Can Count On Me 

 Below is an example of how the actor playing Sammy might write out her meaning list. Please note that I added a section below the personal assessment where I analyze the responses for the first four meanings. This is not needed when the actor writes out his own meaning list; I only include it here so readers may comprehend how I came to answer either “yes” or “no.” If you find it useful, however, then definitely journal about the reasons behind your step four assessment. 

 Meaning List for Sammy: 

 Terry didn’t contact me for a whole year. 

 →That means he completely disregards me. 

 →That makes me feel unloved. 

 →No 

 Why not? Because I have never experienced estrangement from a family member. This seems like a very specific circumstance and I do not totally share it yet. I would need to do more work on it. 

 Terry looks very bad. 

 →That means he has fallen on especially hard times. 

 →That makes me feel worried. 

 →No 

 Why not? Because I am not yet connected to the actor playing Terry. I have a brother, I know what it means to be worried about him, but I do not yet view my fellow actor as my brother, so I cannot honestly say I share this meaning. 

 Terry was in jail while he was gone. 

 →That means he is doomed to failure. 

 →That makes me feel helpless. 

 →No 

 Why not? Again, this experience is out of my realm of knowledge. For sure, I have feared for my younger brother before, so I am very close to a yes on this one. For the time being, I say “no.” 

 If I work on Terry and give him inspiration, then he will improve. 

 →That means there is a possibility of redemption. 

 →That makes me feel motivated. 

 →Yes 

 How so? Because I have had this experience in my own life. I have a very close relationship with my younger brother and have often jested I am his second mother. This circumstance/meaning combination is very personal to me. Without question, I share this meaning. 

 Terry will spend the week with us. 

 →That means he and Rudy will bond. 

 →That makes me feel gleeful. 

 →No 

 Note how this last meaning was based on a future circumstance. Do not feel restricted to only including present circumstances on your meaning list. Any and all sequence circumstances can be used. 

 Terry has been lost his whole life. 

 →That means he has suffered and will continue to suffer. 

 →And that means I may lose him. 

 →That makes me feel grief. 

 →No 

 Meanings can beget meanings. When you don’t feel satisfied with the meaning you have crafted, you can take it a layer deeper by begetting a meaning. This helps you to get to the heart of the matter, and from there you can specify how that makes the character feel. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 Ultimately, by crafting meanings, an actor can implant a “pinch” in the script so that he can genuinely experience the “ouch” when the moment occurs in the story. Programming meanings is like burying land mines in a field. He constructs a meaning bomb, imbeds it into the script, and lets his homework go. Then when, as the character, he treads upon it while in the scene, he erupts with spontaneous life and feeling. Working on meanings helps to streamline the actor’s process. By knowing what he needs (and doesn’t need) to emotionally connect to, he economizes his resources and reserves them for the rigors of the next pillar. From this point on, the magic of transformation begins. At this pillar’s completion, we depart from an intellectual gathering of circumstance and meaning and venture fully into our imaginations to transform into character. 

 



 Emotional Life 

 Pillar #4 

 The fourth pillar, Emotional Life, is the heart of Seven Pillars Acting. Like a heart, it is the most integral and elaborate of systems, providing courage, stamina, and vivacity for the actor. It is also the seat of tremendous vulnerability, making it a risky place to visit. 

 Emotional Life: the actor’s relationship to his own feelings and process of connecting to the meanings of the character. 

 If you expose your heart, you may be hurt, which is why the Emotional Life pillar also emphasizes safe and healthy parameters. The aim of Emotional Life is to train the actor to open himself fully to the world of the character and to encourage him to do so with abandon within a nurturing structure. 

 I’ll believe it, when I see it. 

 Without believing in the world of the character, there is no organic feeling to have. Consider your life and all the innumerable ways you are emotionally impacted by its events. I find myself moved to tears at baby photos of my brother, I have lashed out at customer service representatives, and I have keened with love when embraced by my husband. Life is rich with feeling, but it hinges on the fact that we take it personally, that it is real, immediate, and personal to us. 

 In the Circumstance pillar, we spoke of the link between real and imaginary circumstances. A quick recap: the distinction between the two is up for debate. Real circumstances are filtered through the individual’s imagination, and imagined, fictional circumstances can feel frighteningly real. The evidence suggests “that the same regions that mediate representations in sensory perception are also involved in mental imagery.”21 In other words, imagination and perception intermingle in the mind. What sets them apart is the individual’s belief. In acting, you must endow your imaginary circumstances with reality. Until then, emotionally, you will be at arm’s length from the world of a character, like a person at the aquarium inches away from a sea animal and yet separated by a thick sheet of glass. The process of believing imaginary circumstances can only begin when you start to realize that how you perceive reality is a fiction to anyone else. To some degree, you write your own reality, and you are its star. Therefore, the Emotional Life pillar centers on training the imagination to open up and begining to see the crafted circumstances as reality. And this, in turn, activates the emotional life of the person. 

 The imagination is like the man behind the curtain pressing all the buttons and pulling the strings of one’s life. It often goes unnoticed, but the imagination is always at work spinning stories, gauging obstacles, replaying events, and laying out plans. When I send an email, I visualize how the reader will respond to it. When I purchase a new piece of furniture, my mind turns over and over, seeing our friends sit in our living room in comfort. It’s immediate and involuntary, and we often take it for granted. Observe yourself today and start to witness your imagination at work: it is facile, powerful, and subtle. Considering how much life revolves around plans, goals, directions, and memories, the imagination is a popular place. The Emotional Life pillar brings the imagination back into focus and trains the actor to make what is an involuntary function voluntary. While studying Emotional Life, the actor learns to wield the imagination creatively so he may explore his character’s world, and by imagining circumstances, the actor begins to feel authentically. When done correctly, that person visiting the aquarium is no longer looking at a sea animal; he is swimming with it. 

 The imaginative mind is a labyrinth, and the heart is an untapped reservoir, so let’s set some parameters for our work. 

 PURPOSE OF EMOTIONAL LIFE 

 There are a few main purposes for training in the Emotional Life pillar: 

  	To train the actor to open up and feel his own emotions. 

 	To repurpose the imagination as a tool for connecting to character. 

 	To experience the character’s circumstances vividly and deeply. 

 	To transform the character’s meanings into one’s own authentically. 

 	To prepare emotionally for a scene, audition, or full performance. 

 

 Core Truths 

 These core truths guide the actor’s emotional life work: 

  	Emotional work is for homework alone. The instant a scene begins, the actor’s full attention must be on the present moment and his scene partner; the emotional life is either already there or it isn’t. We explore our emotions in our craftwork so that when we act we never have to worry about them “being there” or not. We will have emotionally invested in the circumstances of the character, but since this can only be done in homework, no emotional manipulation should occur while acting. If the actor is not connected to the circumstances while acting, so be it. He can return to his homework once he is done with his scene. Never try to do emotional life work while acting the scene. 

 	Emotional work is never meant to jeopardize the mental sanity of the actor. His top priority is to maintain his well-being and protect himself from overstepping important psychological boundaries. We will cover some basic techniques for striking a healthy balance. 

 	Breaking down emotional barriers and opening up the imagination take time and practice. The imagination is a muscle that can be challenging to wield, and so it requires a significant amount of application. Therefore, the actor must be patient and persistent. 

 	Your ability to feel does not define you as an actor. Do not let it determine your worth or undermine your faith in your talent. Acting is much more than emoting. This tool is only in service of the other tools in the pillar system, and the actor must prioritize it as such. It is fourth, not first or even second. 

 	As members of the human race, we have full access to a wide spectrum of emotions. We are not restricted by our life stories; our imaginations can transport us to any imaginary circumstance. We are only restricted by the limitations and blocks we set before ourselves. 

 

 THE DAYDREAM 

 Daydreaming is the primary tool in this pillar. Although it has a different meaning and function in acting, daydreaming is familiar because we all did it as children at play, we do a version of it every night, and every day we daydream about our lives or what could happen. 

 Daydreaming: the act of living out experiences through the imagination, body, and voice with great detail and absorption in order to connect to one’s emotional life, the world of the character, or the character’s meanings. 

 At the beginning of the process, the actor daydreams from his own life experiences, desires, and aversions; this is daydreaming as self. Once a basic understanding of what it means to daydream is established, then branching into daydreaming as character can be undertaken. When both modes of daydreaming are established, we can then experiment with interchanging them, thereby harmonizing the character with the actor. There is no tool of greater importance, as it is the beginning, middle, and end of the emotional life work. 

 DAYDREAMING AS SELF 

 I often hear an overused piece of acting advice: “Go out into the world, observe other people, and pay attention to how they walk, gesture, speak, and engage with other people.” This is all well and good, and yet I think it’s more important and more challenging to witness your self. How do you engage with others? What are your thoughts, feelings, actions, or patterns of speech? What motivates your actions? What activates your anger, fear, sadness, or joy? Plenty can be observed with a curious and non-judgmental mind, and, in fact, self-awareness is a quality every actor should cultivate. 

 Without self-awareness, your ability to understand character is extremely limited. In fact, character work is not worth doing until you have investigated your own heart and mind. Your ability to tap into the life of the character depends wholly on your ability to access your own organic feelings, pleasant, painful, or otherwise. Therefore, before stepping into character, it is important to first venture into your own character and excavate it for its truths, desires, and fears. Returning to the analogy of the visual artist, what good is a painter if he doesn’t have a wide variety of paints? Before going to the canvas, he must fill up his palette, so that when the object of his art calls out for blue, he knows the exact hue. 

 Your Palette of Colors 

 Getting to know your palette is a wonderful first step of self-exploration. Start by making a list, or in other words, a self-inventory of what you store within yourself: 

  	What are your greatest desires? 

 	What or whom do you love? 

 	What do you fear? 

 	What or whom do you hate? 

 	What grieves you? 

 	What makes you laugh? 

 	What turns you on? 

 	What disgusts you? 

 	What enrages you? 

 	What or whom do you resent? 

 	What makes you feel joyful? 

 	What pleases you? 

 

 I encourage you to journal on each promp; write several pages about each item, if you can. Examine your answers and begin to connect to those feelings. What you have just written is a list of stimuli. Whatever it is that stimulates your emotion is called your stimulus. 

 Invoking the Stimulus 

 When you think about the stimulus, it should stir the intended emotion. For example, when you envision what you love, focus on it to the point of sensing that emotion. Once you feel a flicker of love, stoke the fire by setting that object of your affection into motion. Imagine the stimulus in live action…flesh out the image and watch how your emotions acquiesce to the imagery you are viewing in your mind. Work through your list and connect to each emotion by using your imagination to animate the stimulus, whether it is an object, person, event, or an idea. This is the beginning of daydreaming. 

 Past Experiences Versus the Magic If 

 The question often comes up: “Should I daydream past experiences? And if not, how else do I experience emotion if I do not draw from what I know?” Certainly, most of your stimuli are born from past experiences: What you hate comes from at least one experience of that emotion; the stimulus for whom and what you love has a place in your memory bank. Therefore, past experience is imbedded in who we are today and what we wish for tomorrow. That being said, returning to actual events from your personal past is not the ideal method for proper daydreaming. The first issue is emotional health; reliving past experiences is akin to playing with fire. Memories that are especially painful take time to heal and do not need to be reopened. Doing so may damage the actor. Second, another major problem with using past experience is hindsight bias. You know what resulted from your past experience, so it has lost its simplicity and purity. For example, I can recall how desperately sad I was after a bad breakup, but I later realized that so-and-so was a jerk, so as a result I cannot relate to my original feelings of grief. Third, due to the healing of old wounds with therapy and/or time, past experiences often lose their potency. You’ve mended the past, so it doesn’t have the same charge it used to. All in all, using past experience for daydreaming purposes is faulty and problematic, but so are gold and fuel and other important elements in life. Therefore, they can still be useful for specific purposes. (For example, they are often the source of your stimuli.) Later, we will discuss daydreaming past experiences, because it is my belief that they can be very insightful. But when we do so, it will be with tremendous care, and it will only be done once. 

 As an alternative, I advocate utilizing Stanislavski’s “magic if,” which emphasizes what could be as the main entry point for exploring imagination and feeling.22 “What could happen to me that would activate my emotional life?” You can cast your stimulus, which is charged with past experience and personal meaning, into a potential situation that could conceivably transpire. Plausible experiences are just as evocative as past ones because they are rooted in reality and would have real life implications. In fact, potential situations can have higher stakes since they aren’t limited by what actually happened. This is the preferred method of Meisner, who wrote, “Imagination is, in all likelihood, deeper and more persuasive than the real experience.”23 As long as the daydream is possible, any circumstance can be created and heightened in order to help the actor believe with more conviction. Although past experiences are not particularly encouraged, they can be the jumping off point for a plausible circumstance. 

 The main disclaimer for using “magic if” daydreams is that they can be far-fetched and far-reaching, which disables the actor from believing the daydream to be real. Therefore, plausibility is a crucial issue. The circumstances must be realistic so that the senses can trust them. You must construct a plausible situation that stands up to the test of reality, otherwise it’s a house made of straw. 

 Daydream List 

 Return to your list of stimuli and now imagine what could happen to activate specific emotions. This is your daydream list. Here are a couple examples of how one may draw up some daydreaming as self exercises: 

 Emotion: Grief 

 Stimulus: Losing my mother 

 What could happen that would make me feel grief? If I got a call from my dad telling me that my mom was just killed in a car accident, I would experience grief. 

 Emotion: Joy 

 Stimulus: Booking a great acting gig 

 What could happen that would make me feel joy? If I booked a series regular on a new season of a show that I am a huge fan of, I would experience joy. 

 Continue to brainstorm what may activate genuine emotion: 

 What could happen that would make you feel… 

  	Longing 

 	Love 

 	Fear 

 	Hate 

 	Grief 

 	Hilarity 

 	Sexual Desire 

 	Disgust 

 	Rage 

 	Resentment 

 	Joy 

 	Pleasure 

 

 What you have created is a corresponding daydream subject, or personal, potential circumstance, for each emotion in your list. Using one emotion on the list, envision the daydream subject playing out in your mind’s eye. See if the specific emotion comes up for you. Emotions are all connected, so do not be surprised if other feelings rise up within you. If you do not experience the emotion, see if you need to adjust the daydream’s circumstances. You are beginning to learn how to voluntarily daydream, so go slowly and allow time for each emotion and daydream subject. 

 Trial and Error 

 Daydreams often must first fail before they can work. When a stimulus miscarries by failing to ignite the desired emotion, the actor can feel hopeless or stymied, but he must avoid these negative thoughts. Failure is extremely useful because it reveals to the actor what does not affect him. Trial and error is truly the only way to test the acting instrument; good planning will rarely suffice. The positive news is that, through his exploration, the actor will arrive at an imagined circumstance that does indeed bring him to life. Do not be surprised or dismayed if a stimulus does not have the intended impact. It can be distressing to realize that imagining your mother getting killed doesn’t upset you, but there are many reasons for this. Sometimes, the nervous system will not allow the actor to imagine certain scenarios or to experience difficult emotions. There will always be barriers to overcome in emotional life. It is the actor’s job to decipher what is just resistance and what is a healthy boundary. 

 Compare and Despair 

 We are not alike in our emotional life. Some people enter into this work with full access to their emotions and feel unchallenged when it comes to feeling. They can concoct a believable daydream and live it out with little resistance. Others are unfamiliar with their emotions, unsure of what stimulates them, and critical of their daydreams. Emotional blocks may be small or very large depending on the actor’s cultural upbringing, gender, or the day they are acting. Please do not judge yourself or compare yourself to others; you must accept and respect the path you are on. 

 Daydreaming as Self Exercise 

 Let’s press forward into the daydreaming process and do the first daydreaming as self exercise. Look at your daydream list and choose one of the emotions to begin with. Authentically connecting to that emotion is the goal of this first daydreaming exercise. Any time you daydream you need to set a specific goal; otherwise, daydreams will wander off subject and peter out. Selecting a singular emotion is a good goal because the actor has a clear standard to aim for. 

  	Create a safe space, turn off phones, make sure you are not in earshot of anyone, and close all computers. 

 	Set a timer so that you know you will stay within the daydream for however long. I recommend starting at fifteen-minute sessions and expanding to a half-hour or even an hour, depending on what it is you need to daydream. If you don’t do this, you will likely give up out of resistance or fear. 

 	State the emotional goal of your daydream. What is the emotion you would like to attempt? This could be anger, grief, happiness, fear, or any other single and intriguing emotion. By choosing only one emotion, the exercise has a pointed focus, without which the actor can get overwhelmed. Keep it succinct and direct; avoid abstract or poetic words. 

 	Set your focus now on the stimulus of that emotion. Flesh it out by asking what could happen that would make you feel that expressed emotion? Once you have this answered, you have your daydream subject. 

 	Invite your imagination to open up and take you on a journey. Begin to imagine the daydream subject taking place. Start from the beginning of the subject, as if it were a story, and work through it sequentially, like it’s actually happening to you. You should imagine yourself in the circumstance. Use your physical senses in the daydream. Hand over the reins of your intellect and logic and allow yourself to connect to the physical sensations within the daydream. See, feel, touch, taste, and hear the finer details. The specifics of the daydream will enhance the genuine experience of it, which allows for you to believe that it is actually happening. 

 	Begin to move and vocalize to help deepen the visceral sensation of the daydream. Physical movement frequently helps to activate the imagination, voice encourages a deepened and more committed experience, and writing often is a helpful medium for channeling the imaginary images. Here are a few suggestions: speak the daydream aloud to reemphasize what you are experiencing; move as you are moving in the daydream. Are you seated? Swimming? Driving? Smoking a cigarette? By doing the action you are visualizing, you reinforce it. If speaking doesn’t do it for you, try writing what you are visualizing. Keep it fast and in your stream of consciousness, which is everything you think, moment-to-moment, to see how this process roots you deeper into the daydream. All in all, avoid curling up in bed and attempting to daydream; you will likely end up dreaming, but not consciously. 

 	Envision the events unfolding sequentially: this happens, and then this happens, and then this happens. A sequence of events makes logical sense and is very useful for daydreaming. It lends some credence to the daydream, as well. Ultimately though, you should feel unhinged by time. Allow yourself to freeze a moment and linger in there for as long as you like. You can then jump to another moment, and then to another, completely ignoring sequential order. If necessary, break the rules of past, present, and future to detail your daydream. In either case, it’s helpful for you to have control of how you navigate literal time in the daydream. 

 	You may find the stimulus or subject you chose is failing to connect you to the emotion. It is okay to abort ship and imagine another stimulus and daydream subject that would elicit the emotion. But do it decisively; avoid lingering in options for too long. Just try something else and give everything to it. 

 	When you feel your emotion, it is not time to give up and claim your victory. Instead, continue the daydream so that you extend your stay. Dipping one toe in will not suffice; the experience should be one of absorption, so give over to your imagination. Giving over is the act of submerging in the imaginary circumstances and allowing emotions to rise to the surface. It must feel like it is happening. Your real and present circumstances—the room, time, your next task to accomplish, etc.—should disappear. 

 	You know you have reached the goal of the daydream when you fully experience the intended emotion. Ideally, in that time, you lived out the experience you planned for, and you stayed in it for at least fifteen minutes. It should feel as if the daydream subject actually occurred. 

 	Simply release the daydream. Return to the world of your room. Wrap up the exercise by taking a couple deep breaths, stretching, shaking out your body, high fiving a fellow actor if they are there, anything you need to do to return to reality and celebrate your work, no matter if the attempt succeeded or not. At the bare minimum, move your body to encourage your imagination to release the subject you were envisioning. 

 

 Here are some additional pointers for the daydream process: 

  	A wonderful tool for committing more deeply to a daydream is called faucet-breath, which means a rapid and constant stream of speaking on voice or just under the breath. When faucet-breathing, the actor launches into speaking and does not allow himself to stop until the daydream is complete. This forces him to stay connected and committed, even when creativity has dried up or the emotions become too intense. If in a room of people, no one should be able to hear precisely what you are saying, it is so muted and fast-paced. And if you feel blocked and don’t know what to say, repeat yourself until a new thought emerges. 

 	When you notice that one nuance or detail in your daydream activates your emotional life, focus on that nuance and expand upon it. Make it more visceral, more immediate. This is where you gain imaginative control; you want to be able to zoom in and out of your daydream in order to connect more deeply to the emotion. 

 	When the emotion has not taken root, heighten the stakes. This encourages more engagement, so long as the stakes are those that you can believe. You can heighten the stakes by adding details that make your situation more acute and particular. It must be an exceptional moment to bring you to a strong emotion, so make exceptional choices. 

 	When the subject fails to affect your emotional life, it may be too far outside of your realm of believability or it may be too painful for your body/mind to accept. You can do one of two things at this point: journal or meditate on why that is. Ask yourself what it could be that is blocking you from experiencing the plausible circumstances, and later on, return to it afresh. Or without judgment, let the subject go and choose something else that elicits that emotion. 

 

 Go through the entire daydream list. Observe the differences from one daydream to the next. Very likely, you will deepen with each one. The imagination is a muscle that needs strengthening in order to become pronounced and facile. 

 Daydreaming as Self in Action 

 Here is an example of an actor working on a daydreaming as self-exercise: 

 I want to work on the emotion of anger. Now, what circumstance would make me experience that emotion? I know: it would make me so angry if my fiancé’s ex-boyfriend contacted her again. 

 As you can see, the actor has selected the emotion and identified the stimulus, which derives from his personal experience. Now, he sets about creating the daydream subject. 

 What would make me really angry is if he confronted her again in a public setting with everyone she loves around her. Let’s say that my parents are hosting a party for the friends and family that cannot make it to our destination wedding. If her ex, Michael, showed up on the front door step after our multiple attempts to tell him to back off, I would be so incredibly angry with him. 

 With this clear daydream subject in mind, the actor is ready to delve into the exercise. 

 I’ve turned off my phone, closed the door and set a timer for fifteen minutes. I take a couple deep breaths, stretch a little, and state out loud my emotional goal. Now I begin faucet-breath: I’m so excited about this party. Mom and dad made this plan months ago since we knew many people couldn’t make it to our destination wedding. They have really worked hard to plan and prepare. There should be about thirty people in attendance at any one time. Rebecca is the love of my life, we cannot wait to get married, and this party marks the beginning of a long series of events, all leading up to the wedding in Hawaii. We get to my mom and dad’s house early to help them set up and greet everyone attending. The guests are starting to arrive; this is intense. Thank goodness Rebecca is on top of things. She is helping with food and drinks, and I am stuck in the foyer talking to a relative of Rebecca I don’t even know. 

 We are about two hours in; there are about twenty-five people here. I’m back at the front door greeting guests, and Rebecca stepped away momentarily. The doorbell rings and I go to open it. Michael is standing before me. I almost don’t believe it at first, but it’s really him. He looks a bit older; it’s been five years since I have seen him face-to-face, not since he and Rebecca broke up. He looks cleaned up and has that passive aggressive smirk on his face. “Hey Peter,” he says, “Sorry to drop in, I know I wasn’t invited. I wanted to see if I could talk to you.” This is so upsetting, why is he here? What nerve does he have to show up, and how did he find out? Likely, he heard about it or saw a post on Facebook. How dare he. “What are you doing here, Michael? You’re not supposed to be here.” I can feel my heart lift up into my throat, and my arms start to tingle. Michael stares me down and repeats, “Can I come in? I sent you an email about Rebecca, did you get it?” “Michael, I don’t give a shit what you have to say about Rebecca. This is so juvenile.” 

 At this point, I have stepped outside to have this conversation on the patio. I’m keeping my voice low; I don’t want Rebecca to get wind of what’s going on. She will be so distraught if she knows Michael is here. He has been contacting her off and on since the break-up. We have never filed a restraining order or anything, as his attempts were mostly via email. Months would go by between messages, so we never felt fully motivated to take legal action. Now I am super motivated; this has got to stop and now. How could he do this when he knows how much it would upset her? I am livid; I want to punch him in the face and kick him off the patio. My vision has dimmed. It’s as if someone has pulled a thin, grey cloth over my eyes. “You need to leave right now or I’m going to call the cops.” “Peter, calm down. I only want to help you. You need to know what Rebecca is really like and how she treated me.” “Michael, you are a lunatic. I have told you many times to leave us alone. You have no right to be here.” 

 The actor has a solid control of time: he moves through the sequence of events, but he also has the freedom to rewind back to the past, as he likes. As he faucet-breathes, he physicalizes the movement of going to the door, seeing Michael, and stepping outside. In the moments when he speaks to Michael, he amplifies his voice a touch to distinguish his dialogue from the stream of consciousness thoughts. This way, he is physically and vocally engaging in the daydream. Now, he is fully immersed in the scenario and is feeling real anger. To maintain that feeling (he is likely only ten minutes into the exercise) he heightens the circumstances: 

 And at that moment, Rebecca peeks her head outside. Her face goes white and her bright eyes suddenly deaden. “Michael, what are you doing here?” I feel my heart beat escalate as I tell her, “Rebecca, don’t worry, I am handling this.” She resists, “No, that’s not right. Michael, what is wrong with you?” Meanwhile, Michael has a pretentious smile on his face and all I want to do is rip it off. He is such an asshole coming here, and now he has made Rebecca upset and ruined the day. I could not be more furious. What selfishness and entitlement! Rebecca has started to tear up. I instinctually open up the door and gently scoot her inside as I tell her, “Rebecca, go tell your dad to call the cops.” I have to do everything in my power to restrain my rage. Michael adds, “I didn’t want to make either of you upset. I just thought it was only fair that those around Rebecca know what her true colors are.” It’s so disingenuous I could throw up. “No one cares what you think, Michael, so get out of here before the cops come!” 

 To stoke the fires of the daydream, the actor could continue to add other elements: the parents hear the noise and come outside, the cops arrive and now the whole party knows what’s going on, Michael forces you to look at his list of complaints against Rebecca, the options go on. The actor can thicken the plot with anything and everything plausible that would help sustain that emotional experience of anger. When the timer goes off, he can bring the exercise to a close by shaking out his body and taking a few big breaths. 

 Notice how the actor shifts from expressing inner thoughts to speaking out loud to Michael and Rebecca. I often see actors misuse faucet-breath by using it exclusively for dialogue with another person. This limits the actor’s imaginative range. For the purposes of this exercise, it is important to learn how to communicate the inner stream of consciousness thoughts while also being able to launch into dialogue, when needed. One can imagine how different the above daydream would be if it only involved dialogue between Peter and Michael. The innermost thoughts vividly animate the imagined circumstances and add richness and vulnerability to the experience. 

 Believing Your Daydreams 

 How many times have you believed a lie? Have you screamed when watching a horror film? Emotions simply cannot tell what is true from what is false, so long as the circumstance seems true. Reality, fiction, and fantasy alike bring us to emotional life; if not, movies and novels would be totally ineffective. What betrays the audience’s ability to connect with the story is if the rules of the world do not add up, like a poorly done action thriller where there is one too many superhuman stunts. The same applies for the daydreaming process: the rules must add up. An actor’s sense of truth, akin to the truth barometer, is invaluable at this juncture; it is the part of him that does not settle for circumstances assembled sloppily, for he knows it would only result in shallow or false emotions. When his sense of truth indicates to him that a daydream subject does not emotionally move him, he knows to adjust the subject subtly or wholly in order to access the desired emotion. 

 Sense of Truth: the personal standard for emotional authenticity; the ability to decipher when one is faking belief and emotion and when one is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. Other names are: the truth barometer, which we’ve discussed earlier, and the bullshit meter. 

 When in the daydream, the circumstances either elicit the emotional journey or they do not. There is no coercion or forcing of the hand of feeling. Due to pressure and the desire to get it right, it will feel very compelling to manufacture an emotion or indicate it to one’s fellow actors, directors, and instructors. So while practicing the daydream, you must insist on authenticity of experience by listening to your sense of truth. When daydreaming, stay in accordance with the important guideline in the Contact and Circumstance pillars: I only do that which I am caused to do. You could extend that sentence to also mean I only feel that which I am caused to feel. If the daydream subject does not activate emotional life, the sense of truth guides you toward another subject or stimulus. 

 The actor who knows how to genuinely believe and feel based on fabricated circumstances now has a touchstone of organic feeling. He has accessed his sense of truth, and, henceforth, he is aware of when he is feeling truthful or not. When his feelings are inorganic, his sense of truth realigns him. The sense of truth is not a bully. Some actors oppress themselves in attempting to be truthful. The sense of truth is not judgmental; it is only clear and honest. And when it signifies to you that you are off your truth, it does so with gentleness. If and when you hear a critical thought in your head, know that it is not the voice of your sense of truth, but rather your ego. 

 Somewhere In Time 

 Long ago, I remember channel surfing the television and catching a portion of the 1980 film Somewhere in Time with Christopher Reeve and Jane Seymour. In it, Reeve plays a man who falls in love with an actress from the turn of the nineteenth century. Using self-hypnosis (a.k.a. daydreaming), he is able to transport himself to her era, and there they have a beautiful romance. I recall only one moment with incredible clarity. Reeve is in the world of his lover, and he is in a state of bliss and love. He retrieves a penny from his coat pocket; the camera zooms in closer to reveal that it is dated 1979. Reeve is immediately distraught as he realizes what year it actually is, and he is zapped back into the present day.24 This moment reinforces to what lengths the actor must go in order to make his imagined world real to him. There can be no flaw in the rules of the world. That penny represented a fraction of Reeve’s world; however, it was the flaw that derailed his fantasy. So turn over every penny and tend to every hem so that your feeling can be unbridled. 

 THE HEALTHY ACTOR 

 If done correctly, daydreaming conjures genuine feelings, often accompanied by physiological reactions such as: sweat, shaking, reddening of the skin, a racing heart, or tears. For the most part, our psyches can handle some temporary and artistically purposed disruption. Yet two problems may arise: the daydream may tax the actor unreasonably or significant resistance and emotional blocks may inhibit any real imaginative visioning. In either case, by cultivating the lifestyle of the healthy actor, one learns to safely weather the intensity of the work. 

 The Healthy Actor: one who understands how to balance creative, emotional work with a stable mind, body, and spirit. The healthy actor recognizes emotional and psychological boundaries and knows the steps to clearing and easing any unnecessary trauma. 

 Well-being 

 In most situations, an emotional injury or block that occurs during the daydreaming process is more attributable to the actor’s daily habits than to the daydream itself. How the actor practices well-being in all aspects of his life—physical, psychological, social, spiritual, and emotional—is the main determinant for overall success when doing emotional work. 

 Regarding physical health, young actors often try to get away with abusing their bodies, but the point must be made very clearly here that physical well-being is inextricable from the quality of acting. Acting teacher and director Stephen Wangh writes, “Because you must live with, love with, and party with the very same instrument you play upon in your work, your personal habits and the care you take of your body will affect your art.”25 Therefore, proper sleep, nutrition, exercise, and medical care are nonnegotiable aspects of a professional actor’s work. I marvel how singers and athletes understand this, but, for some reason, actors think they can get away with devaluing their physical bodies. We must realize in those moments that acting is a physical art, too. Returning to the visual artist analogy, would a painter subject his canvases to inclement weather? Never. Rather, he protects his art by housing it, nurturing it, and protecting it. As we discussed earlier, we are the painter, the paints, the canvas, and the art all at the same time. We cannot leave our art in the studio and come back the next day. We carry our instrument wherever we go, so we must take care of it at all times. 

 Although actors typically play people who are in the midst of high stakes, they must strive for internal balance. A drama-free mental state will allow the actor’s psyche to venture into more troubling waters, because it knows it is inherently okay; whereas, a disordered mind will resist additional pain and discomfort at any cost. Psychological care implies tending to this quality of mind and creating awareness around unhealthy thinking patterns. Spiritual health suggests a daily practice for creating peace, ease, and gratitude strengthens the actor’s nervous system. The work can be surprisingly isolating, so socially speaking it is important to nurture friendships and relationships, as they are the actor’s frontline defense. Stephen Wangh calls actors “acrobats of the heart” given the feats of psychological courage they must engage in.26 Tender, loving care for the heart and mind grooms the actor to take the next creative leap. 

 Of the many good and healthy practices to engage in, I consistently have two recommendations: journaling and meditation. Writing every morning is an excellent discipline for gaining awareness of one’s inner life and deeper feelings. By consistently debunking myths about what it means to feel through writing, the actor will slowly release the armor around his heart and allow himself to experience his own emotions. Meditation readies the mind for creativity. It’s so basic and yet so profound in how it can release the wrinkles of stress and life’s knots. Any form of meditation will do; my grandmother was a transcendental meditation instructor, so I am a little biased toward that method. Ultimately, the best practice is a consistent one. 

 Dealing with Emotional Blocks 

 Some people can access their emotions without difficulty, but for a great majority, emotions are fortified with a lifetime of blocks. Plus, humans do everything within their power not to experience painful feelings, so it is understandable that this process can incur some distress. Life experiences and unchecked myths internalized as children continue to subconsciously suggest that expressing feeling is not good, useful, safe, masculine, or attractive. To be clear: emotions are a healthy part of being human. They are neither good nor bad, feminine nor masculine, or right nor wrong. Emotions dwell in the unnerving between; they just are. If the actor disagrees with these statements, he can either change his opinion or choose another career. In this process, the actor must confront his blocks and the untruths he has learned in life, and he must be ruthless in dismantling them. It may take years of application, but on the other side of it is wide accessibility to feeling. 

 The only gift is a portion of thyself. 

 —Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 Know that you are on a journey to get to know your own acting instrument, and it will knock you off your center to some degree. However, the payoff is great. The more you know your own heart, the better you will be able to connect to the hearts of others, particularly that of your character. Our greatest offering as actors is the vulnerable underbelly of feeling, which we so often protect and hide. Getting comfortable with opening it up and sharing it is as crucial as it gets in acting. 

 Dealing with a Torrent of Emotion 

 Conversely, some actors are so connected to their feelings, it can be difficult to turn them off or to know the boundary of safety. One should deal with one’s emotions the same way one deals with skin. An emotional block is like a callus, and by whetting it down you return the skin to a healthy, flexible, and life-filled state. With this skin, your nerves are more sensitive and alert, so you can feel things more directly. This is the form we want to maintain. However, if you break the skin there is pain, scarring, and ultimately scar tissue, which is a callus of a worse sort. Just as you know when you are breaking skin, the healthy actor should recognize the boundaries of safe, emotional exploration. It’s good to break down the walls around our hearts; from there, we can feel things in healthy proportions. A strong sense of self will guide the hand to not cut too deep. 

 Some actors, when they hit an emotional nerve, do not know how to return to normal. Like a bad trip, they feel like they cannot move forward. It’s as if they have opened an old wound and cannot close it up. Hours after doing the daydreaming work, they are still distraught, which bleeds into their life and work. These experiences are a shock to the system and, if not dealt with correctly, can be harmful and detrimental. It is strongly encouraged that the actor who experiences this a) speaks to a loved one, family member, or friend, b) communicates this to a coach, instructor, or director, c) leaves the work for the day and rests, d) nurtures himself with delicious and nutritious food, e) drinks lots of water, f) journals and meditates, g) sleeps, and h) if the residuals of the daydream still persist, seeks psychological help. 

 Creating Rituals 

 Rituals ceremonialize and heighten the degree of respect, sanctity, and commitment for an otherwise banal event or task. At our family Christmas dinners, we play a game called “the rose and the thorn,” which ensures everyone stays at the table until the game is done. My father roasts a duck and my mother makes partridge-in-a-pear-tree pie; everyone dresses a little fancy out of respect for the special occasion. These ritualistic elements (group games, food, clothing, etc.) affirm the uniqueness of the event, signifying to our collective memories to bookmark this evening as a high point in the year. Rituals call us to be present. 

 Similarly, artists and athletes are well known for their work rituals that help them to initiate and bless their work. They prepare the body and mind for the intensity and pressures of the game or performance. They eat certain foods and wear specific garments, again, to usher their consciousness into a present and heightened state of mind. If thrown into their work without their rituals, they can feel discombobulated, unfocused, and fearful; they are more vulnerable to mishaps and performance flaws, and they can even hurt themselves and others due to their lack of readiness. Therefore, rituals are a protective measure for the actor, which can help steer the ship toward successful outcomes. 

 When it comes to daydreaming, rituals for entering and exiting the work are very helpful for maintaining a healthy relationship between the imagined and real life of the actor. Like bookcases, they clearly demarcate the beginnings and endings of the daydreaming process. Without rituals, the actor is more likely to lose focus or fail to exit the daydream properly. 

 Entrance Rituals: meaningful practices to prepare the actor's psyche for creative and challenging work. They set the stage and encourage the actor to take action. 

 Life is full of entrance rituals: putting on gym clothes and sneakers plays a role in initiating the workout; traveling to the gym cements even further that an exercise will indeed happen. Treating daydreaming as a series of rituals elevates the work of an actor and also prepares the psyche for what typically is an uncomfortable exercise. 

 As important as they are for getting into the work, rituals are equally useful for exiting the work; these are called closing rituals. 

 Closing Rituals: routines for safely exiting an imaginative exercise, daydream or rehearsal. 

 While in the daydream, the impending closing ritual encourages the actor to take seriously the quality of his work. He doesn’t want to reach the end and feel like he hasn’t accomplished anything. The closing ritual therefore steeps the work in significance, encouraging more depth and seriousness. It assists the actor in returning to the real world, which can be surprisingly challenging. Especially for dark or tragic material, the closing ritual is extremely important for well-being. The actor must be able to continue on with his day, so the method for leaving the work is crucial. You wouldn’t spend your whole day in your sweaty gym clothes! Similarly, what the actor ritualizes at the end of the practice ushers him back toward his own identity and life. 

 Examples and Recommendations for Entrance Rituals for 
Daydreaming: 

  	Scheduling: Set a time for your practice, as you would for any rehearsal or meeting. 

 	Setting up the environment: Turn off all devices that may distract, close doors to create private space, and lay down a yoga mat, rug, or blanket on which to work. Remove jewelry and wear neutral, comfortable clothing. 

 	Warming up: Do basic stretching, breath work, and light movement. 

 	Initiating the practice: Light a candle, read a poem, say a prayer, meditate for ten minutes, and repeat mantras. My husband, Brett Duggan, teaches his students to repeat, “I am an artist, and this is my work.” 

 

 Examples and Recommendations for Closing Rituals for 
Daydreaming: 

  	Scheduling: Close the practice at the scheduled time. 

 	Returning to the room: Stretch and shake the body, make an open gesture, look at your hands and study them, rub them together vigorously, and rapidly pat your body all over. Shout, siren, sigh, do anything with the voice that you are called to do. 

 	Centering: Meditate for a few moments; create balance in the breath and in the mind. 

 	Assert your identity: State your name, the date, where you are, and what you are doing later in the day. Repeat the mantras: “I am an artist, and this is my work,” “I am safe,” and “Thank you.” 

 	Closing the practice: Blow out the candle, put away the poem or book, and roll up the carpet or yoga mat. 

 

 The options are limitless and entirely dependent on the homework at hand, the role, and what your personal needs are. Stay structured and follow some of these guidelines if you are inspired; otherwise, seek your own rituals to help you do the homework you want to do and stay safe in the process. 

 Stop-gapping 

 When the actor must plunge into circumstances that are too painful to bear, he can apply the stop-gapping tool. 

 Stop-gapping: the process of transferring one's personal feelings into something else, such as a piece of music, psychological gesture, piece of art, or item. 

 The first time I used this tool was when I was working on Anna Christie by Eugene O’Neill. My character dealt with tremendous anger toward men because she turned to prostitution after being raped in her youth. In one scene, she confesses her past to the man she wants to marry, knowing he will likely reject her for her disgraceful history.27 In order to make a personal connection to her circumstances, I imagined what would make me feel such violation and vehement rage. The first time I did this was excruciating, and as I continued to work on the scene, I found myself resistant to it. I was terrified of undergoing Anna’s pain, as it seemed to be too much for me. So I channeled my daydream subject into a piece of music. I played the song over and over again, charging it and endowing it with the meaning and feeling of victimhood, violence, and shame. Then, I would play the music to test out how sufficiently the song had absorbed all my imaginative work. At last, listening to the song alone connected me to Anna’s experience; I no longer had to rehash such a disturbing daydream in order to believe in it and call it mine. Stop-gapping protects the actor from having to return to personally wounding moments; instead, it contains the potent emotional charge without striking to the nerve incessantly. This way, an actor can emotionally prepare for a scene safely and with more bravery. 

 Two Cups Joy 

 Jo Spiller gave me a beautiful gift when she taught me about “two cups joy.” Jo recommended that, as the actor prepares a role, he add two cups joy, which represents the heaping dose of grace necessary for any role. Two cups joy connotes many things, one of which is gratitude for the simple fact that it is just acting and not reality. Acting is the only job where you can get shot by an alien and then grab drinks with the actor who played him afterward. We must always remember that it’s play. Two cups joy is also a gentle reminder that there is higher purpose for all this emotional work. By connecting to your character’s circumstances with your whole heart, you become a channel for the experience of the viewer. The story you are telling can lead to a catharsis that heals old wounds, and in so doing, you may help a member of the audience connect to his own emotions. What an incredible responsibility, what an honor. On a spiritual level, two cups joy represents the elation of stepping out of oneself and communing with the soul of the character. Acting is an expansion of self; we break out of our limited worldview and experience our humanity from fresh perspective. What other art form allows us this freedom? By adding two cups joy to any acting process, the actor mixes in a little sugar amidst the bitter taste of emotional discomfort and reasserts his deeper purpose. 

 DAYDREAMING AS CHARACTER 

 Once the actor has experimented with daydreaming as self, he now has a standard for what truthful experience is. Having felt his own life, he is equipped to venture outside of himself and take on the circumstances of others. The next step is to begin daydreaming as character. In order to do this, the actor embodies the circumstances of the part he is playing and imagines himself in his character’s shoes. It is the most compassionate of exercises, for it is when the actor truly understands what someone else goes through. Daydreaming as character, when misunderstood, can be diversionary or escapist, but daydreaming as self trains the actor to put himself on the frontline of his emotional life. 

 Transformation 

 Many actors gravitate to this art form out of the desire to transform. As the owner of two acting studios, I have heard time and time again how one is drawn to acting because he or she desires to experience other lives and become other people. I am awed by this collective compulsion. It’s as if we know that we are more than just this life; we seek to be as big as we intuitively know we are. Acting allows us to transform our lives, because deep down we intuit that we are more than this life’s set of circumstances. 

 I am a big believer in transformation; when character transformation is achieved, it is a thrill for the actors and audience alike. However, my definition of transformation has parameters. There is no way for you, the actor, to actually transform fully into the character you are playing. There is no “character” to become; you cannot turn into someone else. Thank goodness, you will always be you. No matter how good a fit those character shoes are, it’s still you, the actor, putting them on. Transformation doesn’t mean turning into a character and losing yourself; actually, your self is the most valuable thing to contribute. Transformation is the art of metamorphosing into new circumstances: past, present, and future. It may be disappointing to hear, but I hope it prepares the actor for a more meaningful journey. You are not departing from yourself; rather, you are arriving at a new possibility of who you could be. 

 Given this concept, there is more good news: there is no “right” way to be the character. The only way for you to access the character’s circumstances is through the filter of you, the actor. Therefore, there will never be two identical Romeos or Juliets. There is no template Juliet or Romeo to arrive at; there are only Romeo or Juliet’s experiences and circumstances to take on. There is no character without the actor. Romeo, Juliet, Hedda, Kostya, Helena, Cohn…they are all costumes and hairpieces without the actor to embody them. 

 That being said, transformation is a disappearing act. By allowing yourself to believe in the character’s circumstances, you recede into the character’s world. Your identity, which never was a fixed point, blends into the scenery; you become one with the imaginary world, and just as you are yourself, you disappear. This is not a magic trick. I disappear in my own life’s circumstances all the time. Even now as I type this text, I don’t see myself, I only see the computer, these words; I am aware of their impact as I backspace and edit to communicate these thoughts best. This kind of immersion is what we are after when we endeavor into “character.” Let’s not point to the character as if it is some goal to achieve. Point to the world revolving around the character. It is the donut, and you are the hole. 

 Daydreaming as Character Exercise 

 This exercise is the most intuitive of acting tools. Actors independently discover daydreaming as character without instruction all the time, as visualizing the world of the character is such an obvious way to satiate one’s curiosity. What I propose is an immersive visualization that involves the actor’s entire being. 

 In pillar two, you drafted up a list of circumstances for your character from the You Can Count On Me script. As you may recall, past circumstances are intended for the actor to daydream, without which the past is only a vague resume of events. Past circumstances do not have prescriptive emotions associated with them, and connecting to an emotion is not the goal of this exercise. Rather, it’s more of a stretch of the imagination that should acquaint you with an array of emotions. Which past circumstances would you like to explore? Which are foreign to you, which call out as important ones to familiarize yourself with? For Terry, perhaps you want to explore circumstances such as: 

  	Sammy didn’t believe I was innocent the last time I was arrested and convicted. 

 	My parents died in a car accident when I was a kid. 

 	I did hard time in Florida. 

 

 Or if you are playing Sammy, you may choose: 

  	Terry stood me up yesterday, wasting several hours of my day. 

 	My parents died in a car accident when I was a kid. 

 	Terry ran away from home during high school. 

 

 As you can see, some circumstances are given and some are fabricated; all are worthy of daydreaming. The actor crafts past circumstances based on what he thinks will help him to connect authentically to the role. It’s not impossible to use daydreaming as character with other types of circumstances, so feel free to do so if you like. 

 Daydreaming as Character Steps 

  	Create a safe space, much like the first daydreaming exercise. Practice any entrance rituals to initiate yourself into the work. 

 	State the circumstance you would like to explore and connect to. Note that there is no emotional goal. 

 	Begin to imagine yourself in those circumstances. Utilize faucet-breath to keep your mind focused on the daydream. It should put you into a trance. 

 	Just as you did in the daydreaming as self exercise, utilize your senses. How can you activate your sense of touch, sound, smell, taste, and sight to make the character’s circumstance more visceral and real to you? What do you smell in this scenario? What do you taste and what is it like? How does touch affect you? What do you hear? 

 	Use your body: if the circumstance has you walking down a street, then walk around the room; if you are riding on a horse, assimilate your body in such a way to give yourself that feeling. Use your voice! You do not have to enact what other people say to you in your daydream, but if you are speaking, let yourself really vocalize it. This deepens the experience as well. 

 	Follow the logical sequence of events within the daydream by letting them unfold one after the other. Use time deliberately; slow it down and speed it up to your liking in order to fully experience the daydream. 

 	See it through to the end. What marks the end of the circumstance? 

 	End the exercise with a closing ritual. 

 

 Questions to pose post-daydreaming exercise: 

  	To what degree were you in the circumstance? 

 	Did it feel real to you? Were certain portions vivid or hazy? 

 	How did it make you feel? How did you physiologically respond? 

 	How effective were your rituals in helping you enter and exit the daydream? 

 	Were there any gaps (or pennies) in the daydream? Do you need to do a little research to better envision the world? 

 	Can you now call it your circumstance? Do you feel like you have ownership over it? 

 

 Just as you have ownership over your own circumstances, your character has ownership over his. The daydreaming as character process should help you to claim the circumstance as your own. It should mean something personal to you and feel as close as kin. Start by believing that it’s possible for you to transport to a different time and place, and commit to the time it takes to fully absorb the character’s environment. Again, imagination and sensory perception intermingle in the mind, so something imaginary can feel sensorially real. 

 Daydreaming as Homework 

 Daydreaming exercises are for homework only. They must not be done while acting. They are utilized in order to enrich the acting with meaning and authentic connection. Daydreaming is not acting, it only prepares you for it. 

 For example, from Sammy’s point of view: this is not the first time Sammy hears that her brother is in trouble. There is a long and painful history of moments when she bailed her brother out, sent him money, or otherwise covered for him as he struggled to get his life together. This history makes their present interaction all the more poignant. The actress playing Sammy, who wants to make this history personal and real for her, can concoct a few specific past circumstances when her brother was arrested, rescued from a drunk driving accident, or came to her begging for money. Each moment contributes to her helplessness when she learns of yet another infraction. So she visualizes these instances to see them with her own eyes. If she can give herself a vivid daydream by interweaving sensory detail, the experience may feel like muscle memory. 

 The actress playing Sammy then returns to rehearsals to practice with her partner. Now, she will test out if her daydreams worked. When acting the scene, the actress must avoid any inclination to show her homework. It either lives in her or it doesn’t. If the actress has a healthy practice of note-taking, she will jot down what moments still lacked authenticity, so that when she does homework again she is sure to daydream further. 

 Rehearsal time is for being present with your partner. Remember, everything returns to the first pillar. As we add tools, nothing replaces the primacy of Contact. 

 Research 

 Before you embark on the daydream, you may need to do some research. Daydreaming is not the end all and be all; an actor gains a lot of perspective by gathering as much information about his character’s circumstances as possible. Research on the role and story deepens and enriches daydreaming. One of the most enjoyable processes of being an actor is the research stage in which you probe into the world of the character by reading books, going online, interviewing people, visiting locations, watching movies, and viewing photo images. Researching circumstances that are beyond your knowledge or comprehension ultimately helps your daydreaming. It lends more detail and therefore more credibility to how you imagine the circumstances in your daydream. For example, if your character’s father passed away from cancer, you would need to know more about that malady, the treatment plan, and medical terminology, if you don’t already. If you go into your daydream without knowing the basic rules of the world, your bullshit meter will go off and you won’t be able to give over to the daydream. This situation also comes up when actors play historical figures whose lives were well documented. It behooves you to read up on your subject and the specific environment in which he lived before endeavoring to daydream anything. Any actor playing a character in another era and region, such as characters in the show Downton Abbey, would benefit much from reading up on the political, social, and cultural history of their setting. The facts one learns in research stoke the fire of the imagination, making the actor’s ability to believe the daydream more likely. 

 The Courage of Curiosity 

 There are several qualities in actors that need to be exorcised, but the two top ones are laziness and ego. The topic of research and daydreaming typically bring up these unfavorable qualities. Unskilled actors are notorious for overlooking aspects of the storytelling that they don’t understand, due to either a lack of genuine interest or the fear that by investigating the story they may realize how little they know. Actors are first of all humans, so humility does not always come easily. In spite of this proclivity, curiosity is the necessary ingredient for any learning. 

 The purpose of Art is to lay bare the questions that have 
been hidden by answers. 

 —James Baldwin 

 “I don’t know” can be a powerful statement to admit. It is the juncture at which you either delve deeper or back away slowly. If the wall between the known and the unknown intimidates you, you will remain safe and untransformed. Only when you begin to reach beyond your general conception of the world will you initiate a change within yourself. “Where is the grocery store?” “I don’t know.” You can either starve or figure it out. “I don’t know” is the acknowledgement that you are out of your league, and, therefore, “I don’t know” sets you on the path to discovery. Conversely, it is also the point at which many people, artists among them, give up. In acting, we must be courageous to own up to what we don’t know in order to take the necessary steps toward character transformation. 

 Consider “I don’t know” a question as opposed to a declarative statement. And in this way, make certain that your “I don’t know” begins a conversation, not ends one. I often hear “I don’t know” from students. When it seems to signify a relinquishing of responsibility, it is like nails on a chalkboard. However, when it piques the actor’s curiosity, then we are on to something. And yet do not rush into answers. Don’t know for as long as you can. Play out your options in regards to what your circumstances are, what they mean to you, and how that drives your needs and actions in the story. Spend as much time as you can to research the circumstances that elude you. Don’t close the book the instant you begin. 

 Curiosity is more than a state of mind; it is a discipline. Avoid the assumption that you understand the character. Start with the assumption that you don’t, so you can begin from an attitude of openness and curiosity. 

 Daydreaming Previous Circumstances: A Personal Story 

 We already introduced this concept in circumstances: every time you begin a scene, you start first from the moment before and live out every detail until the scene begins. This is daydreaming previous circumstances. As we begin to daydream this section, it is important to note a slight shift in how we utilize this tool. Previously, we laid down the guideline that daydreaming is for homework only. However, when you are daydreaming previous circumstances, it must be done just before entering into the scene. Thus, this aspect of daydreaming does play a part in the rehearsal and performance. 

 Daydreaming previous circumstances has always been a core part of my process. There was a period of time when I experienced stage fright, which manifested as paralyzing fear before and during a performance. Daydreaming previous circumstances was more than just a preparation tool; it was the antidote to my agonizing self-awareness. By immersing myself in the now and living truthfully within the circumstances that preceded the scene, I could ignore my entrapped ego. When I began a scene, I felt I was actually in the middle of it, because I had begun several minutes beforehand by enacting the preceding moment. The viewer may see “lights up” on a scene and “lights down” on another based on the editing. But life has no cuts, no stops and starts. I took control of when I wanted to enter into the scene, and from there I didn’t stop until the scene was fully over. This ultimately increased my physical ease and helped to stabilize my anxiety. I felt like I was in a set of circumstances; at the time, that was a godsend. 

 Our next step in the Emotional Life pillar furthers this aspect of daydreaming before beginning a scene. 

 EMOTIONAL PREPARATION 

 Quite frequently, a character enters a scene in a heightened emotional state. Stanley Kowalski enters the climactic scene of A Streetcar Named Desire drunk and elated that his wife is in labor. Amanda in The Glass Menagerie enters the second scene utterly betrayed by her daughter’s “deception.” Terry and Sammy’s emotions are arguably on the spectrum of nervous to excited when the scene begins. The next tool, emotional preparation, originally coined and codified by Meisner, is intended to connect the actor to the character’s emotional state upon entering a scene.28 Commonly abbreviated “emo-prep,” emotional preparation helps the actor deepen in the emotional experience and begin from a place of truth. 

 Emotional Preparation: the daydreaming done before beginning a scene in order to connect to the emotional state of the character for the very first moment. 

 Of course, “emotional state” is a contradiction in terms. Nonetheless, an emotional state can be captured just as a camera snaps a moment, and the first moment of a scene is just as fleeting. If the moment is so short, it may seem like much ado about nothing. You may be thinking, “Why even bother with a tool that barely lasts at all?” The answer is because emotional preparation propels you into the stratosphere your character is in. 

 Imagine a spaceship with a rocket booster attached on the side. Often larger than the rocket itself, the booster is the power source that gets the rocket up into space. Generating a tremendous amount of energy, it hoists the rocket into a new atmosphere, and once there, it drops off into the Atlantic Ocean. If it ventured any farther into space, it would only inhibit the rocket.29 Emotional preparation functions just like the booster. It gets you up into the space your character is in and then falls away. 

 Emotional States 

 Doing emo-prep is similar to daydreaming, but the setup differs. Here are some guidelines for emotionally preparing. Start by specifying the emotional state your character is in upon entering a scene. In general, the text and previous circumstances dictate the emotional state. It’s best to keep the emotion as succinct and specific as possible. One to two words are best; if it stretches into sentences, it is likely too long and complicated to strive for in the exercise. State it as angry, distressed, elated, rapturous, devastated, etc. You can add adverbs that describe the emotion more explicitly, such as: vehemently angry, morally outraged, or unnervingly betrayed. It’s also a good idea to avoid lukewarm emotions like pissed off or okay. Avoid abstract emotions, too. Such emotional states, like pensive or macabre, can be just that, abstract and intangible. Depressed is another one that lacks specificity, since it typically refers to a prolonged state of sadness that is more attributable to brain chemistry than to circumstances. You want to pick an emotion that is direct, strong, and truthful to the character. 

 Emo-Prep Steps 

 The process blends daydreaming as self and daydreaming as character. At the start, you are using the self, and by the end you are depending on character to complete the exercise. Keep in mind, the intention is to fill up with the desired emotion in order to launch into the scene from a heightened emotional state. The exercise leads directly into the very first moment. Follow these steps: 

  	Create a safe place, one that is quiet and distraction-free. Ultimately, your emo-prep will likely be practiced around others, whether that is in a rehearsal studio, on set, or in an audition holding room. For your first exploration into emotional preparation, make sure to allow for privacy and space, and yet be prepared to begin a scene or monologue of your choosing upon completing the exercise. 

 	Utilize any entrance rituals that would be helpful. At the bare minimum, begin an emo-prep with a few deep breaths, a relaxed body, and a centered mind. Play music that suits the emotional mood. 

 	State the emotion that you are seeking to experience. 

 	Create for yourself a set of imaginary circumstances that would ignite that emotion within you. In other words, decide upon a daydream subject and do a daydreaming as self exercise to establish an emotional current. 

 	Begin faucet-breathing and allow yourself to take on those circumstances. Immerse in the experience by expressing it physically: thrash, dance, scream, sing, color, paint, punch pillows, or rip up paper. Express out loud how you are feeling. Say, “And this makes me feel...” or “I feel...” to encourage yourself to tap into your emotions. Adapt the circumstances to deepen the emotion, make it as strong as possible and once the feeling has connected to you, stay in the daydream. Put on music that augments the emotional experience. Music is an intensifier. Use a playlist you’ve created to heighten the emotion. 

 	Make sure you are not just forcing or faking the emotion. The feeling must derive from circumstance. Does your sense of truth indicate you are really giving over to the daydream? Is your truth barometer screaming at you that the circumstances are too unbelievable for you to accept? Honesty is key here. 

 	Just before you are about to enter into the scene, segue to the character’s circumstances by saying, “And not only that, but also…” Complete the thought by launching into the character’s situation using faucet-breath. By using the phrase “And not only that, but also…” you build on top of the pique emotion and siphon it through the character’s point of view. Continue daydreaming as character before they roll camera. 

 	By now, you have seconds before you are expected to begin the scene. Just before the director calls “action,” state what it is you want. Because of the emotional state you are in, what do you want in this first moment? What are you going to do to get it? Terry may be nervous in the first moment, so he may want to hide his feelings from his sister. 

 	The instant the scene begins, your attention is on your partner and what you want from him. Whatever you do, do not indicate how you are feeling; you do not need to play the emotion or goose it. If the emotional state immediately slips away, let it go. Remember, the moment the rocket booster has lifted you into the stratosphere of the scene, it drops away. The only thing left to do is to engage with your partner and circumstances, which should, if crafted well, provoke and move you through the rest of the scene. 

 

 After the scene is done, take note of how it worked. Did the emo-prep influence the scene? Did you feel more connected to the character’s circumstances? Did it shift how you interacted with other characters? Not all characters are in a heightened state upon entering a scene or moment; therefore, an emo-prep is not always called for. So if your character is not in such a position, do not feel pressured to insist upon an emotion. In that case, as long as you are connected to the previous circumstances upon entering a scene, then you are good to go. 

 When emotional preparation works right, coming from the heightened place should reinforce the circumstance choices you have made about the scene. Therefore, the performance should unfold in a natural progression. And yet more often than not, the actor will find he is full of emotion in the beginning of a scene, having just used the emotional preparation tool, but the feeling peters out as the scene ensues. This is completely natural and to be expected. Emotions are like a flame; they will expire if not fueled. If the feeling dissipates, you must allow them to. 

 But what about the rest of the scene? How do you continue to stoke the flames of feeling when the script calls for it? Simply, living truthfully under imaginary circumstances aligns the actor with the emotional journey of the character, but this assumes that he fully understands and believes the circumstances. Therefore, the Contact and Circumstance pillars sometimes do not suffice in emotionally aligning the actor with the character’s stakes. Emotional Life must now help the actor connect to the emotional meanings in the script. 

 DAYDREAMING MEANINGS 

 In the Meaning pillar, you went through the four-step process of writing down what the circumstances meant to the character. Your clarity on your connection or disconnection with these circumstances will be put to good use here, as now it is time to daydream those errant meanings so you may connect authentically to them. In order for the circumstances of the character to bring you to full and authentic life, they must be particularized so that they are meaningful and personal to you. The meaning list was created for this explicit reason. In short, the meanings you answered “yes” to do not need any further work, but the meanings you answered “no” to must now be particularized. 

 Particularization 

 The actor programs authentic feeling into a circumstance by bridging the gap between the actor's meaning and the character's meaning. 

 Particularization: developed and codified by Sanford Meisner, this is the process of emotionally connecting to the meanings in the scene.30 

 It is a tool for total emotional transformation, because the actor will be emotionally responding to a circumstance for which he previously had no connection. In order to do this, we draw from Pavlov’s dogs, an experiment that dealt with conditioned responses, termed classic conditioning. In this well-known study, Pavlov would ring a bell before feeding his dogs. Upon hearing the bell ring, their saliva glands would water as their hunger activated. And so the dogs came to associate a bell with their food. The experiment proved that responses could be conditioned, which is excellent news for the actor. What this means is he can train, or condition, himself to make new emotional associations to an otherwise unrelated stimulus. 

 In the particularization exercise, the actor uses two sources: himself and his character. By interweaving the two, he will condition himself to experience the desired emotional response first within his own life and then within the life of the character. Therefore, our process requires a welding and melding of daydreaming as self and daydreaming as character. 

 First we have to set up the exercise. Start by selecting a meaning that you would like to connect to. We will use an example from Sammy in You Can Count On Me: 

 My little brother, Terry, did hard time…again. 

 →This means he may never put his life together. 

 →This devastates me. 

 Imagine what circumstances would make you, the actor, feel this emotion. Stick with what could be instead of what has been. 

 It would devastate me if I received news that my mother was in a car accident and died. 

 The actor now has the stimulus. From here, she envisions a plausible scenario in which her mother would die in a car accident. Once a general idea has formed, she is ready to begin. The goal of the exercise is to be in the character’s circumstances and fully connected to that particular emotion. This is very fast-paced and intense. It is not recommended that the actor take breaks; once she starts to particularize, she should stay in it until completion. 

 Particularization Steps: 

  	Stand up and pick a spot from which to work. Step to the right: this is where daydreaming as self takes place. Step directly left; you are now in the realm of the character where you daydream Sammy’s circumstances. You will move to either right or left depending on which daydream you are focused on. 

 	Step to the right. Begin to activate the daydream subject by using faucet-breath.I am on the road, in my car, and I get a call, I reach for the phone, it’s my dad. He sounds frantic, I have never heard his voice like this, it is cracking and emotional. He asks me if I am driving, I tell him yes, my stomach lurches into my throat; this can’t be good. What is going on? He asks me to pull over, I am on the highway, but I make my way to the shoulder, so anxious to hear what it is that has my dad so upset. He says in a quiet voice that my mother was in a car accident and she died before they got her to the hosptial. She was driving home from school on Welbourn and was hit by a bus at an intersection. I feel like the whole sky goes dark. I cannot believe this, he must be lying, or I have slipped into a dream. I say, “No,” and his voice starts to break and I hear a sob. “Yes.” And, I feel like the lights go out again, I am wrenched in pain… 


 	Once you feel connected to the emotion within your own life’s plausible circumstance, step left into the circumstances of the character; speak from the character’s point of view as the events unfold. You will enter in with some authentic feeling of your own, so see if you can keep it alive in this new setting. Try repeating phrases you said in your own daydream to draw lines of connection between the two; this technique is called threading. You thread words and phrases from one daydream into the other, as if you are sewing two fabrics together.I’m sitting across from Terry. He looks okay, although he seems a little weary. His clothes are terrible. He is resistant to telling me straight where he was this whole year. Finally he starts to open up. I have never heard his voice like this. Terry tells me in a quiet voice that he has been in jail since the last time I saw him. I feel like the whole sky goes dark. I cannot believe this, he must be lying. He did not get incarcerated again. He was doing so well, he seemed to be getting better, but then he just drifted away. And now I hear that he was doing hard time? What the hell happened? 


 	You attempt to apply the feelings you found in your own life’s circumstances to the character’s circumstances, seeking how the two worlds evoke the same emotion. At the moment that your genuine feeling has run out (and it naturally will), return to the right to daydream as self, so as to emotionally reconnect.What the hell happened in this accident? My mom was doing so well. My dad sounds so rattled and upset. I am so sad for my dad, my poor father, he must be so lost right now. I cannot believe this has happened. My mother was the most incredible woman; she was the center of the family; how could this happen to her? She was my closest friend and always there for me. I feel devastated to lose her. I never got a chance to say goodbye. 


 	Once you sense that deep feeling brewing again, jump back into the character’s circumstance. Tweak phrases so that you can repeat them and encourage that feeling to bleed into the left.I never got a chance to help him or go and visit him. And now this means he has not gotten better. He is still struggling. He may die! The worst may happen. 


 	Even if it feels too soon, return again to your life’s daydream; repeat lines and phrases to sew the two worlds together. You are threading repetitive lines from one into the other so as to condition the same emotional response.My mom has died! The worst HAS happened. This must be a dream. This isn’t my dad speaking, this is wrong. She was my best friend, and I’ve lost her. She knew me better than anyone. 


 	Switch.He knew me better than anyone. He used to be my best friend, and I lost him. This must be a dream; this is wrong. I feel like the lights just went out. I am so sad for Terry. My poor little brother, he must be so lost right now. I cannot believe this happened. What does this mean for the rest of his life? How can I ever sleep at night if he may be suffering somewhere? 


 	Continue to bounce back and forth between the two, drawing the two more and more together. If you lose track of which daydream you are in, you are on the right path.Terry is so vague about what happened, he is leaving me in the dark…Dad is so vague about what happened, he can’t bear to tell me the details, so he is leaving me in the dark. What am I going to do, do I go home? What do I do, do I have him move in with me? Is that what needs to happen? Should my dad move in with me? Should Terry move in with me? Maybe that is the safest place for him to be and I can take care of him. My dad may like that. I wish I could have done that for my mother; I wish I had done that for Terry ages ago. Maybe that would have made a difference. I cannot believe this happened to my mother, to my brother, to my mother, to my brother. 


 	The changing gains in rapidity. See if you can stay in daydreaming as character without needing to thread from the self. I cannot believe this happened to my brother. We used to be so close and now he doesn’t talk to me, so I don’t even know if he is dead. Next time he runs off, he could be dead, and I wouldn’t know. He tells me he was in jail, and this means he is not doing better and is going to suffer for the rest of his life. He is such a good person, such a good soul, but he is so lost. He may die from all of this. He may never get better. I am so devastated to hear this news. The fact that he was in jail again is devastating. 


 	As you start to feel connected to the character’s feelings of devastation, linger there and dig even deeper. Declare how you feel as a way to test out the authenticity of the emotion. Do not be surprised if other clusters of emotion bubble up. Feel free to return to self, if needed; otherwise, remain in daydreaming as character so that the meaning solidifies. 

 	You are done with the particularization exercise when you are daydreaming as character and simultaneously experiencing the emotional meaning for an extended period of time. Often, the longer the time spent in the daydream, the more concrete the connection. Practice whatever closing ritual you need to bring the exercise to a conclusion. 

 

 Once done with the exercise, it is best to do one of two things: either rest and reflect on the exercise or follow it up by practicing the scene or the moment in which the meaning has relevance. The first option is important because it brings the daydreaming to a full stop. If the actor playing Sammy chose the first option, she would simply grab her notebook and consider what she discovered in the exercise. 

 If the actor chooses to practice the moment or scene, it must be stressed that never should an actor display her homework while she acts. On the contrary, the actor is testing out if the homework impacted her experience of the moment when Terry tells her that he was in jail. The actor must simply play the scene, trusting that if her homework is sufficiently good, it will be there to support her. If she is genuinely devastated by Terry’s news that he was in jail, then the homework was successful; the particularization exercise led to authentic and spontaneous emotion within the story. If she has the opposite experience and feels herself pushing to feel something, then this indicates she needs to return to the exercise and reparticularize. 

 Particularization is by far the most complicated exercise, but it yields the most rewarding results. An actor can take every meaning he doesn’t connect to and particularize it so he has a heartbeat for that moment in the script. I always return to the phrase: acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. Particularization must abide by this golden rule and never interfere with the importance of listening and being present with the partner. In fact, particularization should further connect the actor with his partners because, through particularization, he comes to care more about them. 

 AS IF 

 Sometimes one’s process does not allow enough time to do a thorough particularization, in which case an as if is the perfect antidote. 

 As If: a transformational expression that connects the actor to an experience of the character. 

 Like a mini-particularization, it helps you to see how your own life corresponds to the events in the story. Vicki Hart writes this about as ifs: 

 In life, I adore kids, but my character detests them the way I detest cockroaches. So I need to transform my personal response. This is the first step. The actor knows what behavior she must produce when she is around the children in the play; finding the right particularization (e.g., roaches) will help her to do so.31 

 If at any point you do not understand what the character is going through, even though you have done the circumstance and meaning work, say to yourself, “It’s as if…,” and fill in the blank with whatever in your life would help you relate to that specific meaning. For example: Terry snaps at Sammy when she bulldozes him with accusatory questions about his jail time. The actor playing Terry likely has broken down the circumstance and deciphered the meaning, but the experience of being offended by Sammy’s line of questioning may still elude him. He may find himself pushing and indicating Terry’s text. The actor can search for a situation that would cause him to react similarly and say, “It’s as if my mom were reprimanding me for being homosexual.” Or, “It’s as if my girlfriend chided me again for being an idiot.” The as if can unlock the meaning for the actor and allow him to relate to what Terry, his character, is experiencing. 

 After identifying a good as if and feeling a kernel of emotional connection, he should practice placing himself in the script’s situation to see if he now connects to the moment. He can do a mini particularization right there if the meaning still eludes him. In short, as ifs are an abbreviated process of unpacking the meanings of a character. 

 Using as if draws you closer to the imagined circumstance by relating it to your life. It doesn’t replace the story, but it is a tool for the actor’s process. Here are more examples of how an actor may use the as if tool to connect to the emotional life of the character: 

 Sammy: 

 My brother didn’t contact me for over a year. 

 →That means he doesn’t value our relationship. 

 →This makes me feel hurt. 

 →No 

 It’s as if my best friend stopped talking to me. 

 Terry doesn’t believe in God. 

 →That means he has no hope or faith in anything. 

 →This makes me feel helpless. 

 →No 

 It’s as if my son started drinking again. 

 Terry: 

 Sammy thinks I am guilty. 

 →That means she’s never on my side. 

 →This makes me feel resentful. 

 →No 

 It’s as if my boss blamed me for a problem at work. 

 Sammy is trying to convert me again. 

 →That means she thinks I am misguided. 

 →That means she treats me like I’m a child. 

 →That makes me feel angry. 

 →No 

 It’s as if my mother were snooping into my business. 

 All of these as ifs illuminate the meaning so the actor gains immediate insight into the inner life of the character. They can be most helpful when dealing with elements in the script that are exceedingly foreign to the actor. What if you are playing a mother, but you have no children? Or what if you are working on a script that takes place in the nineteenth century, and you lack any connection with the lifestyle and circumstances of your character? The actor now has access to a wide variety of daydreaming tools, and the as if expedites the process when needed. 

 MORE ON TRUTH…PUT A LID ON IT 

 We are not all that honest. Consider your life: how often are you fully candid about how you feel? Are you aware of how you edit your reactions? When and how do you sugarcoat, change the subject, circumambulate the topic, veil your feelings, grin and bear it, stifle an impulse, diminish a thought, or lie point-blank? Are you even fully cognizant of what you are presently experiencing? To what degree? It just doesn’t happen that we reveal our entire inner life all the time. And yet when acting, actors are so quick to emote, shout, bare their fangs, unleash their rage, burst into tears, lash out, roll their eyes, expose their vulnerability, and cut and tear with their words and tone of voice whenever the opportunity arises. Actors blow their load way too often and way too early. Yes, in theater, television, and movies we get to see drama enacted, but the drama must be earned. The same can be said of truth. Truth is extremely valuable; in order for people to be truthful, the justification must really be worth it. 

 There are many reasons for this. On a very basic level, there is too much in our heads in order to be totally candid. The ratio of what we are thinking and feeling to what is communicated is easily ten to one. This isn’t because we are lying; it’s simply a bottleneck issue. If we proclaimed every thought and feeling that floated through our psyches, we would surely catch fire from all the rapid friction. Instead, we consciously and unconsciously prioritize our thoughts. While you are reading this, you may be simultaneously battling with an itchy sweater or debating whether or not to message so-and-so. All these inner dialogues are running concurrently down the stream of consciousness; some are bottom-dwellers and some bubble up to the top. These thoughts and feelings, although not shared in word or action, are important because they make up the acting experience. They are the river on top of which our words and actions float, lending richness and depth to acting.32 

 We handpick our feelings and sensations, whether we know it or not. 

 A human emotion has the natural lifespan of ninety seconds. Why then do we cry for hours or hold onto lifelong anger? It is the individual who either draws it out or extinguishes it entirely.33 We reignite a particular emotion by remembering its stimulus, i.e., repeating to ourselves what just happened that caused the upset, and that prolongs the emotional experience. Now, we don’t do this intentionally; who would? This is often an involuntary action. It may be infuriating to believe, but, as Hamlet says, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”34 We endow the meaning for all circumstances. What makes one person angry may barely faze another. It’s as if we have handed over the reins of our mental stability to external variables we cannot control. Typically, this is something that is unconscious to us, but we consciously experience the throes of our emotional life. 

 Another issue is emotional range and capacity for expression. Actors are often emotionally intelligent people, but they must realize that they may portray characters who are not as connected and aware as they are. It’s helpful to make thoughtful decisions regarding this issue. The degree of our emotional expression is similarly individual: one person may freely express his anger, while another will repress it. The emotionally available actor mustn’t assume that his character is built the same way he is. 

 Truth can build, but also burn down bridges. 

 Stanislavski defined subtext as “the inwardly felt expression…which flows uninterruptedly beneath the words of the text, giving them life and a basis for existence.”35 Subtext, for the most part, remains unseen and unheard, but it can be felt through the text. If openly communicated, truth may reward you plentifully. On the flip side, by exposing the truth you may forfeit your dignity, comfort, rapport, relationship, and identity, among so many other things. There are consequences for candor. Therefore, when an actor wears his heart on his sleeve throughout a performance, then it seems there is nothing to lose, which reeks of inauthenticity. More often than not, we hold our cards closely to our chest, only choosing to reveal them when the gains outweigh the risk. Is it worth it to you to share how you feel? The subtle art of social and interpersonal manipulation is ubiquitous, necessary, and full of wit and mystery; all in all, it is dynamic. Truth, when unbounded, is banal. Pure melodrama, it is general emotion for the sake of itself. 

 Your partner is watching you. 

 There is a boundary between what you are feeling and what you let others see. Therefore, you mustn’t act as if you have an open wound all the time. You must draw that line very clearly. If you blink an eye, your partner will catch it, so be wary of how you behave and how much you share, as it may have deleterious effects on the relationship. The most common symptoms of an emotionally overplayed performance are being quick-to-anger, full of shouting, huffs and puffs, and eye-rolling, or woeful complaining, random tears, and meaningless sentiment. Another term for this is simply bad acting. (I’ve been guilty of it myself, so I know it when I see it.) Give up the emotional free-for-all and, in its place, consider how you want to impact your partner with as much or as little truth as you can afford, given that relationship. Then, when full-frontal truth is called for, it is like a shining star in a black sky, brilliant and illuminating. 

 When in doubt, again, consider your life. When have you laid down your armor and told the truth? When have you dropped your mask and allowed someone to see how you really feel? What was the price? What did you stand to gain? Moments of raw truth are hard-earned and rare. Otherwise, we are manipulating each other’s thoughts and feelings by withholding truth and honest emotion on a regular basis. We are performing for each other all the time. Let’s make no bones about that and embrace all that goes into furnishing our actions, behaviors, and words to what we want the other person to see, hear, and experience of us. Until you absolutely need to tell the truth, please, put a lid on it. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 When was the last time you played on a playground…sober? Depending on how old you are, adults typically haven’t slid down a pole or swung on a tire swing in years. This is mostly because we have outgrown them; our hips get stuck on the slide and our feet touch the ground even as we hold the monkey bars. Also, playgrounds seem juvenile and childish; we wouldn’t be caught dead earnestly playing on one. This is often the relationship actors have with their imaginations, which were once so colorful and fun when we were kids but are now like dusty ghost towns. What we are doing in the Emotional Life pillar is revamping and reclaiming our imaginative playgrounds. We are building it to our size and relearning how to make believe again. As we said earlier, the imagination is a muscle, and if you work it out it will grow and strengthen. Only through a supple imagination can the actor endeavor to believe his character’s circumstances. Only by knowing what makes his heart tick can the actor relate to the feelings of others. 

 Daydreaming is an incredibly useful tool. After daydreaming a meaning, you may never have to return to it again. When you rehearse, you will find the daydream impacting your connection and reactions without any coercion of your own. However, you may have to return to the same daydream in order to reroot it in you. Likely, you will notice with practice that every time you daydream, the more easily and deeply you will enter into it. The imagination, as a muscle, can stretch without limits. There are no bounds to what we can experience. 

 The vast majority of characters in stories, films, television, and plays live in undesirable circumstances and undergo unfortunate events through the story. But drama is not the only thing going on. Rather, the characters are fighting to change their circumstances and overcome their feelings. Similar to life, we never seek to maintain a negative emotion. On the contrary, we do everything in our power to eradicate it or transform it into something else. Our characters are no different. They do everything they can to improve their circumstances. This is where objectives come into an actor’s process. Whereas Emotional Life was an inner exploration of the imagination, Objective, the fifth pillar, focuses the actor externally on what he wants and needs from other characters and circumstances. 

 Emotional work, although vital, cannot sustain the actor. No matter how deep or genuinely felt, Emotional Life lies solely in the domain of homework. The following two pillars deal particularly with what generates the actor once he is acting. Now that the actor deeply understands the world of the character, he is prepared to do something about it. The ending of Emotional Life and the beginning of Objective mark a transition. The first part of the actor’s craft ventures deep into the world and conflict of the character. The second half, starting with Objective, pertains to how the character fights to create change. 

 



 Objective 

 Pillar #5 

 There are two core forces that dominate life. The first is entropy: everything is dying. The instant we are born we inch closer and closer to death. Hot coffee turns to cold coffee, people grow old, get sick and die, and eventually everything we see around us will turn to ash. It’s depressing, but true. And yet, for some reason we get up out of bed everyday and pursue our dreams and build relationships. We know that the principle of entropy is at play, but there is an equal and balancing force that seeks to counteract that slow pull toward ruin, and that is our human spirit. Who knows why, but the human race is compelled not only to survive but also to flourish. We have great ambitions and big hearts that embolden us to weather the incredible odds we face on a daily basis. Eventually, entropy will run its course, but we will die fighting. To the bitter end, the universal human spirit is bright. 

 Art replicates life, so acting breaks down in a similar fashion. Imagine a ball that splits into two hemispheres. The bottom half revolves around our golden rule: acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. Up until now, that is all we have focused on. Contact, Circumstance, Meaning, and Emotional Life guide the actor to be intimately connected to the character’s world. It’s as if half the process revolves around placing ourselves in a pot of boiling hot soup. This is akin to embodying the entropic forces that impact the character. We want to experience what he is going through and feel his pain and pleasure. But once we are in the hot soup, we wonder what are we doing there? Let’s get out of the soup! And, therefore, we apply the second hemisphere, which represents the human spirit, or will. The top half pertains to a new, but equally important guideline: acting is the reality of doing.36 Since our characters are not going to wallow in circumstance, neither can we. We must activate the human spirit of the character and connect to his wants, dreams, needs, and ambitions. In this way, our art mirrors our humanity. Acting requires both hemispheres working in tandem. Without either half, the performance is incomplete and unnatural. This brings us to the fifth pillar, Objective, which will help us take the first step toward getting out of the hot soup. 

 OBJECTIVE 

 Objective: what the character wants, needs, or requires from another person or object. Objectives are dependent on outside forces, circumstances, and other characters. They seek to improve the life of the character. 

 Objectives have a long history in acting training. First introduced by Stanislavski, they are commonly considered a necessary component to the craft of an actor. Also called goals, intentions, and motivations, objectives are closely linked to potential and future circumstances because they deal with what is either expected to happen or what could happen, based on the character’s desire. An objective keeps the actor playing forward. An objective is like a clothesline strung up between two buildings, from which hangs all the moment-to-moment actions in the script. From this image, you can see the responsibility that an objective bears. 

 What Are Objectives? 

 Let’s brainstorm an assortment of objectives: 

  	to be loved 

 	to get money 

 	to be happy 

 	to be right 

 	to punish 

 	to be wanted 

 	to understand 

 	to be understood 

 	to accept 

 	to be accepted 

 	to be respected 

 	to look good 

 	to impress 

 	to end the conversation 

 	to be comfortable 

 	to be favored 

 	to be rich 

 	to care for others 

 	to be taken care of 

 	to make peace 

 	to be forgiven 

 	to be absolved 

 	to dominate 

 	to destroy 

 	to seduce 

 	to have ownership 

 	to make someone laugh 

 	to make someone happy 

 	to have the last word 

 	to please 

 	to help 

 	to relax 

 	to trust 

 	to be trusted 

 	to have closure 

 	to win 

 	to have fun 

 	to celebrate/commemorate 

 	to be recognized 

 	to be employed 

 	to be useful 

 	to let the truth be known 

 

 Go through the list again, adding “I want,” “I need,” or “I must,” to the objective, and allow yourself to feel that want inside you. Your imagination will likely invent a circumstance that would suit it. Investigate where you feel the objective in your body, which objectives are the most evocative and powerful, and what actions they compel you to take. 

 How to Use Objectives 

 An actor utilizes objectives by scoring his script with the wants and needs of his character. Written in a simple format, either: “I want x,” “I need y,” or “I must z,” the objective solidifies what the character is fighting for in the scene from moment-to-moment and episode-to-episode. 

 Degrees of Objective 

 Not all objectives are made equal. You may want to be right, but you need to make peace, because you have to go into a meeting this minute. Each level of desire compels the actor to take action. Any of the objectives listed above could be wants, needs, requirements, or obligations: I must have closure, I want to make her laugh, I have to relax, I need to win. It all depends on the degree. When ascribing objectives to your text, consider how the degree you choose will affect the potency of your desire: you need to pay your rent, but you want to spend that money on flights to Hawaii. Typically, an obligation is more motivating than a desire, but that is not always the case. All in all, there is artistic choice in crafting the motivations of a character. 

 From Sammy’s point of view: 

  	I want to have a good time with Terry. 

 	I need to know why I didn’t hear from him. 

 	I have to defend myself. 

 	I want to inspire Terry. 

 	We must quiet down in this crowded restaurant. 

 

 From Terry’s point of view: 

  	I have to ask Sammy for money. 

 	I want to hear how she and Rudy are doing. 

 	I must pay the rent. 

 	I need her to back off with the judgment. 

 	I want to end the conversation about God. 

 

 Scoring the Text 

 Musicians score their music in order to note their choices and dynamics for the piece, which will ensure consistency and specificity in the performance. Actors have a similar need to notate their scripts; in fact, we’ve already begun scoring the text in the Circumstance pillar. You’ve set the stage to add this next tool. Scoring is an important part of objective work; as we put choices down on paper, we can begin to commit to them. For the next two pillars, scoring your script will be a consistent feature of the work. Use a pencil as you do so. Your first cut at objectives may not be what you end up performing, but it is a vital step in exploring the role. 

 The Target 

 One of the core conflicts within human nature is our desire to be self-sufficient and in control, when the fact is we depend on one another to survive. If we could be fed, loved, make a baby, and be provided for all by ourselves without leaving our homes, I am sure a vast majority would. Instead, you have to give love to be loved, you have to contribute to society in order to survive, you have to engage with others in order to pay bills, buy groceries, and get a job. We need things from other people that we cannot get from ourselves alone. The character’s objective reflects that external dependency. 

 Since objectives are inherently linked to the outside world, the actor affixes his character’s wants to specific persons or objects. This external element or person is called the target. 

 Target: the external element or person the character’s objective is directed toward. 

 Instead of, “I want peace,” it’s, “I want him to give me peace.” The man is the target. Other than, “I want to be happy,” it could be, “I want this job to make me happy.” The job, in this instance, is the target. Fixing an external hook will keep the character fighting for something outside of himself. This, in turn, will give him forward momentum, which is always the trajectory we are seeking in our acting. If the character is his own target, then he doesn’t need anything from anyone, and the performance goes from active to reflective. Wanting and needing from someone else creates natural conflict. 

 This principle harkens back to the Contact pillar: an objective that is rooted in the other person or partner will increase the level of investment in the relationship. It magnetizes them to each other and deepens listening. Only, the Objective pillar sweetens the deal: not only are the characters listening but also they are listening for something specific. One player is listening for his target to say, do, think, or feel something that, for him, would improve his circumstances. As a result, the target is part objective, part contact, and part potential circumstance. 

 Declan Donnellan expertly and coherently conveys the use of the target while acting. As we discussed in the Circumstance pillar, we share the philosophy that acting is seeing through the character’s eyes; character is nothing more than a lens through which to see the target.37 With this in mind, acting emphasizes the other person and minimizes the actor himself. This helps to cultivate less self-consciousness while acting, since it isn’t about what the actor is doing. Attention is always fixated on what the other person is doing. 

 Homeostasis 

 Homeostasis: a relatively stable state of equilibrium. 

 When one seeks to achieve homeostasis, one attempts to balance the scales of comfort and satisfaction on a moment-to-moment basis. “Relative” is the right word, because what homeostasis looks like varies greatly depending on the situation. Homeostasis is sought after whenever there is a problem, deficiency, difficulty, or lack of any sort. Consider yourself and your present circumstances. Perhaps you are seated comfortably in a chair, but the button of your jeans is rubbing wrong on the seat, so you shift your weight slightly to the right. In that moment of minute satisfaction, homeostasis is achieved. But as soon as you have it, it slips away. Now your left pinky is itchy for some reason. You cross your right hand over to give it a digging scratch, and the nuisance is alleviated: homeostasis returns. As you can see, homeostasis demands that one constantly seeks to improve his present circumstances, no matter how minute or inane. The mantra for homeostasis is: “Things can always be better.” 

 Now, let’s imagine a plausible set of circumstances that are not so slice-of-life. You are with your husband on his deathbed. He is minutes away from death, and it’s just you two in the room. You are scared, so you recite a soothing prayer. As he speaks, you brush a rogue strand of hair off his cheek, and after the prayer is done, you squeeze his hand so he feels as much love as you can give him. Your husband is dying. The doctors have done everything they can; there is no reversing the inevitable. Can homeostasis even exist in this environment? The answer is yes: no matter how dire the situation, things can always be better. You can still find an ounce more equilibrium that will help mitigate your pain. As your husband is fading away, you are overwhelmed with fears and anguish, yet you are not a puddle on the ground. If you surrendered fully to the circumstances, you would abandon your partner who still needs you. Even though this is the worst moment of your life, you still find ways to improve it and make it more bearable. As you balance your pain with how you can make the most of the remaining time you have together, you achieve crucial moments of homeostasis. 

 Let’s imagine the opposite situation. You are having a glorious day because you are marrying the man of your dreams. You are getting ready for the ceremony, doing your make-up, and getting dressed. Your bridesmaids are around you, as is your family; you even have a glass of champagne in your hand. You are so happy; how can life get any better? Here’s how: the champagne is lukewarm, so you place it in the fridge to get a touch cooler. One of your bridesmaids isn’t getting along with another one, so there are small notes of tension. You make jokes to keep the mood buoyant. A massive zit is attending the wedding unannounced, so you dab on a dollop more of foundation. (Didn’t your mother always say they would be gone by your wedding day?) Even when cloaked in harmony and bliss, life finds a way to unravel pique emotions. Plus, a state of ecstatic bliss is very hard to maintain, but homeostasis will make the attempt. In view of the above examples, homeostasis is relative; it pertains to life’s circumstances no matter how dire or pleasant. In this way, homeostasis is a moving target. In one moment, it is embodied by establishing comfort in the seat of your chair; the next, it lives in your itch-free left pinky. Homeostasis does not judge, it just wants. 

 Consider Sammy in You Can Count On Me. At first, she would achieve homeostasis by hearing an honest explanation of where her brother was and why he never contacted her. Next, it would be understanding what Terry did to get himself incarcerated again. After that, it might be getting Terry to empathize with why she is so distraught, followed by instilling Terry with a sense of faith. In each moment, Sammy seeks to improve what is going on with Terry. Now, consider Terry. At first, homeostasis would be getting off on the right foot with his sister, then receiving real caring from her as opposed to harsh judgment, next may be changing the subject away from religion. Homeostasis only exists in specific, cascading present moments. How can things be better in this moment…then, this moment…and now, this moment? Just as I am writing, I take a sip of coffee, I stretch my head right and left, I run my tongue over my teeth to cleanse them after just having breakfast. It never ever ends. 

 Homeostasis is an important aspect of objective work. Whereas objectives are a technical tool, seeking homeostasis is just a consistent fact of life. Everyone engages in the unending game of life betterment. The character you play is no different, so you can tap into the way he negotiates with the steady flow of circumstances. No matter if he is getting married or on the brink of death, every character is constantly eking out some improvement to make life more bearable, blissful, or stable. 

 OBJECTIVE CATEGORIES 

 Objectives are both macroscopic and microscopic. They pertain to the larger goals of life and can also focus into the moment-to-moment motivations that occur on a single line. Let’s take a tour of the different tiers of objectives. 

 Super-Objective 

 Super-Objective: a want or need that a person or character has over an entire lifetime. 

 Whether you are aware of it or not, you are functioning from a super-objective that silently or overtly directs your life decisions and steps. For instance, you may want to be an actor with your entire heart, body, and soul. This super-objective determines where you choose to live, the relationships you keep, the lifestyle you cultivate, the groceries you buy, and the work and training you invest in. A super-objective runs the risk of being general, but you, the actor, must attempt to make it specific by tailor-fitting it to the character. For instance, everyone wants to be loved; however, your character may have the particular super-objective to get married, to be loved by his mother, or to share his life with a beautiful person. These are more specific variations on wanting to be loved. The more specific you make it, the more powerful it will be, and yet it must still apply to one’s whole life. 

 Here are some examples of super-objectives: 

  	I need to gain approval from my family. 

 	I want to make as much money as humanly possible. 

 	I need to play a role in making the Earth more sustainable and whole. 

 	I want to share my story as an artist. 

 	I need to support my loved ones and family. 

 	I need to be in control of my environment. 

 

 Super-objectives are subconscious; they whisper to you through all your journeys and obstacles. You probably didn’t ever realize you were functioning from a super-objective! In order to figure out what yours is, ask yourself these questions: 

  	What did you want when you were a kid? 

 	What did you want when you were a teen? 

 	What did you want when you were a young adult? 

 	What did you want when you were fully matured? 

 	What did you want when you reached middle age? 

 	What do you want for your future self? 

 

 Feel free to write more than one answer for each question. Do you see any trends? What is the thread of desire that links all the eras of your life? 

  	What is your super-objective? 

 

 I discovered mine through the same intense investigation and massaging of ideas. When I identified my super-objective, it took my breath away. I felt like I finally understood why I felt compulsion after compulsion and why I avoided other tracks of life. It was simultaneously a sobering, humbling, and comforting realization. Everything is sewn together with this core desire for my life. 

 See if you can pick one for your character as earnestly as you sought out your personal super-objective. Be sure not to judge your character as you ascribe it. 

 Sammy: I want to be taken care of. 

 Terry: I want to be free. 

 Due to their size and scope, you cannot play a super-objective. Instead, it helps you to ascribe the next tiers of objectives. Like the moon’s control of the ocean waves, the influence should be certain, but invisible. 

 Story Objective 

 Story Objective: the character’s want or need throughout the entire script. An active objective, it drives the character’s story from beginning to end. 

 Consider the script and see what story objective seems to motivate every action your character takes. This objective functions as a through-line for your character’s journey. It may not be the literal objective for all moments in the text; however, it lingers in the air, maybe disappearing momentarily in the heat of a moment, but eventually reemerging. 

 Sammy: I want to find a father figure for Rudy. 

 Terry: I want to find a better way to live. 

 Use the given circumstances to hem in your options. Crafting an objective is a creative act, but it must always be grounded in the text. Allow the super-objective to be a source of inspiration. Like Russian nesting dolls, one fits within the other. Sammy’s story objective flows directly from her super-objective. A single mother of a young child, Sammy had to grow up very fast. Ever since her parents died, Sammy has played the role of the caregiver, when deep down what she really wants is to be taken care of. The father of her son, Rudy, left her and offers no parental support. Although she appears to be put together, her life is a mess; she bounces between two men throughout the entire film. For a time, she seems to entertain the possibility that Terry could help take care of her son. Although the film ends with no clear father figure, Sammy at least feels that her brother now has a strong relationship with her son. 

 Terry’s story objective is more in conflict with his super-objective, as if his modus operandi no longer satisfies him. Terry hated the town he grew up in. A committed black sheep, he resented the cookie-cutter lifestyle and rebuked all attempts from his family and community to control him. He has lived a troubled, yet liberated lifestyle, moving from state to state, picking up odd jobs, and dating odd women. Freedom from all obligations and attachments is the cornerstone of his personality, although that means he rarely holds down jobs, devalues substantial relationships, and occasionally gets arrested. When his girlfriend Sheila attempts suicide early in the film, Terry is told by Sheila’s brother not to visit her, which indicates some tension between her family and him. Instead, he stays with Sammy and her son in their house and attempts to mentor his nephew in, albeit, unorthodox ways. He seems to want a better life and to find renewed direction, although this clarity never fully materializes. By the end of the film, he leaves town, but it seems that now the relationship between the two siblings is one they both can count on in the future. 

 These are merely interpretations of the script; one could come to many conclusions for story objectives. As the actor, what is the objective you want to fight for throughout the story? Which one best suits the text? It’s important to note that story objectives may not come to fruition, which seems to be the case in You Can Count On Me. 

 Scene Objective 

 Scene Objective: the motivation that underscores the character’s actions throughout an individual scene, regardless of episodes and other twists and turns a scene may take. 

 In the You Can Count On Me scene, Sammy wants to reconnect with her brother. Her desire to renew her relationship with Terry drives her actions despite the harsh news she learns. Terry has an ulterior motive for this reunion: he plans to ask his sister for money so he can survive the month. In the scene as it is cut, he never asks his sister for help, but just below the surface it is motivating choices. It could be the reason why he apologizes for his actions, asks her about her life, reveals he was in jail, apologizes again for getting upset, and stomachs Sammy’s lecture on faith. 

 That being said, this objective category does not work for every scene in creation; some characters do not have an overarching objective that plays out to the end of the scene. Sometimes, game-changing circumstances occur that completely shatter any preexisting scene objective. The more major events occur in a scene, the more implausible a scene objective is. 

 For example, in a scene from Closer by Patrick Marber, Anna’s husband returns home from a trip to New York. He arrives, gives her a present, and then confesses that he slept with a whore while away. It is at this point that Anna tells him she has been having an affair throughout their entire relationship and, resolutely, is leaving him.38 It’s not given whether Anna had made up her mind to tell him tonight, or not. But it certainly seems that Larry was not prepared for this news. Trying to force a scene objective on Larry may be more detrimental than helpful because we do not want him to anticipate what happens. Instead, the role of Larry is better crafted with smaller objectives that suit the unpredictable course of the scene. 

 Episode Objective 

 In typical comedic and dramatic fashion, scenes are topsy-turvy, starting in one place and landing somewhere entirely new by the end. Characters frequently want one thing in one moment and the complete opposite in the next. These changes typically follow the episodes of the scene. In such situations, an actor can score episode objectives. 

 Episode Objective: the character’s intention in a single episode. 

 If every day is a collection of episodes, then every episode of that day is driven by a compelling objective: 

  	Morning rituals: I need to ready myself for the day. 

 	Commuting to work: I need to get there on time. 

 	Beginning work: I need to get my head in gear. 

 	Doing work: I must achieve a couple of goals and deadlines. 

 	Taking lunch hour: I need a break. 

 	Getting back into work: I need to complete my tasks. 

 	Saying goodbyes: I want to leave things on a good note. 

 	Returning home: I want to get home! 

 	Making an errand: I need some sunscreen for the weekend. 

 	Greeting a pet or loved one: I want to see how my partner is doing. 

 	Eating dinner: I need a good meal. 

 	Watching a television show: I want to unwind from the day. 

 	Going to bed/nighttime rituals: I need to get some rest. 

 

 I am bringing to light what are obvious and simple aspects of how we function in our everyday lives. No detail is too small or too basic. We aren’t the characters we play, and no matter how much work we do, some distance will always remain. When crafting objectives, you unearth the character’s subconscious and make transformative choices so that you can bridge that gap. Simply by identifying and connecting to an objective, you may attain authentic connection with your character. 

 An episode, as you may recall, is like a mini-play; it has a core event taking place and, therefore, a corresponding objective. Identify the core want or need that is driving each episode. 

 Episode One: Small Talk 

 Sammy: I want to start off on the right foot. 

 Terry: I want to make up for standing Sammy up yesterday. 

 Episode Two: Where Have You Been Lately? 

 Sammy: I need an explanation from Terry for why he ignored me. 

 Terry: I want Sammy to calm down. 

 Episode Three: Jail 

 Sammy: I need clarity on why Terry was imprisoned. 

 Terry: I need Sammy to respect and support me for once. 

 Episode Four: Question of Faith 

 Sammy: I want Terry to find a higher purpose. 

 Terry: I want to squelch this conversation. 

 Crafting an episode objective is like placing a laser red dot on your target. The character has a clear and attainable goal he can endeavor to achieve, which keeps the actor engaged in the present moment. 

 Line Objective 

 Size does not matter. These little objectives are like foot soldiers going out to fight. Easily the most overlooked and resisted of objectives, line objectives are a powerful tool, once activated. 

 Line Objective: the want or need connected to every line of text. 

 Yes, every sentence has its own individual objective. If you wanted the same exact thing, you would say the same exact thing. There is a reason why we speak with certain wording, phrasing, and syntax. All these language tools invoke a power in delivery and communication. Every utterance is backed by a need of some sort. Your task in working with a script is to ask, “What do I want to accomplish by saying this?” “What does this sentence do?” Or even more simply, “Why do I say this?” 

 At this stage in the work, students may fatigue due to the seeming tedium of scoring line objectives. “Does it really make a difference to come up with an objective for an individual sentence?” My answer to this common question is yes, because it activates the script. It gives purpose, meaning, and direction to every expressed thought. It ensures that the actor remain present with his partners. And it helps you to access the subtext of the script. So yes, it does make a difference. 

 Again, consider yourself. You have an objective for every single utterance you speak. You don’t always know it consciously, but if you watched yourself for even a small sample of time, you would discover that behind everything you say is a tiny agenda. In order to transform, you need to make what is subconscious conscious. Line objectives will astound you with what you learn about your character. 

 For example, from You Can Count On Me (I’ve included both character’s objectives so the reader can consider both sides. However, when scoring your script with line objectives, you need only focus on your own character): 

 Line objective: I want Sammy to forgive me for standing her up. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 Line objective: I want Terry to feel good. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 Line objective: I want to share the sentiment. 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. 

 Line objective: I want her reason for dressing up to be for some other reason than this lunch. 

 Um… You coming from work? 

 Line objective: I want to understand why he is asking. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 Line objective: I want to dispel her confusion. 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 Line objectives aid the actor in playing the solution, rather than the problem. They assert the actor’s connection to his partner by engaging one with the other on every line. It’s a bonding tool to keep the actor connected and playing forward. 

 So the next time you are stumped by a line, figure out what is resolved by the character saying it. Always keep in mind that objectives must revolve around an external circumstance or person. You cannot play to get something from yourself. Everything must be pointed at the target, and the target is always outside of the character, whether it is a circumstance or a person. 

 OBJECTIVE TENETS 

 Objectives are attainable. 

 The character is pulled, not by any external force, but by the intended results he imagines or sees ahead of him. 

 —Robert Cohen39 

 Objectives must be achievable; otherwise, one would never make the attempt. A rock climber has the ultimate goal (or scene objective) of reaching the summit, but in order to get there, he plans to take one step at a time. If he attempted to reach the top with one step, he’d be foolish and probably paraplegic. Similarly, the smart actor crafts bite-size, attainable objectives that may add up to a larger want or need. At the same time, you do not want to underestimate the goal. Having strong expectations sets the actor up for the inevitable struggles and failures that make for an interesting story and character arc. 

 Objectives are positive. 

 If the rock climber fell, his next objective would be to get to the hospital. This is called playing the positive, and it means every objective aims to improve present circumstances, no matter what befalls the character. Harkening back to homeostasis, even in the midst of calamity, positive circumstances can be achieved. Avoid negative wording for objectives, such as: “I don’t want him to know about me,” or “I don’t want him to get my job.” Instead, rephrase them so they improve your present situation with a positive statement, such as: “I want my secret to be kept,” or “I want him to get demoted!” Basically, do not wallow in the problem; instead, turn your attention to the next achievable goal. 

 Recall the many passages on the topic of playing emotion. Actors, on one hand, must connect to the meanings of the character, but, on the other, they cannot indicate their feelings. Doing so would be out of nature, and this is why the Objective pillar follows Emotional Life. Without objectives, the actor, ripe with emotional life work, can fall into the trap of playing the problem. The roots of this proclivity go deeper than just acting. There is a cynical notion in today’s world that our problems are more apparent than our solutions, and as a result, many feel impotent. Social pessimism affects all aspects of our lives. I call this the negativity affliction, and it has filtered its way into our acting process. The distance between the problem and the resolution overwhelms many populations, and in turn, actors may fall into the trap of playing the negative as opposed to playing the positive. In contrast to this trend toward negativity, objectives represent the wishes and dreams, the faith and fervency that we are powerful and impactful beings. 

 In order to combat the negativity affliction, I created a game called “That should work!” The actors are asked to add that phrase to the end of every sentence in every line. As a result, contact suddenly reemerges because the phrase encourages the player to see if it indeed worked on the other player. The relationship becomes more electric, because when the actor adds, “That should work!” he packs an ounce of positive punch to each action. This makes the discourse more exciting; each actor believes he could win the argument at hand. Whenever I spot actors falling into the negativity of the scene and ceasing to fight for anything, the game snaps them back into contact and positive momentum. 

 It’s important to clarify that a character does not have to be a confident, robust, and positive person in order to play the positive. Even the most depressed and hopeless character has enough life within him to breathe in and out. Who’s to say that this could not be the positive goal he maintains? All in all, do not be enticed by the emotion or bad news in the story or scene. There is something inhuman about hopelessness. Even in ultimate surrender, there’s a desire for grace. 

 Objectives play to win. 

 In acting, as in sports, situations become dynamic when a victory is sought, when the actor pursues winning. 

 —Robert Cohen40 

 The character is unaware of what will happen to him in the story, just as we don’t know what will happen to us in our own lives. We all have a dream of what the future has in store, and we play to win that outcome. Similarly, the character steers the ship in his ideal direction to the best of his abilities, no matter if the script delivers that fate or not. And as the chips fall, he makes adjustments to mitigate the losses. Characters get what they want sometimes. Richard III attains the throne, as does Macbeth; both play to win in order to become king, and they continued to play to win in order to maintain it. So even when a goal is achieved, another one immediately presents itself. It’s similar to life: when we reach a milestone, we may rest on our laurels for a moment, but in no time at all we have another horizon to reach for. Conversely, characters who do not win in the story still play as if they can. When both Macbeth and Richard III lose their lives in battle at the end of the plays, they fight to survive till the bitter end. If you play such a character, you should believe you can change the course of the story or scene every time you act it. 

 Objectives are active. 

 Objectives necessitate action. If they don’t, pick another objective. A useful question Jo Spiller would pose was, “What are you fighting for?” This is another way to clarify your objective. Often, stating an objective traditionally in the “I want,” “I need,” “I must” construction can feel too technical. By asking yourself, “What am I fighting for?” you activate your primal will. 

 Objectives create aversions. 

 Just as every form has its shadow, so too does every objective. Every time you run toward your goal, you are also running away from something you do not want. Every acting moment breaks into a binary of desire and aversion. Declan Donnellan writes, “The more closely we examine the target, the more we will see that it splits. And it splits into two halves of equal size. The target always divides into a better outcome and a worse.”41 You want to win, and you don’t want to lose. You want to experience happiness and purpose; conversely, you are averse to feeling sadness and futility. To visualize these binaries, you can imagine two goals on opposite ends of a soccer field. One goal you are running toward, the other you defend against. Relating this to acting, if your character has an objective in mind, he likely is averse to its opposite. 

 Examples: 

  	I want my father to get the job he is applying for. vs. I don’t want him to be unemployed for another month. 

 	I want my friend to feel loved. vs. I don’t want my friend to feel abandoned. 

 	I need to eat some dinner. vs. I don’t want to starve. 

 

 Examples from You Can Count On Me: 

 Sammy’s Perspective: 

  	I want Terry in our lives. vs. I don’t want us to be estranged. 

 	I want Terry’s life to be stable, happy, and safe. vs. I don’t want to find him dead in a ditch some day. 

 	I want Terry to have faith in a higher being. vs. I don’t want Terry to be disillusioned and cynical about God. 

 

 You can feel the energy from these opposing statements. Although we always play our objective, understanding the aversion invigorates the performance with fear, anticipation, and desire. 

 Every objective has an opposing force. 

 If attaining objectives were easy, life would be quite different. Instead, we are met with setbacks, complications, personalities, traffic, and other unwelcomed obstacles that stand between us and our desires. It seems that when you have a goal in mind, you immediately invite an unwanted, yet intimate relationship with an obstacle. 

 Obstacle: a person, circumstance, or action that stands in the way of a goal. 

 The tension between an objective and an obstacle is the primary element of a dynamic performance. What good is a game if there isn’t an opponent? Can you imagine watching a soccer match that had only one team playing? Without an obstacle, there is no conflict, and with no conflict, there is no dramatic action. By identifying what your obstacle is for each objective, you add unpredictability to your performance, because you may know what steps to take to achieve an objective, but you cannot control or anticipate your obstacle. This is thrilling to engage with. 

 Examples from life: 

  	Objective: I want to get the promotion at work. Obstacle: There are three people ahead of me who are more likely to get it. 


 	Objective: I want my boyfriend to love me. Obstacle: He’s not over his ex. 


 	Objective: I need to eat some dinner. Obstacle: The fridge is empty. 


 

 Examples from You Can Count On Me: 

 Terry’s Perspective: 

  	Objective: I need Sammy to lend me money. Obstacle: She’s angry with me at the moment. 


 	Objective: I want Sammy to trust and support me for once. Obstacle: She’s upset to hear I was just in jail. 


 	Objective: I want to have a nice reunion with my sister. Obstacle: She’s picking fights left and right. 


 

 As you can see, an obstacle usually revolves around what the other person is doing. In this way, obstacles are circumstances that the screenwriter or playwright intentionally sets up to create conflict between two characters. Also, obstacles are very different from the binary concept. The obstacle stands between you and what you want; whereas, the aversion lurks behind you. In general, obstacles are a more intimate relationship because they directly oppose the character. 

 An objective heightens the stakes. 

 In order to craft a dynamic and heartfelt performance, do not fight for the easy goal, reach for the highest shelf! The more poignant, meaningful, and risky the objective, the more breathtaking your performance; I call this taking the path of most resistance. Also called upping the stakes, taking the path of most resistance heightens the game and engages the player on a deeper level. The rock climber in our objective analogy would be less engaged if he only set his sights on a ledge ten feet above him. Instead, he aims to scale fifty vertical feet; claiming this as his goal summons adrenaline and will, filling him up with raw energy. The internal experience of adrenaline, focus, and energy is exactly the same for the actor who fights for an ambitious objective. Ask yourself this: what objective excites you and incites you to take action? 

 The greater the risk, the greater the reward. For instance, your character may be flirting with another character, and your objective may be to get her number, an attainable and reasonable goal. You ask for her number; you may receive it. If you don’t ask for it, you won’t receive it. It’s a small wager with low stakes. But when you gear into the-path-of-most-resistance mode, your objective may be to spend the entire evening with her. There is more to lose in this instance. In your endeavor to spend the evening with her, there are multiple ways for her to reject you or for your plan to be thwarted. Therefore, it is riskier and increasingly more enticing, because if you do achieve the goal, you will have earned it. 

 Objectives are expectations. 

 Most actors can relate to this experience: Your character hears a knock on the door; he goes to answer it and is surprised by an unexpected visitor. But the actor inhabiting this role is never really surprised. In fact, he is cringing the entire distance from the couch to the door because he knows that his reaction in five seconds will be disingenuous. The actor always knows more than his character does. He enters a scene knowing he will die or will lose his job or some other calamitous event. This is frequently a trap for an actor, because he plays the scene preparing for his “moment,” which inevitably trips him up and results in self-consciousness. 

 Expectation: one’s faith in a future outcome; it is an objective that can be set in opposition to what happens in the story. 

 Obviously, the actor is aware that his fellow actor is on the other side of the door, but the smart actor knows how to dupe himself into expecting otherwise. The actor could craft that he expects his best friends to come over to watch a game. When the doorbell rings, he visualizes them outside, he foresees the basketball game they will watch together, he expects to ask them what kind of pizza they like as soon as they walk in. He may have even particularized the meaning of this gathering, which would only emotionally engage him deeper. If he sets his imagination in motion, he can distract himself from reality. He opens the door and has to do a double take, because the three faces he expects to see are abruptly replaced by just one. The actor can experience genuine surprise when he allows his imagination to dance with his objective. 

 There is nothing more fun than fooling yourself with expectations. Of course, one foot will always be firmly grounded in reality; the actor must maintain this control, but the ruse is enough to manifest in spontaneous life. Once you learn this technique, you will not be able to stop yourself from weaving expectations in as many moments as possible. 

 Expectation is a potential circumstance fortified with emotional life and driven with objective. Let’s envision another example to see how these tools work together: You are at dinner with your boyfriend of two years, and you are having a lovely time. In the scene, at the end of the meal while you are both enjoying your decafs, he clears his throat ceremoniously…and breaks up with you. In order to fully distract yourself, the actor, from knowing that moment is coming, you design an expectation that is specific and strong. You craft a potential circumstance that, when he clears his throat, this signifies that he will get down on one knee and propose to you. This is your opportunity to particularize the meaning of getting engaged and then daydream the result of the proposal and subsequent wedding. Once that is done, you authentically want that proposal, and you do everything you can to ensure that outcome. If you do this work, you will believe it, you’ll see it coming, and then the balloon of expectation will burst when your boyfriend dumps you. Through rigorous crafting, you can have the full experience of shock and heartbreak. 

 These are just a few examples of how lacing your work with expectations can support your emotional life and your connection with your scene partner. An expectation is called for whenever you, the actor, are unmoved by an event in the script that alters your character. Acting craft is the coordination of the actor’s and character’s impulses, and, therefore, every step in crafting a scene must bring you a step closer to this union. Experiment with this new tool, as it is versatile and consistently effective. The mind can be tricked to your advantage. Actors do not emote or feel feelings intentionally; they set up the conditions to engender sincere and spontaneous responses. 

 Each goal has a different weight to it and its own degree of consequence. Now, this doesn’t mean the actor can step outside the logic and plot of the story in order to craft this lofty objective. In accordance with the tenet above, objectives must be attainable. If reaching for a stronger goal incites more action and desire in the actor and increases the stakes for the character, then it is a legitimate and smart choice. 

 Objectives are cumulative. 

 Objectives can be strung together to add up cumulatively. Consider an arbitrary example of an objective: “I want to punish my sister for stealing my scarf.” This objective connects to a slightly larger one. Again, the image of Russian nesting dolls comes to mind: a line objective fits inside the episode objective, which fits inside the scene objective, etc. And so one objective does not have to end there. “I want to punish her in order to permanently correct her behavior, in order to trust her, in order to have her over without bolting my closet door, in order to save money on bolts,” and so on. The phrase “in order to” necessitates the next objective, adding deeper motivation. The web of objectives stretches in any and all directions. The most important thing is that the first one be attainable, then each objective naturally expands to the next attainable one. 

 Identifying how objectives add up encourages the actor to not only keep the end goal in sight but also consider the most advantageous order of events. Take, for instance, the story of Romeo and Juliet. In the balcony scene, Romeo does not swear by the moon in order to propose to Juliet.42 This is too big a leap; one cannot get there from here. Certainly, “to propose to Juliet” is a scene objective for Romeo, but in the precise moment when he swears by the moon, his objective may instead be “to gain her trust.” The objectives accumulate, forming greater ones. Like the rock climber, only by attaining one objective can he reach for the next. Romeo wants to win Juliet’s trust in order to court her, in order to win her heart, in order to marry her, in order to spend the rest of his life with her. Just by reading that progression, I hope it stimulates some feeling, some burden of desire. I wouldn’t be surprised if Romeo had even grander objectives beyond the last, given his infinite love for Juliet. 

 APPLICATION TO YOU CAN COUNT ON ME 

 Here is an excerpt from episode three, “Jail.” Sammy’s objectives are on the left and Terry’s are on the right. Again, each character’s objectives are written out so readers can observe how each actor may craft the wants and needs. Remember that the work in this pillar must be scored in the script. Let this example indicate how one may go about doing that. 

 Scene Objective 

 Sammy: I want to reconnect with my brother. 

 Terry: I need to reestablish a relationship with my sister so I can ask her for money. 

 Episode Three: Jail 

 Sammy: I need clarity on why Terry was imprisoned. 

 Terry: I need Sammy to respect and support me for once. 

 I need to prepare her. 

 TERRY 

 I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy… 

 I want her to react calmly. 

 that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write… 

 I need to let the cat out of the bag. 

 on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while. 

 I need to know if he’s pulling my leg. 

 SAMMY 

 You were what? 

 A couple of people in the restaurant look at them. Terry notices but Sammy does not. 

 I need to keep her cool. 

 TERRY 

 Well, I did a little time, I guess, in Florida. For, uh, just for bullshit… 

 I need to comprehend what he’s saying. 

 SAMMY 

 What?! 

 I need to deescalate her agitation. 

 TERRY 

 It was just bullshit… 

 I need to know what he’s done to deserve this. 

 SAMMY 

 What did you do? 

 I want her to be on my side. 

 TERRY 

 I didn’t do anything. Does it occur to you that maybe I was wronged? 

 I want him to face the truth. 

 SAMMY 

 No! 

 I want her to consider my side of the story. 

 TERRY 

 Well, could I please— 

 I need to accept the bad news he’s given me. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh my God!— 

 I need her to give me a chance to explain. 

 TERRY 

 Would you please let me— 

 I want him to take this seriously. 

 SAMMY 

 —What happened?! 

 IN SUMMATION 

 Objectives are the gas to our individual engines, fueling us with the will to survive the day, on one hand, and to manifest our greatest ambitions, on the other. Objectives destinate the individual, in that they point him in a certain direction. We aim for our goal or dream, and the obstacles we encounter either redirect or reaffirm our course. This makes for an exciting life, an unpredictable process, and, most definitely, a thrilling film, episode, or play. Crafting objectives alone builds the imaginative fibers in the actor and activates the entire body. No longer is the character a leaf floating down the stream of circumstance; he is a willful, autonomous being who can exact the change he desires over the duration of the story. 

 



 Action 

 Pillar #6 

 Acting is the reality of doing. 

 —Sanford Meisner43 

 I remember, during my first year of Meisner training at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, I overheard the second-year students fussing over what “actions” to play. I was so mystified and enamored with their process… What were they talking about? What is an action in the first place? I will never forget the day when Vicki Hart introduced the subject of actions by holding a glass of water for all to see. “Emotions are like the water in this glass,” she said, “fluid, formless, and mercurial. Without a container…” At this point, Vicki turned the glass over in her hand and dumped the contents onto the floor. Anyone who was asleep at this point swiftly tuned in to see our revered teacher splashing water all over the classroom. “…The emotions are undependable and, frankly, splatter all over the place.” The class stirred, surprised to hear Vicki describe emotional life in such unglamorous terms. We had spent the past year developing and deepening our imaginations and emotions. Vicki continued, “This glass represents action. Actions are the containers or vessels for all emotional life. Beforehand, emotions would slip right through your fingers, but with a container, emotions are predicated by the action, or, in other words, by what you, the character, are doing.” If we didn’t burst into rapturous applause at such a demonstration, it was because at that moment we were either awed or terrified about how to begin using this new—and obviously important—tool. 

 Action: a transitive verb that the actor does to another character in order to achieve an objective. 

 Now that you know the wants and needs of the character, you can take action in order to reach those goals. The character is always doing something to the other person. There is never a moment in performance where a character is not playing some action. In a game of soccer, the player kicks the ball down the field and navigates around the obstacles to reach the goal. Each tiny kick is an action. Similarly, the actor executes specific actions while speaking in order to overcome his obstacle and achieve his goal. To play an action, the actor thinks to himself, “What do I do to get my objective? What verbs do I play on text to achieve that end?” 

 Slap, Push, Shake, Tickle, Caress 

 There is a silly exercise we do at my schools to elucidate action called “Slap, Push, Shake, Tickle, Caress.” In it, two partners stand across from each other, close enough to shake hands. Partner B holds out his hand, top of the hand facing up; he is the passive partner for the first round. Partner A first slaps partner B’s hand, then he pushes it away, then he shakes his hand, tickles his hand (however you can), and finally he caresses his hand. The actors switch so partner B can be the active partner. Next, we apply text to these actions. Actors can use a very simple dialogue, such as this: 

 A: Hello. 

 B: How are you? 

 A: Just fine. And you? 

 B: Not so bad. 

 Now, as they speak the text, they do any of the five actions to their partner’s hand. This teaches actors how to speak and do at the same time, a critical lesson for this pillar. 

 A: Hello. (Partner A slaps partner B’s hand.) 

 B: How are you? (Partner B pushes partner A’s hand away.) 

 A: Just fine. And you? (A first shakes B’s hand, and on the second sentence he tickles it.) 

 B: Not so bad. (B caresses A’s hand.) 

 When you add the verb, you sense how the line does something to the other person. The action at this stage is arbitrary, but you can see how actions shape how a given line is said. Again, we harken back to the concept of breaking the line; text is not a solid form; it takes the shape, in this case, of the verb at hand. 

 TRANSITIVE VERBS 

 A brief return to grammar class: transitive verbs are action verbs (as opposed to linking verbs) that take a direct object. This means that someone or something receives the action, as in: to inform a student, or to nurture a child, or to challenge a competitor. The direct object gives direction to the transitive verb. Contrast this with intransitive verbs: for example, you can arrive, but you can’t arrive someone. “Arrive” is an active verb, but not transitive since it doesn’t take a direct object. In acting, the person to whom you are speaking is usually the direct object; he or she receives the action and the line. “To charm” is a transitive verb, so it needs a direct object to complete the idea. “Joseph charms” seems truncated and vague in comparison to “Joseph charms the crowd.” Transitive verbs put you in direct contact with the other person. 

 An Actor’s Arsenal of Actions 

 An actor without verbs is an archer without arrows. Developing a voluminous and varied vocabulary of verbs is vital. Without access to all the particular and descriptive words in our language, actors commonly use vague, tepid generalizations. This dampens the life in a scene. 

 Begin by brainstorming as many transitive verbs as you can in five minutes. When you feel stumped, go online and find synonyms for your words so that you may begin to add to your arsenal of verbs. Here is a short collection of transitive verbs written in the infinitive form (more on that later) to get you started. I’ve omitted the direct object in the list below to avoid redundancy. For each one, let a direct object be inferred: 

  	to beg 

 	to charm 

 	to instigate 

 	to accuse 

 	to coddle 

 	to berate 

 	to seduce 

 	to reprimand 

 	to appease 

 	to greet 

 	to serve 

 	to harm 

 	to force 

 	to inform 

 	to entertain 

 	to nurture 

 	to mock 

 	to warn 

 	to demand 

 	to rebuff 

 	to forgive 

 	to arouse 

 	to confront 

 	to confess 

 	to apologize 

 	to tease 

 	to allow 

 	to motivate 

 	to deflect 

 	to insult 

 	to disregard 

 	to cajole 

 	to enliven 

 	to compliment 

 

 Verbs are Not Emotions 

 Actions arise out of emotional life and clear objectives, therefore, they cannot be emotions themselves. Early in their training, students often make the mistake of confusing an emotion for a verb. I have often heard an actor say, “But I am crying to her. Crying is a verb!” or “I am shocked, I am hurt.” First of all, “am” is a linking verb and, secondly, you cannot “cry her.” Some emotional verbs are transitive; such as “to hate him” or “to love her,” but these are emotions more than they are actions. You hate him, so what do you do to him? You love her, so what do you do in response? Actions are motivated by emotions, but they are not emotions themselves. If we start focusing on emotionality, our attention turns inward, and the acting becomes melodramatic. Using only transitive verbs forces us to keep our focus on the other player in the scene. Apply the direct object rule: does the word do something to someone? Likely, the emotion you feel is not the same as the action you play. Instead: you feel shocked, so in response you question him. Perhaps you are hurt, so, in turn, you reject her. As you can see, the verbs are caused by preceding incidents, i.e., circumstances. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction, right? Actions follow natural law. 

 Emotion is a By-product 

 As you read this, clench your fists very tight, as if threatening someone. Next, wave your hand, as if welcoming someone. Now, wag your index finger in the air as if you are reprimanding someone, then place palms together, fingers pointing up, as if you are praying to a higher being. Lastly, flick the middle finger, as if you are antagonizing someone. Did you feel any subtle, involuntary emotions? Without being told what or how to feel, organic emotion sprang from each physical gesture. The same goes for text: if you really do something, emotion will come naturally because “emotion is always a by-product of doing.”44 Therefore, focus on the transitive verbs and know that they will emotionally engage you in the scene. 

 THE ACTOR’S SCORE 

 You’ve already begun scoring your script with circumstances and objectives. The next step is to write the action verbs alongside your lines. Some actors balk at writing their actions down out of fear that, by doing so, they will squelch any spontaneity in their acting. This is resistance, pure and simple. No action is set in stone; that is why you always write with pencil. Actions are cheap; where there is one, there are twenty more to choose from. Therefore, do not feel imprisoned by 
your verb selections. You need to start somewhere, so write down your choices so that you can have something to work and build from. 

 Write the action in the infinitive form: “to + verb” as this is the most active construction. Here are verbs from Sammy’s point of view: 

 SAMMY 

 Where have you been lately, Terry?—to confront 

 TERRY 

 I know, I haven’t been— 

 SAMMY 

 I got a postcard from you from Alaska…?—to prompt 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I was up there for a while… 

 SAMMY 

 But that was in the Fall, Terry…—to remind 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I know I’ve been out of touch… 

 Scoring every line is an exercise in clarity and specificity. If you are struggling to come up with nuanced verbs, ask yourself, “What does saying this line do?” Return to the line objective: what do you want in that line of text? What do you do in order to achieve it? Let’s now add objectives to this action score. 

 Score Formula: To [verb] in order to [objective]. 

 Example: to compliment in order to empower. 

 The formula to use for scoring is: (action) in order to (objective). For example, “to swear to Juliet in order to gain her trust” or “to berate Laura in order to shame her for her deception.” Using this method, one writes “in order to” often, which can become tedious. Use the abbreviation “IOT.” IOT, an acronym for “in order to,” ties an action to an objective. 

 Examples: 

  	to compliment my brother IOT empower him 

 	to appease my boss IOT win her trust 

 	to scold my child IOT punish him 

 

 This is a form of shorthand that will keep you writing throughout the entire script. It also highlights the important words: the verb you are playing and the reason you are playing it. When the actor plays an action, he intends to see the objective play out. Writing this abbreviated formula in the margins of the script encourages specificity. Writing in pencil makes it possible to correct, adapt, and evolve your understanding of your character’s actions and objectives. Let’s try it again: 

 SAMMY 

 Where have you been lately, Terry?—to confront IOT get information 

 TERRY 

 I know, I haven’t been— 

 SAMMY 

 I got a postcard from you from Alaska…?—to prompt IOT understand 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I was up there for a while… 

 SAMMY 

 But that was in the Fall, Terry…—to remind IOT guilt 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, I know I’ve been out of touch… 

 Scoring the Script 

 We’ve already covered the necessity of ensuring plenty of white space on the page for your score, but let’s go a bit deeper into the reasoning for this. Actors gravitate powerfully to the text. It is important to remember, however, that the text is not a finished product; it is meant to be brought to life through your performance. The architect’s blueprint is just an elaborate draft of what he intends to build; it is not the house itself. Similarly, the actor’s script is merely a dotted line, and it’s your job to fill in the gaps with your own ideas and contributions. The white space on the page is your canvas. If you constrict the room for your own creativity to emerge, you will stifle your own genius. 

 The craft of the actor is the process of coaxing the character to reveal himself to you, and this is only possible through experimentation and tender, loving care. You make your first layer of choices and try them out; actions must be played, not merely thought of. In your first attempt to play your actions, you will likely learn something about the character that didn’t appear at first glance. With that new knowledge, you lay down another coat of paint, getting even more specific. The character will begin to emerge more and more with each attempt. Intimately understanding your character is much like wooing a potential lover: you have to invest time and energy in exploring who they are before they will feel comfortable enough to reveal themselves to you. With each gesture you make, they unveil a small portion, like discarding an article of clothing. Characters want to be fully known, but they will only let you see them as you take steps to get to know them personally. 

 Keep in mind that in film and television, you are lucky if you get to rehearse with your scene partner before filming. In the absence of a rehearsal process, most of your work is relegated to sessions with your coach or by yourself. You must cultivate the discipline to manufacture a rehearsal process when one isn’t provided for you. (This is why you want to take full advantage of your training, in which rehearsals are necessary for your class preparation. It’s in school that you develop masterful habits.) The scoring process is the primary tool for engendering a relationship between yourself and your character. Your hunger for the investigative and experimental process will help you reveal your character with all the complexity of your heart and mind. The depth of your own humanity becomes the depth of your character. 

 PLAYING ACTIONS 

 To be is to do, to do is to be…do-be-do-be-wahhh. 

 —Frank Sinatra 

 This sing-songy quotation reminds me of the common expression, “Actions speak louder than words.” What we do as individuals reflects our personal character. It is the same in acting: the character is determined and informed by his actions. But how do we activate the actions the character plays? If an action is a transitive verb that does something to another person in order to achieve an objective, how is it done? We know what an action is, but now it is time to put it in action. 

 Steps for creating and playing an action: 

  	Identify a line of text that requires an action.TERRY: Sorry about yesterday— 


 	Write out the action and objective in the margins, either alongside, above, or below. Keep the verb in its infinitive form and make sure the other person is the direct object, whether it is inferred or written.TERRY: Sorry about yesterday—to apologize IOT be forgiven 


 	Speak the text and think the action at the same time, infusing it into the line. This activates the action. In other words: you do the action by saying the line. Use the text to achieve the objective. Was the verb you chose a good fit? Is there something better to play? Adjust the verb as needed. When an action doesn’t fit, toss it and get another one. 

 	Apply this process to the entire scene: one verb per thought. Practice the actions by yourself in homework, first and foremost; this is the initial place where you score your text. Speak them out loud over and over again to conjoin the verb with the line. In the example below, the script has been reformatted to allow more creative space for the actor:TERRY: I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy—to segue the conversation IOT prepare her 
that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write—to soothe her IOT keep her nerves calm 
on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while.—to inform IOT let the cat out of the bag 
As you can see from this example, one sentence can break down to multiple thoughts. Actions can only be played on a single thought, phrase, or sentence. Imagine they are arrows: one arrow per shoot. 


 	Let’s assume you are preparing this scene for an acting class: In rehearsal, when acting, use the verbs you specified in your score. If they are not in your memory or if they do not feel intuitive yet, come up with new ones on the spot. Chances are, if the chosen action does not roll off the tongue, it probably wasn’t the right one for you. Actions are like shoes: they should fit. 

 	When it comes time for performance (or class presentation) you still actively play the verbs; however, hopefully by now you have synthesized your verb choices. And again, if you forget the verb, invent one on the spot. Use the actions to fight for the potential circumstances you seek. Feel the focus, versatility, and power that come from executing actions in order to achieve an objective. 

 

 For a certain amount of time in your process, you may feel like you are overly conscious of your actions. It may seem like the verbs are technical and unintuitive, like tying shoelaces while wearing awkward, thick gloves. This is a necessary but passing phase. With years of practice, playing verbs become second nature and compulsory for speaking any text. In life, we are unconsciously playing actions every time we speak. The first step with nearly everything in acting is bringing the subconscious up to the observable surface. With time and concerted effort, this will be more fluid and authentic. Eventually, you will come to depend on playing verbs, because they help you engage naturally with the scene. 

 VERB VARIETIES 

 There are different types of verbs to play so that the actor can make even more creative choices. The three varieties of actions are: literal, figurative, and physical. Literal actions are the transitive verbs we’ve already explored, figurative actions use our language’s idioms and expressions, and physical actions are visualized and energized movements. Each type offers the actor a unique opportunity to connect more specifically to the character’s intent. And yet as with all tools, there are drawbacks and limitations to consider for each one. 

  	Literal Actions: the basic infinitive, transitive verbs that we’ve discussed thus far. Discoverable in a dictionary or thesaurus, literal verbs are the most direct and intuitive route to your objective. But they can be dry, intellectual, and lack specificity. For this reason, I have a couple verbs that are off-limits: to tell, to ask, to convince, and to explain. They are easily replaced by more thoughtful, precise verbs. SAMMY 
Terry? Can I ask you something?—to test IOT prepare Terry 
TERRY 
Sure. 
SAMMY 
Well—I mean, do you ever go to church anymore?
 
—to confront IOT address the issue 
TERRY 
Come on, Sammy, can we not talk about that shit? 


 	Figurative Actions: the opposite of literal verbs, these actions come from idiomatic expressions that we use in common parlance. They are intuitive and usually capture the action of the character perfectly.Examples: 
	to throw him for a loop 

	to put my foot down 

	to dance attendance 

	to let the cat out of the bag 

	to put him on a pedestal 

	to rope him in 

	to butter him up 

	to throw in the towel 

	to back off 

	to baby 

	to build him up 

	to shut him up 

	to beat around the bush 

	to drop the mic 

	to leave him hanging 

	to kick him when he’s down 

	to mother 

	to put him down 

	to green light 

	to let him have it 

	to snap him out of it 

	to rub it in his face 

	to let him down 

	to give him a taste of his own medicine 

	to shut him down 

	to kiss his ass 

	to put two and two together 

	to test the waters 

	to stand your ground 

	to draw a line in the sand 

	to put him in a corner 

	to come clean 

	to put him on the spot 

	to pull the rug out from underneath him 

	to pull him up from his bootstraps 




 

 They are rich in specificity and personality. These verbs can emanate organically from the actor playing them and therefore imbue his performance with authenticity. We speak these expressions all the time, so in a way they are more accessible than literal actions. Figurative verbs will come to you naturally; they don’t work as well when you insist on finding one. They can be less active if the actor gets wrapped up in the cleverness of the verb. Therefore, the actor must keep a keen eye on the objective when using these verbs and not be wooed by the creativity and fun of playing them. Also, since figurative verbs are expressions, they often lack a direct object. As long as the actor knows to whom the figurative verb is directed, this needn’t be a complication. Also, be careful not to judge your character with a figurative verb: “to look a gift horse in the mouth” or “to get up on his high horse” are not actions anyone would intentionally choose to do. When tempted to use judgmental verbs like these, search for other expressions that might capture the same action, only from your character’s perspective: “to cross every ‘t’ and dot every ‘i’” or “to put him in his place” may be two good substitutions. 

 SAMMY 

 Hey—to grab his attention IOT keep him from flying off the handle
 
You don’t write me for six months,—to turn the tables on him IOT defend myself
 
I have no idea where you are—to pull at his heart strings IOT get him to see my perspective 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 …and then you show up out of nowhere and tell me you were in jail?—to nail him IOT get it through his thick skull 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Sammy, I’m really sorry…! 

  	Physical Actions: verbs that are based on imagined physical moves and gestures and played on text. The possibilities for this kind of action are virtually infinite. 

 

 Examples: 

  	to slap 

 	to pull out a tooth 

 	to kiss on the lips 

 	to ruffle his hair 

 	to strike her with lightning 

 	to give her a rose 

 	to smear her lipstick 

 	to tickle his neck 

 	to poke him in the belly 

 	to run him over with a car 

 	to lick his face 

 	to give her a wet willy 

 	to pull down his pants 

 	to rip out her eyelashes 

 	to dust off his shoulders 

 	to straighten his jacket 

 	to suffocate him 

 	to place a ring on her finger 

 	to drop an anvil on his head 

 	to toss him a ticking bomb 

 	to comb her hair 

 	to wrap him in a warm blanket 

 	to give her a puppy 

 	to yank at his shirt collar 

 	to undo his buttons 

 	to punch him in the gut 

 

 Physical actions are best when words cannot describe what you want to do to the other person. These verbs are extremely active, impulsive, and imaginative. When combined with an objective, they have a visceral sense of follow-through. They are tremendously specific; one can visualize the action taking place and watch to see the objective coming to fruition. If I play the verb “to slap” on my text, I can pinpoint exactly where I hit him and imagine the red mark on his cheek after having done so. This creates a sensation of playing through the action and helps the actor anticipate his next desired potential circumstance. Make sure they are not random and disconnected from the objective. Even though your action can be creatively designed, it must be rooted in real and present desire. Physical actions can also result in unnecessary physical tension. Therefore, they need to be practiced with ease. Careful that you don’t play physical actions that you can only show to the other person. The physical action must be done to the other person, not at the other person. 

 TERRY 

 I come back here, and I tell you about my fuckin’…traumas,—to hand her my heart IOT make her care about me 
and I get this wounded little “I’ve Let You Down” bullshit, over and over again.—to put a dunce cap on her head IOT insult her 

 SAMMY 

 Ok—can you please stop cursing at me? 

 TERRY 

 And here I am back in this fuckin’ hole explaining myself to you again!—to shove her to the ground IOT overpower her 

 In order to play a physical action, you need to visualize doing it as you speak. From there, allow the action to inform how you say the line. It will likely change your tone, inflection, rate, volume, and pitch. 

 AS IFS 

 As discussed in the Emotional Life pillar, an as if is a transformational phrase that connects the actor to an experience of the character. Traditionally, it is used for emotional life purposes, but it is also an excellent tool for connecting to the character’s actions. In everyday life, one is accustomed to playing his personal set of actions. One may be familiar with actions like: to challenge, to instigate, to defend, to cajole; but actions like, to seduce, to endear, to deflect, or to condemn may be as uncomfortable as writing with the wrong hand.We are creatures of habit, so we get into patterns of behavior that determine the actions we unconsciously play with those around us. Unless challenged, these patterns do not change. Therefore, we may need to get creative to genuinely access actions that would otherwise collect dust. 

 Unlocking Verbs 

  	Identify the verb that is challenging or eluding you. For example, the actor may select the verb “to insult” if it is not in his wheelhouse of actions. 

 	First try crafting a circumstance that would necessitate the verb. Word it using “as if”:“It’s as if I ran into my ex while with my current boyfriend. My ex makes a snide comment to him, and I tell him he is an asshole.” 
The as if circumstance should illicit the action “to insult” in the actor. If he finds it easy to call his ex an asshole, then he may find it easier to use that verb in his acting. 
Still, this may not yet solve the actor’s hesitancy or block with that specific verb, in which case we can apply another as if technique. As ifs can go beyond your own life experience and tap into archetypes, cultural prototypes, and stock characters. This creative option may seem a little false or inauthentic, but it can unblock the actor from accessing the verb. 


 	Try picking an archetype, prototype or stock character that would have no problem hurling an insult. “It’s as if I am a stand-up comedian handling a heckler in the front row.” 
“It’s as if I am a WWE wrestler antagonizing my opponent.” 


 	Play the verb “to insult” on text to see how much more accessible it is. 

 

 Making this substitution selection gives the actor an immediate insight into the verb. Its artificiality is outweighed by its ability to elucidate what his character is doing. By donning this new prototype, archetype, stereotype, or stock character, the imagination can instantly tap into corresponding actions. 

 Unlocking Lines 

  	Isolate the line that is cumbersome or mysterious for you. Let’s use an example from each character’s text:Sammy: Do you ever go to church anymore? 
Terry: And here I am back in this hole explaining myself to you again! 


 	Identify what verb you imagine your character is playing on that line: Sammy: Do you ever go to church anymore?—to check 
Terry: And here I am back in this hole explaining myself to you again!—to admonish 


 	Let your imagination dream up a new line you could say that would do that action: Sammy: Are you still taking your medication? 
Terry: You never appreciate me! 


 	Return to the scripted line and see if it makes more sense and is more comfortable to say. Go back and forth between saying the line and the as if line. Again, as ifs are like mini-particularizations from the Emotional Life pillar. You can do the threading process to unite the verb with your text. 

 

 ACTION TENETS 

 Actions are efficient. 

 When someone tells you your shoelaces are untied, you squat down, tie them, and carry on. You don’t overdo the action of tying, or quadruple knot it, and you don’t give up half way either. You have an end goal in sight, a simple, tight bow, and you use as little energy as possible to get the job done. Actions should be executed with similar efficiency. You do the job with the energy needed, no more, no less. Actors sometimes fear that by playing verbs they will be doing too much, or over-acting. It’s not abnormal at the beginning of one’s process to overexert a tool before finding one’s groove with it. So actors, sensing that they are pushing when playing verbs, decide that actions are a bad tool. What really happened is they didn’t get on the other side of their problem. Ultimately, actions focus the delivery of the text, reducing the extraneous energy or push an actor is otherwise compelled to add. Your dialogue will have natural depth and dimension, without gilding the lily. As long as you always work hard to synthesize the actions with the text, the quality of your work will be specific and truthful. 

 Actions must be activated. 

 Actions are meant to be played, not read or thought about. As a young actor just beginning to learn how to play an action, I would sit in the music practice rooms at NYU for hours every day, playing actions to the soundproof walls, looking like an insane person with Shakespeare script and pencil in hand. I would get tremendously frustrated in attempting to create and play an action. I found that I would revert to showing an emotion or indicating a meaning, instead of doing something to the other person in the scene. The first challenge is coming up with a litany of verbs to play. But consistently playing an action when speaking is one of the most formidable steps in an actor’s process, requiring no less than total focus and a desire to get to the heart of the character’s text. 

 Actions must be diversified. 

 Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. 

 —Albert Einstein 

 As I write this book, I try out a sentence, and if it doesn’t work, I hit the backspace key and undertake something different. The same is true for actions. When one action fails to achieve the objective, the character likely attempts something new. Let’s return to the example of the doomed couple, Paul and Carol, who are on the brink of break up. Carol wants Paul to stay with her, so she pleads with her boyfriend not to leave her. But Paul continues to walk out the door. Now, the actor could play the action to plead again, but it didn’t work the first time, so she tries to guilt him next, after that she may apologize, or interrogate, and so on. Each action aims to achieve the objective in its own unique way. 

 Diversity of action ensures your performance is dynamic. If you do the same thing over and over again, the audience will get bored with your interpretation. It’s important to keep the viewer guessing by utilizing an array of verbs, which displays dimensionality in the character. 

 Actions are present. 

 Actions thrust us into the present moment. Let’s imagine you are in the middle of shooting a scene, and, a few moments ago, you severely messed up a line. The scene keeps going, but your mind is on the past. It’s one thing that you screwed up the text, but now you have dropped out of contact with your partner. So you play an action on your next line to immediately reengage with your partner. Verbs can only take place in the present, so by executing an action, you can realign with the flow of the scene. 

 Actions propel us forward. 

 Not only do actions root us in the now but also they accelerate us into the future. It’s all well and good to have an objective. One may want to lose twenty pounds. But until action is taken, it’ll never happen. Actions seek to achieve a potential circumstance. In fact, the definition of a potential circumstance requires that the actor asserts an action. And only when action is taken can you fully engage with your obstacle. When one finally starts to diet, only then does he experience the ache of hunger and the temptation of pizza. The greater the velocity of your action, the more dynamic its collision with the obstacle. This is where the emotional by-product comes from. 

 Actions are real. 

 Don’t pretend to do something; really do something. All pillars except for Action and the seventh one, Physical Life, exist in the mind. The first five manifest physically through the performance, but they are visualized using the imagination. Action (except for physical verbs) does not require imagination. If your character reads a book, you can actually read a book. If your character is criticizing someone, you can actually criticize someone. We’ve encouraged the reader many times to engage physically when living out previous circumstances or daydreaming as character. The reason for this is when your body is engaged in action, the mind starts to believe what you are having it do. Actions, as tactics, are the same. When you play a verb, you transform an idea into a physical reality. What an important pillar; it ushers the invisible into the tangible. 

 Actions can be silent. 

 What does the director call when he wants a scene to start? You guessed it: “Action!” You are expected to be in action from the beginning of the scene and until the director calls cut, and, correct me if I’m wrong, you’re not likely talking the whole time. Therefore, you better be actively listening. Let’s imagine a scene in which you aren’t speaking at all. A good first question to ask is why aren’t you speaking? What do you stand to gain by being quiet? What do you stand to lose if you speak up? As you listen to your partner or partners, what are you listening for? And what should your listening do? There is a reason you are in the room, and there is a role you are playing just by listening. 

 Acting students spend a lot of time in silence. In a scene study class, for instance, they work in front of class for about a half hour, and after that they respectfully watch and listen as their colleagues work and their instructor coaches. What is the action of the active listener? What does he do by listening? He studies the work of others, he compares a colleague’s work to his own, he guesses at what the instructor is going to say, he supports his classmates by staying focused, he mulls over something the instructor just said, he jots down the homework for the week, he waits until the scene ends to use the restroom, etc. He may be quiet, but he is busy! By virtue of your presence, you are creating some change, either in your own life or in the lives of others, and it is up to you to figure out what that change is. 

 Actions come from circumstance. 

 Actions are not played in a vacuum. They are a response to a preceding action. Recall Newton’s law of physics: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Your action is in direct proportion to the circumstance that preceded it. If you struggle with a line in your script, what happened just before that causes your character to respond as such? Craft a circumstance that instigates you to take action. If you trust this rule, then you will always be able to justify why your character does what he does. Also, your actions won’t be arbitrary; rather they will be necessary as your character seeks to improve his circumstances. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 When scoring your text, enjoy the creativity and sense of embodiment that playing an action offers you. Remember that an action is worthless on the page if it is not activated on the breath and in the body. The actor will find that playing actions synchronizes the actor’s and the character’s minds, leading to the immersion and transformation that Seven Pillars Acting aims to foster. When acting, all you need to do is do; tell the character’s story by channeling his verbs. With circumstance work and emotional life daydreaming under the actor’s belt, action is the ignition switch that brings the role to life. 

 APPLICATION EXERCISES 

 Physical Actions 1-2-3: 

 You can do this exercise either with a partner or by yourself. If the latter, you will need to imagine the other person. Take a monologue or a chunk of text you would like to work on. For an example, I will use an excerpted piece of text from At Home by Michael Weller:45 

 CAROL: Paul, can we please have a talk-talk? This isn’t getting us anywhere. I don’t care about the meal right now. If we don’t figure out what this was all about before they get here I swear when she walks through that door with her Elrod or Ogden or Travis or whatever his name is I’m going to shove the roast down her blouse. I can’t stand this, Paul, I can’t stand it. 

 Stand about five feet across from your partner and endow him or her with being the other person you are talking to in the script. Start to place yourself in the circumstances of your character and see the world through Carol’s eyes. Take the first line of text: “Paul, can we please have a talk-talk?” Ask yourself: what do you want from him on this line? Do you want him to listen to you? Get serious? You will be doing three steps for each line of text: 

  	Do a physical action to your partner without touching him and speak the action aloud. Keep at least three feet of space between you so that you don’t have to hold back. If you want him to get serious, maybe you thump him on the head with your forefinger, or you pull his tie toward you, or you snap your fingers in front of his eyes. It may sound like this: “I thump you on the head,” “I pull you in by your tie,” “I snap at you.” Speak at the same time as you physicalize the action. Actors often want to say the verb before or after they do the action. We are training to unite our thoughts with our voices and bodies, so all at once, or not at all. 

 	Now, physicalize the action and speak the text at the same time. You thump his head with your forefinger: “Paul, can we please have a talk-talk?” Remember to keep your distance; you should never actually touch your partner or even come close. The distance allows you to fully commit to the action without hurting your acting partner. 

 	Now, drop the physicalized action and focus on just saying the text and doing the action in your mind’s eye with the words. Do not lose the energy you found from actually doing the action; avoid getting cerebral. The only difference in this step is that you do the action in your imagination. “Paul, can we please have a talk-talk?” 

 

 If the physical actions you select do not correspond exactly with what you want from the other person, don’t worry about it. Instead, allow yourself this time to play. You want to rip his throat out? Go for it. You want to hug him? Give it a try. Please explore all the different things you could do to him, always with five feet between you. 

 Move forward to the next line in the passage: “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” What do you want? I want him to drop the argument. 

  	So try smacking his papers out of his hands. Inventing props and costumes and such is totally fair game. Whatever your imagination sees, let it be. “I smack the papers out of your hand.” 

 	Smack the papers out of his hands and say, “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” 

 	Then try it by only speaking text and doing the verb at the same time; visualize smacking the papers with your mind’s eye. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” 

 

 “I don’t care about the meal right now.” I want to take away the power he thinks he has over me in this moment. 

  	Do the action of stealing his car keys and throwing them into a river. Say: “I steal your car keys and throw them in the river,” as you mime the action. 

 	Do the action and say the line: “I don’t care about the meal right now.” 

 	Think the action and say the line. 

 

 “If we don’t figure out what this was all about before they get here, I swear when she walks through that door with her Elrod or Ogden or Travis or whatever his name is I’m going to shove the roast down her blouse.” I want to threaten him. I want to scare him. 

  	Hold an (imaginary) gun to his face. Say, “I hold a gun to your face,” as you mime the action with full commitment and energy. 

 	Make the gesture of holding a gun to his face as you say the line: “If we don’t figure out what this was all about before they get here I swear when she walks through that door with her Elrod or Ogden or Travis or whatever his name is I’m going to shove the roast down her blouse.” 

 	Think the action and say the line, remembering to fully commit to seeing it happening within your imagination. You must believe you can actually do that action with your words. 

 

 “I can’t stand this, Paul, I can’t stand it.” I want him to answer my call for help. 

  	Embrace him tightly (with five feet of distance): “I embrace you tightly.” 

 	Say the text and physicalize the action: “I can’t stand this, Paul, I can’t stand it.” 

 	Think the action and say the text. 

 

 This invigorating three-step exercise reveals the power of physical actions, connects the actor to the emotional underbelly of his text, and exhibits the unlimited options one has for playing a character. 

 The Diamonologue: 

 This is an exercise I devised to illustrate that the Circumstance, Objective and Action pillars are inextricably linked. They are complicit; they need each other. In our acting, we want to root our actions and objectives in circumstances; in other words, we want to choose our actions based on what just happened. 

 Monologues are great tools for practicing this principle. At first glance, it seems that a monologue is just one person speaking uninterrupted for a long stretch of time. But there is no such thing as a monologue. Every monologue is actually a dialogue between you and the target (the person to whom you are speaking). The character voicing the monologue is engaged in an active conversation, and what he observes from his partner motivates every moment of his speech. Whether the target is interjecting little lines like, “uh-huh,” “well,” “yes,” etc., or making physical adjustments, gestures, or facial expressions, or even thinking thoughts (and yes, you can read thoughts), the character observes all these reactions, which informs the delivery of the text. 

 Think about your own life. When have you rattled on to someone? Were you telling a poignant story to a friend or loved one? Were you laying down professional boundaries at work? Convincing a parent to see a doctor? Take yourself back to that memory and I bet the thing you remember most is not what your exact words were but what the situation at hand was. You can strongly recall your need to speak, maybe because you were hurt and you needed to set things straight. I also bet you didn’t intend to go on a tirade. You spoke one sentence, which led to another, all the while reading the other’s face and body language. 

 The diamonologue is designed to unearth the subtextual dialogue between the speaker and the listener during a monologue. Therefore, it requires not only your lines but also the target’s lines or actions, which you will create for yourself. To prepare for the exercise, type up your script and space it out, leaving plenty of room in which to write. 

  	What do you see? Before the first sentence of your monologue, write what the other character is saying, thinking, feeling, or doing. For example: He is rolling his eyes. Be willing to fabricate circumstances; since it’s a monologue, you may or may not have a lot of given circumstances to work with. 

 	What do you want to see? Next write what you want the other person to say, think, feel, or do. For example: I want him to respect me. I want him to look me in the eye. 

 	What do you do? Then, write what you are going to do to get that reaction, i.e., your action. For example: I reprimand him so that he respects me. 

 	See how the three steps help you to arrive at your line of text. Your first line should feel necessary and compulsory. 

 	What do you see? Start again and this time look above and below, consider the line you just said and the next sentence you are about to say. What exists between those two lines? What was his reaction to what you said to him? Write down what he says, thinks, feels, or does after you said the first sentence. 

 	What do you want to see? Then write down what you want him to say, think, feel, or do. 

 	What do you do? Then write down what you will do to get that reaction. 

 	Say the line and commit to that action. 

 

 Let’s use the At Home monologue we used earlier to apply this exercise. 

  	He is angry with me; we aren’t communicating. 

 	I want to stop this fight; I want him to look at me with understanding. 

 	I call a meeting; I initiate a “talk-talk.”Paul, can we please have a talk-talk? 


 

  	He doesn’t want to discuss this further; he thinks a talk-talk is pointless. 

 	I want him to see the futility of being angry. 

 	I throw in the towel.This isn’t getting us anywhere. 


 

  	He says, “We have to get the meal ready,” or he picks up a mixing bowl. 

 	I want him to pay attention to us. 

 	I discard what he wants.I don’t care about the meal right now. 


 

  	He rolls his eyes; he isn’t taking me seriously. 

 	I want him to look at me with fear and respect. 

 	I threaten him.If we don’t figure out what this was all about before they get here I swear when she walks through that door with her Elrod or Ogden or Travis or whatever his name is I’m going to shove the roast down her blouse. 


 

  	He laughs in my face. 

 	I want him to know I am serious. 

 	I demand his respect and attention.I can’t stand this, Paul, I can’t stand it. 


 

 After you have written out your diamonologue and practiced it on your own, ask a friend to help you with it. Give your friend a copy of the diamonologue and ask him to do what you have written down as Paul’s actions, lines, thoughts, and feelings. Enact the whole diamonologue to practice causation. From here, you can adapt. Adjust your choices so that your text is caused, necessary, and compulsory. If this monologue is for an actual performance, you should base your choices on what your partner is doing. You might ask, “What if I am not getting anything from my partner?” Then, endow your partner with choices that help you. Take your partner personally in ways that will create causation. Say “yes” to what you are getting from him and build on top of that. In this way, you can not only maintain your contact but also improve it. 

 



 Physical Life 

 Pillar #7 

 Physical Life is the weird sister of the pillar system. While all the other pillars work from the inside-out, the seventh pillar works from the outside-in, simultaneously weaving its way through all the other pillars. The seventh pillar helps the actor to take nonlinear creative leaps, whereas the previous six tend to work in a more methodical, linear fashion. Physical Life is the pillar of the body and voice of the actor. Although the seventh is the final pillar, it participates in all the other pillars as they are being taught and practiced, unlocking the imagination and heart through physical and vocal release. 

 The expression often goes, “The body doesn’t lie.” And that is true; we will depend on the honest feedback from our bodies. But I will go further to suggest that the body and voice will not go ignored. When body and voice cannot properly channel the character, it will manifest immediately through physical and vocal tension. When activated correctly, the body can evoke and awaken energies that would otherwise remain dormant with the mind in charge. Therefore, it behooves the actor to study his voice and body, release physical tension, and activate the latent creativity in his bones. Amidst all the intellectual and imaginative work that acting technique demands, all of it must be filtered through the body and the voice. Therefore, one’s physical life must act as a clear conduit for the creative impulse and be adaptable to the needs and whims of the character. 

 PHYSICAL LIFE 

 Physical Life: the art of acting with the body and voice. 

 It covers three main topics: 

  	Through the release of tension in the breath, body, and voice, the actor can healthfully and wholly channel character. 

 	The body and voice invoke imaginative thought, creative energy, and genuine emotion in the actor. 

 	Physical and vocal expression contribute to characterization and performance. 

 

 Recall the slogan and mantra for Seven Pillars Acting: to act is to transform with ease and authenticity. Tension is the actor’s enemy, in that it inhibits his ability to connect and express, and so the release of tension must be addressed with every pillar and every lesson. This is why each class at my studios starts with a full physical and vocal warm-up. As tension rears its ugly head when we daydream or fight for an objective, we tap into the physical ease that is always available to us. This work culminates in how the actor continues to release tension even when in performance; here’s a hint: it’s only a breath away. 

 This second objective of Physical Life pertains mostly to how the actor crafts his character through homework and rehearsals (when available to you), which helps him to prepare for performance. The body’s imaginative and emotional powers have frequently been explored in previous pillars. Starting with living out previous circumstances, the actor uses the body and voice to experience an imagined circumstance, and we build upon that physical work as we begin daydreaming in the Emotional Life pillar. In this chapter, we will delve deeper into methods of heightening emotional and imaginative experiences through the body. 

 Less and less, actors are cast as characters unlike themselves. Called “typing,” short for “prototype,” it means that an actor’s essential nature, appearance, and personality predominantly determine the roles he will play. This is true not only for film, television, commercial, and online content but also for theater and live performance. That being said, the art of physical transformation is alive and well. There are plenty of opportunities when an actor must embody a physical impediment, whether that be the state of drunkenness or stage four cancer. Then, there are those special opportunities when you are cast to play a living or historical person; the challenge is on for you to immerse yourself in the character’s physicality, mannerisms, accent, and voice so you can craft a believable performance. The modern voice-over artist, too, must cultivate a taffy-like voice in order to be a match for the wildly imaginative characters he is called upon to create. With the popularity of science fiction and fantasy, you may need to give a grounded performance of a creature from another planet. Increasingly, actors work on green screen stages and must be able to imagine and physically engage with an environment they cannot see. With the advent of CGI and motion capture work, actors seem to have more occasions than ever before to use their bodies and voices in creative ways. So training in Physical Life is necessary in order to be a ready professional. 

 1. RELEASING TENSION 

 Through the release of tension in the breath, body, and voice, the actor can healthfully and wholly channel character. 

 The body is a live wire, vulnerable and susceptible to the environment. Not so impervious and invincible, the body stores pain and pleasure alike and has learned to protect itself from its aversions. Many functions of the body are for survival and self-preservation, such as the rush of adrenaline when frightened, the holding of breath when shocked, and the tensing of the muscles during moments of stress. As a result of experiences of trauma, the body becomes programmed to either speed up, tense, or entirely shut down for self-protection. Therefore, it is no surprise that the body’s response to performance is similarly intense. 

 Acting is like balancing on the tongue of a lion: if you are rigid and stiff, you will fall down the lion’s throat. But if you can maintain ease and agility despite your fear, you may withstand the harrowing environment and survive. Tension in breath, body, and voice prevent the previous six pillars from working. You cannot express your emotional life if the bandwidth of your voice is two notes. You cannot freely play an action if you aren’t breathing. You may have particularized your meanings, but if your jaw is clenched, you won’t burst into tears when the script calls for it. Your face may also be unable to express due to unnecessary muscular tension. So it matters not what inner work you do if your voice and body cannot channel it. An absolutely necessary aspect of every actor’s training and maintenance is physical techniques for releasing tension, and the first thing to address is the breath. 

 Breath 

 As an involuntary function of the body, breath is a humble servant, silently ensuring livelihood itself. It does its thankless job, enabling us to go about our lives, while it animates our body and works in congress with all our other biological functions so that we experience physical ease and contentment. There are times when we are aware of our breath; typically those moments are when we feel that our breath is cut off or inhibited. In acting, breath aligns the actor’s heart and head and grounds him in the present moment. When the breath is locked, the actor loses contact with his partner and circumstances, which shuts down the functioning of all other pillars. 

 Working on one’s breath is an outside-in and inside-out job. Outside-in refers to the physical exercises one can do to cultivate a fully functioning breathing mechanism. Inside-out addresses how the mind can help to release held breathing patterns through the use of mantras, meditation, visualizations, talk therapy, and journaling. One cannot go without the other, so if the actor struggles to breathe healthily, he must address this through a system of physical exercises, such as those created by Catherine Fitzmaurice or Kristin Linklater, and consider inside-out techniques, like journaling, meditation, and therapy. 

 Personally, for many years my relationship with my breath was complicated. Likely due to a mild propensity toward anxiety, I struggled to breathe efficiently. It was my first voice class that revealed to me how locked my breathing mechanism was. At the time, I couldn’t get through a voice class without needing to sit or lie down. Proper breathing was too intense; it brought on terrible anxiety and physical exhaustion. With my diaphragm locked with tension, no air could get past this point in my body, which created a state of stress. I felt like I was slowly suffocating. Through consistent work, I gained the tools to breathe healthily. I began to get a handle on the tension that was disabling me, but still my path was challenged. In 2009, I had a pulmonary embolism, which is a blood clot in the lung. It’s still a mystery to me why I was struck with this often fatal ailment, but it didn’t help that I had just recovered from pneumonia, another illness in the lungs. I was very lucky to survive the embolism, but my road to recovery was arduous and eye-opening. On top of all this, connected to this disorderly breath was my voice. Due to years of unhealthy singing, I developed nodules on my vocal cords. So in 2012, I underwent vocal surgery to remove them. No matter my progress, the damage continued to ripple through my body. 

 Reflecting on this list of ailments, I became aware of how my stressed relationship with my breath correlated with the emotional control I unconsciously sought in my acting. Much like the analogy of the corked bottle of wine in the Emotional Life chapter, I was holding onto or rejecting emotion, which transformed into a holding or rejecting of air from my body. I know for certain that the intensity of the Meisner training at such an early age put a strain on my nervous system. Although I loved every minute of it, we underwent such rigorous emotional work that my body was incapable of withstanding it. We were trained to never hold onto emotion through performance, yet reverse psychology got the better of me as I sought to keep up with the obligations of the work. I came to the realization that my approach to emotional life was disordered. So I began to seriously work on releasing all obligations to feel while acting. I had to let go of my homework and trust myself and my partners to provide the rest. In response, my breath started to settle into my body, my anxiety eased, and I could access more authentic emotional life. 

 What stops you in life, stops you in acting. 

 —Ken Garcia 

 The lessons went deeper than just how I was acting. Air turned into a metaphor for surrender in my life. It became a daily practice to meditate, journal, moderate my caffeine intake, and practice presence so I could invite a state of ease in my body and mind. Over time and with many more years of breath and voice work, I began to experience a healthy relationship with my breath. To this day, I still struggle with my breathing tensions, but the dialogue I have created with my body ensures I can process any level of tension and regain a sanctuary for air. 

 As my personal experience revealed, breath is inextricable from one’s habitual tensions and emotional life. And since acting is such an emotional and physical form of expression, it brings to light any disorder in one’s breathing. Especially in heightened, emotional moments, actors can unconsciously cut themselves off from their breath supply, which usually results in holding emotion or extinguishing it completely. Just as a flame needs oxygen, the emotional and imaginative life of the actor feeds off of air, our very life source. Often, actors either push their emotions by controlling their breath or hold on to their emotional life by withholding air. When you sense this, it is an indication that you are blocking flow from your body: air flow and presence flow. Instead, take a breath and surrender to your circumstances. By practicing in this way, you will begin to connect your breath supply with your emotional supply. Both are infinite and at your disposal. 

 It is one thing to be able to do breath exercises, but practicing breath while in imaginary circumstances is the ultimate indication of the actor’s facility to breathe. Test your ability to breathe while in a heightened state of emotion. Return to the Emotional Life pillar and pick a daydreaming exercise that is particularly difficult. Then, create that experience within your imagination. Notice your breathing. Are you holding or pushing your breath? Perhaps you experience no disturbance to the breath while daydreaming, which is great. The goal is certainly to have full access to your breath as the stakes increase in severity. 

 Breath and Tension 

 Once you have a dialogue with your ability to breathe, now incorporate your whole body into the discussion. Are you holding your jaw? Scrunching your shoulders? Clenching your fists? We hold our body in tension as a form of protection. Protection from what? The reasoning is the same for the body as it is for the breath: we hold our bodies in tension to ward off pain and vulnerability. No matter how constricted our muscles, we are still vulnerable. We could be covered in steel like a medieval knight, and we would still be susceptible to harm and pain. 

 We don’t just tense up in heightened conditions; tension follows us throughout the day. As you sit and read this chapter right now, observe your body. Are you tightening your ankles? Is your brow furrowed? Are you holding your tongue? Tension is pernicious; it tries to convince us that we need it, but we simply don’t. As you sit and read, release these muscles. Surrender to gravity and allow your body to relax. Next, you can experiment by doing another daydreaming exercise. As you place yourself in less than comfortable circumstances, seek to maintain a relaxed body. 

 In the training I offer at my studios, students take voice and speech classes that are based in Catherine Fitzmaurice and Kristin Linklater techniques. We find this effectively addresses the actor’s breath and voice. Yet there are many valid schools of thought and methods of training that help break down tension, like Alexander Technique, Contact Improvisation, and Williamson Technique. What’s important is that you have a daily practice that will help you cultivate ease. 

 2. INVOKING IMAGINATION 

 The body and voice invoke imaginative thought, creative energy, and genuine emotion in the actor. 

 Every moment you have lived through and experienced has been imprinted in your body, providing you with your “raw material” or in other words the contents of your soul. Just under the skin of the actor lie stories. Like living in a library full of knowledge both illuminating and terrifying, actors can tap into their stories through autosuggestion, which is the use of the body and voice to access thoughts and feelings for acting purposes. 

 Coined by apothecary and healer Émile Coué in the early twentieth century, autosuggestion means that, through suggested and repetitive thinking, the body will adapt and mold to a given thought. The concept has roots in the placebo effect, which Coué developed as he treated his patients and noticed the healthy effects of praising a medicine’s effectiveness. In his book, Self-Mastery Through Conscious Autosuggestion, Coué argues that any thought that occupies the mind consistently and is also in the realm of possibility can be manifested,46 which was a revolutionary concept at the time and is still causing dramatic ripples today. 

 Acting craft depends on autosuggestion, but we are reversing the equation in this pillar. 

 Autosuggestion: the concept in acting that through suggested and repetitive body movement, thoughts and emotions will adapt and mold. 

 In other words, the emotional life and imagination correspond with what the body is doing. When the body moves, it suggests thoughts and feelings to the mover. Over and over again in this pillar, we will examine how this version of autosuggestion plays a role in the actor’s physical life. 

 My apologies to the heady actors out there, but this means a mere intellectual exercise while acting will not suffice. It’s all about getting the body to interact with the story. Alone, script analysis is insufficient; the eyes and mind are simply not enough. Involving the body feeds the union of character and actor because energy is exchanged and thought is synthesized organically. Experience is the best teacher, as the expression goes. It’s one thing to intellectually know something and an entirely different thing to know it in one’s bones. In order to activate this kind of learning, we need to interact with the story and experience it. But how do you live out something that doesn’t exist? How do you make it real to your body? The answer is by activating the senses. 

 The Senses 

 Sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch are the conduits for experiencing our world. And yet there is a sixth sense that directly impacts our reality, the kinesthetic sense, which is the feeling of our body in motion. As you read this page right now, check in with your senses: what do you hear going on around you? The whir of the dishwasher, the clinking of forks and knives on plates, the hum of muted conversations? What can you feel? The soft cushion on your seat, the crisp paper of this book, the heat of your teacup? What can you taste? This morning’s toothpaste, a morsel from lunch, the salt and oil from a potato chip? What can you smell? Your partner’s shampoo, last night’s dinner, burning gasoline from the lawnmower several yards away? What about your body’s position; how are you physically arrayed? What do you see? By doing this inventory you realize how observation and awareness plunge you into the present. 

 As actors, we must reclaim our senses. In this day and age, we are increasingly alienated from our own bodies and environments. More and more, we are living in a virtual world, which I call virtuality, where vision is the only sense required and physical laws do not exist. Virtuality not only detracts from our grasp on our bodies and senses but also from our contact with the world around us. This visual dominance has dulled our other human receptors, such as sound, taste, touch, and smell, and the consequences of this loss are great. Therefore, we must practice using our senses, as they remind us to be vulnerable, to stop doing and just be, to gain body awareness and sensitivity, and to be in contact with those around us. 

 Sense Walk 

 Sense walk is a wonderful exercise that reasserts our orientation in the physical world. One student is blindfolded and led by a fellow student to explore his environment sensorially (which means “through the senses”). Initially, the exercise deals with trust. It takes a few minutes for the passive participant to relinquish his control to the active one. Sight encourages a feeling of control; if we can see, then we won’t run into a wall or fall down a stairwell. But when blindfolded, that control is usually replaced with anxiety and resistance. But with time, the passive partner starts to trust his leader and he can begin to listen with his body. By inhibiting sight, the other senses are augmented. As the active partner walks the passive partner around, he helps the passive partner touch, smell, and hear as many things as possible. He could bring an orange to the passive partner’s nose or, if outside, lower him down to let him touch the grass. After a few minutes, the partners switch roles. 

 It’s amazing how deaf we are to our own senses until we intentionally tune in. Like flicking a switch, a whole world of sensorial circumstances can come to life. The senses provide an opportunity to experience lots of pleasurable things: the sound of the wind, the touch of a flower petal, and the warmth from a coffee mug. However, they are also conduits for pain and vulnerability: the singe of a flame, the slice of the paper, and the throb of a stubbed toe. To open oneself up to his senses is to expose oneself to a terrible and thrilling range of sensations. The sense walk is a great reminder of what rich detail surrounds us in every moment. When applied to daydreaming, the senses thrust you into the present moment and make your experience more profound and meaningful. This next exercise builds off of the sense walk and challenges the actor to reconnect to his past sensorially. 

 Journey Through Life 

 Entitled Journey through life and first given to me by the late Ken Washington at the Guthrie Theater, this next series’ goal is for the actor to intimately reexperience his life through the senses. As we discussed in the Emotional Life pillar, one’s past is not the proper source for daydreaming due to hindsight bias and potential harm; therefore, we don’t use it when crafting a role. Journey through life is the exception, and it’s only done once. In phase one, the actor initiates past experiences in order to access a wide variety of raw and personal feelings. We do this journey so that the actor has a standard for authentic feeling. You only know your own life, no matter how empathic you are. Connecting to your own experiences serves as a litmus test for real emotion. Having done phase one, the actor is prepared to undertake phases two and three, which depart from the self and delve into the experiences of others and fictional characters. Again, the Physical Life pillar plays an important role in other pillars. This exercise is traditionally taught in Emotional Life for obvious reasons, but I’ve placed it in this chapter, as it elucidates how sight, sound, taste, touch, smell, and the kinesthetic sense play an active part in daydreaming. 

 Phase One—The Self 

  	Stand against a wall; you will be walking from one end of the room to the other and then pivoting to return to your original spot along the wall. Where you are standing, you are not yet born; the other side of the room represents your half age, and back at the spot you stand on, you are your full age. To begin, you are asked to simply walk the path to the other side of the room and back, which will take you on a journey through your entire life. The experience is profound; many of the memories that flash into focus have long since been forgotten. When you are back on the wall, rest for a bit and reflect.A short note about hindsight bias: when journeying through life, it will be tempting to “look back in anger” or judge the moments of your life differently since you are now “older and wiser.” But this is not the truth of that moment. For better or for worse, you, at that particular moment, had no knowledge of the future or of the consequences. So attempt to enter each moment without imbuing it with your present or subsequent knowledge. 


 	Do the walk again. In the second step of this work, you are instructed to activate the traditional five senses: smell, taste, touch, sight, and sound. If you smelled something at a certain age, smell it again; if you touched something, have that tactile experience again. Using the senses, you begin to plumb your memory for emotions and thoughts. The beautiful truth about the senses is they aid in deepening the experience, and the deeper you go, the less you can control it with hindsight bias or judgment. Activating the physical senses helps you to connect to the purity of a single moment. Because they are not cerebral but visceral, the senses have a way of transporting the actor to the nexus of a moment. 

 	In the third walk, physicalize and vocalize this daydream, thereby adding the kinesthetic sense. In order to do so, you will focus on only three events in your life. They can be absolutely anything; they do not have to be eventful or meaningful. Do not premeditate which memories you will pick; as you walk the line, let the moment choose whether it wants to be explored in depth. When in one of these three moments, feel free to break the line and move around the room. Assume the physical orientation and body position you had in the memory to make the recall more visceral and authentic. If in the memory you were playing with a ball, get down on the ground, see the ball, and play with it. If you were at the mall going through the discount rack, visualize it and start thumbing through the articles of clothing. As we learned in the previous pillar, acting is the reality of doing, so by committing your body you drop into the moment. Vocally, you are asked to speak as you spoke in that instance, while hearing the voices of those within the particular memory. If you were shouting, shout; if you were singing, sing. Do as you did. If your mother was scolding you, hear that; if your partner was proposing to you, hear that. The key is to do it as if it were happening for the first time. When you come to the end of that individual moment, get back on the line and literally walk out of it. Use time itself to put the memory behind you. If you skip this step and just jump into another memory, you risk holding on to the previous one. Complete the walk just as you have the previous times: walk all the way to your present age.Oftentimes, you cannot fully remember what happened in a past moment. You cannot force memories to return to you, you can only invite them to come to the foreground. Another option available to you is to simply imagine what did happen, or, in other words, make it up! 
An amazing thing happens when physicalizing and vocalizing the memory: specificity and sense of truth increase tenfold. When physically engaged, the actor gives his body no choice but to reenter that moment. When fully committed to reliving and experiencing, the body summons up all the sensorial information that it stored. The human body is the ultimate hoarder: by unlocking the stuffed closets of memory, incredible things may pour out. 


 	Do the walk one last time. At this point, you are probably nearing emotional exhaustion. You have one more pass to go, and then this exercise is done forever. In the previous walk, you were asked to pick any three memories from your life, regardless of whether they were meaningful or not. For this next walk, choose three more moments that were pivotal in your life. They should be experiences of heightened emotion. Make sure not to land on three depressing memories. Diversify so that you can go easy on your psyche. All other guidelines are the same. Remember to use the line to usher you into and out of each memory. Be kind to yourself. If there is a memory that is simply too painful to return to, don’t go there. Instead, brush by it on your walk. We do want to do deep work, but opening up painful scars is not necessary. End the exercise when you return to your present age and send a thought of thanksgiving to your heart and spirit for undertaking such challenging work. 

 

 There are two more phases to the journey through life series that are elaborated on in the curriculum at my schools. The entire sequence has one primary intention: to teach the actor that imagined, fictional stories must be transformed into real experiences in the body of the actor. His own life experiences are no more important or “real” than those of his character. Through sensorial, physical, and vocal daydreaming, he can become one with his character’s story. 

 Physical Movements for Emotional Preparation 

 Recall the emotional preparation tool in the Emotional Life pillar. In it, the actor selects an emotional goal, and, by using a potential situation from his own life, he emotionally prepares for the stated emotion. Doing specific physical movements during this daydream can heighten and accelerate emotional readiness and response. Each movement corresponds to specific emotions due to autosuggestion, thereby adding a sometimes literal leg up on connecting emotionally. The physical positions and movements listed below are meant to help the actor immerse in emotional preparation and break down mental inhibitions to daydreaming. 

 Emotion 

 Physical Movement 

 Anger 

 Punch the air with great intensity and speed. 

 Place hands against a (solid) wall and push with great force. 

 Assume plank position, then lower into a push-up; hold still. 

 Rip up a bunch of paper with great ferocity. 

 Bunch paper up into balls and throw them with all your might. 

 Joy 

 Make a big, open gesture with the arms outstretched. 

 Dance to upbeat, happy music. 

 Jump up and down; leap and twirl around the room. 

 Rapidly run in place, Tina Turner-style. 

 Grief 

 Assume child’s pose. 

 Bring knees to chest with head burrowed and arms wrapped around legs. 

 Fear 

 Pace around the room. 

 Again, bring knees to chest with head burrowed and arms wrapped around legs. 

 “Run the Monkey,” which is a Fitzmaurice term for mountain climbers in which you run as fast as you possibly can until you collapse. 

 All of these positions and movements invoke the accompanying core emotion. When paired with music and faucet-breath, the actor feels like he is on a rocket booster toward authentic feeling. One guideline on how not to position yourself: no lying down prone, especially not in beds. This autosuggests a whole other response that you do not want: sleep. 

 Archetypes 

 From time to time, actors will complain of feeling stuck in their heads while acting. The actor seems frozen, inert, tense, and afraid to make choices. This is a setback that commonly occurs in both novice and veteran actors alike. And this does not betray an actor’s lack of preparation, either. To the contrary, they’ve likely done a lot of script analysis, they’ve scored their scripts, and now they cannot, for the life of them, act. The actor in this situation needs to simply remember what it is to play again. For such situations, a great tool to employ is archetype. 

 Archetypes: emblematic, thematic character types that are ubiquitously found in art, literature, mythology, culture, and society. 

 Archetypes were at first recognized by Carl Jung who suggested they were integral to the human experience. According to Jung, everyone can access each and every archetype since we all have our humanity in common. We do not share the same experiences, of course, but we are connected by what Jung called the "collective unconscious,” which is “the part of the psyche which retains and transmits the common psychological inheritance of mankind.”47 Renowned actor, writer, and teacher, Michael Chekhov is accredited with developing archetypes for the use of actors. By connecting to an archetype, similar to donning a mask, the actor feeds off the inspiration and integrates into the role. 

 Here are several traditional archetypes: the princess, the queen, the king, the witch, the joker, the healer, the villain, the child, the harlot, the soldier, the mother, the virgin/the innocent, the hero, and the miser. Prototypes and stereotypes are further categories of characterization that harken back to their archetypal roots. Prototypes are universal characters adapted for the modern era, such as: the schoolteacher, the businessman, the housewife, the president, the teenager, the nun, the starlet, the war hero, and the prostitute. Stereotypes are more specific and lovingly judgmental iterations: the nerd, the stocky jock, the girl next door, the smarmy asshole, and the bumbling professor. All of these roles are like costumes: when worn, they imply behaviors, moods, actions, and physicality, and they may help the actor to surpass the self-involved intellect and start playing in the scene. They can also suggest to the actor actions and points of view that the character traditionally embodies. 

 Archetypes can be utilized in four steps: concentration, imagination, incorporation and inspiration.48 

  	The first step is concentration, which is when you focus on the archetype that best represents the character at hand. Sammy in You Can Count On Me is closely linked to the mother, but there are other levels of archetypes within her character. She could also be the damsel in distress, the queen, or the orphan. (Picking a few is perfectly fine; however, it is recommended that the actor play with each one separately at first.) 

 	Once it is identified, the imagination process begins. The actor closes his eyes and visualizes the archetype in his mind’s eye. How does the archetype look from head to toe, what are the physical details? How does it move, what is its energy, how does it feel? Does it have any props or articles in hand, like a sword, a wand, or a book? Judgment must not interfere with this process; anything the imagination sees is wholly correct. 

 	Once the picture is crystal clear, the next step is incorporation, in which the actor literally steps into the archetype and immediately assumes the shape and energy. This phase involves exploring movement now that the actor is in the skin and spirit of the archetype. How does it see the world? What does it see around itself? What is the archetype’s voice like? How does he move around the room? 

 	Inspiration occurs the moment the archetype is acting on its own, exploring the space and other characters, seeing the world through its special vantage point. When in the inspiration phase, the actor feels as if he is in the passenger seat; the archetype takes him for a ride, inhibiting the actor from interfering with judgment and control. One final step bridges the divide between the archetype and the role: act the scene from within the archetype. Witness what new actions you play and what new discoveries you make when seeing through the eyes of the archetype. Fully surrender to the impulses of the archetype. Do not worry whether the scene goes as planned. You are doing this exercise so you can break free of what is blocking your expression of the character. 

 

 Archetype work is ideal for the rehearsal or homework process when an actor cannot access the essence of the role, possibly due to judgment of the character or resistance toward straying too far from one’s personality. However, it is not recommended to continue to do this work when shooting a film, for the same reason that the actor would not do particularization in front of the camera. The domain of performance is for action to take place in a world of cause and effect. Any consciousness of one’s own performance would remove the actor from the circumstances of the scene. Archetype work is a liberating experience because it lives outside the confines of the script or story. It enables the actor to briefly unshackle from the responsibilities of playing the part, which in turn allows his imagination to unhinge. This is precisely why archetypes are so important: they are structured enough to provide some boundaries but also intuitive enough to tap into unfiltered creativity. 

 Plastiques 

 As we have discussed and explored, the body is a storehouse of memories, imagination, and feelings, and, when activated, it can release creative insights and impulses. Comparable to a candy dispenser, press a button, lift a lever, or turn a knob and the riches expel. When you create shapes and movements with your body, you unleash that bounty of raw material. Jerzy Grotowski, Poland’s renowned director and author of Towards a Poor Theatre, composed a wealth of physical acting exercises and ideas, most of which follow this exact principle. He understood the power of the human form, not just for the audience, but foremost for the actor, and he created an entire technique for the physical actor to activate this innate power. One of the tools he coined is called a plastique. 

 Plastique: a movement that is specific, filled with life, and related to an image.49 

 He trained his actors to practice plastiques as a way to activate imagination, emotion, and character. Stephen Wangh reimagined Grotowski’s method in the book An Acrobat of the Heart. It was under Wangh’s system of training that I came to know the incredible world of plastiques and to interpret them in a unique way into the Physical Life pillar. For those who are curious about plastiques, I highly recommend you seek out Stephen Wangh and his thorough methodology. 

 To understand better, try this simple experiment: 

  	Without turning your head, look to the right and fix your eyes on nothing in particular. 

 	Ask yourself as you maintain your gaze, what do you see? What object or person does your imagination manifest on the other end of your gaze? How does that make you feel? Are you suspicious? Afraid? Nervous? What character do you automatically connect to? What storyline manifests itself, albeit foggily, out of thin air? 

 	Look down; apply the same exercise. What does your imagination create? What story flashes into mind as you maintain this physicality? 

 	Look to the left. Do you see something else? Do you feel differently? Now look a little bit above that spot; note the radical shift in feeling and thought. 

 	Look above you; what are you looking for? What dialogue is running through your head at this exact moment? 

 	Return your eyes to a forward gaze, note any shift. Does this position give a sense of neutrality and readiness? 

 

 With simple eye movements, storylines start to emerge and genuine feeling flows. If this is possible with the most minute of movements, then imagine the possibilities when the whole body is set in motion. The human body is autosuggestive. Therefore, the imagination does not dwell in the mind but in the entire body. Stimulate it and it reveals imaginative riches. 

 Plastique Guideposts 

 Plastiques… 

  	must have a beginning, middle, and end. 

 	must be repeatable and specific. 

 	can employ props and costumes. 

 	can involve space objects (which are imagined and invisible). 

 	are beyond habitual gestures. 

 	require energy. 

 

 Begin to Create Plastiques 

 To warm up, practice a few movements that are commonly understood as habitual gestures: waving the hand, flicking the middle finger, rolling the eyes, and sticking out the tongue. Practice these moves and notice how they shift your mood and evoke character. Sticking out the tongue may make you feel like a child, rolling the eyes is reminiscent of a teenager, and flicking the finger seems to correspond with an angry adult during rush hour. These more familiar gestures may acclimate the actor to this entire practice of using gesture to pierce the imagination. After playing with the familiar, it is time to create unique plastiques. 

 Silver Ball 

 Remember the classic childhood toy of the heavy silver ball in a handheld maze box? The ball travels all over the board based on the most miniscule of adjustments in the hands of the player. Imagine that the silver ball is now in your body: by shifting your weight to the tiniest degree, the ball travels all over, lurching into the tip of the nose, then down to the heel, then up to the right index finger, then to the tip of the tailbone, etc. All plastiques must begin with an energetic impulse, and from there they can transform into different energy and take on different shapes. A gesture may be small, but it still affects the whole body, just as the subtlest shift of the maze impacts the direction and speed of the ball. 

 Practice Plastiques 

  	Create any gesture that has a beginning, middle, and end. Here are a few examples: run a finger down the forearm, drum toes in the air, flick the tongue forward, lift the right elbow and create a c-shape in the air. 

 	Repeat a single plastique multiple times, over and over again. In the repetition, perfect it by making it more specific. 

 	Then, do as you did in the eye exercise; start to notice how this move speaks to your imagination. What ideas does it give you regarding character, story, motivation, or feeling? Like nature, your imagination abhors a vacuum, and it will rush in if it senses an empty space for interpretation. 

 	Create a new plastique and repeat the process. Remember, you can employ props, clothing, and space objects. A few examples of this could be: toss an imaginary baseball, twist your wedding ring around your finger, pick up your water bottle and bop yourself on the head with it. 

 

 These plastiques are arbitrary; however, by repeating each one, the actor may start to pick up on the raw material that the gesture reveals. He may suddenly imagine being a homeless person, or he may find his heart racing, or he may sense sadness. The options are unpredictable and limitless. The point is this: through training the body in plastiques, the actor learns to listen to his body’s impulses and wisdom. We seek tools and exercises that will unleash effortless impulse, feeling, and thought. If the body can do this, then let’s have at it. 

 Plastiques in Performance 

 Plastiques can be applied to your craftwork as you prepare a role by incorporating it into dialogue, a piece of blocking, a physical action, or secondary life (which is any activity or task that you are executing in the midst of a scene). If your blocking is to walk left to the corner of a table, you could add a plastique to that journey. Maybe you strum the table as you pass by, or maybe you scratch it with your middle finger. If your secondary life is signing a long and tedious contract, a plastique you might choose is flicking the document forcibly. Or maybe your plastique is drawing the outline of a heart on the document with your forefinger. There could be a good reason for your choices, or not! In fact, plastiques are very effective when unpredictable and illogical. Through your preparation, you will sort out what plastiques aid in the acting of the scene. 

 Similar to verbs, plastiques channel emotional energy and help the actor to either release or contain how they feel through physical action. Plastiques abide by the rule of homeostasis, in that they help the character deal with the situation they are in. On one hand, playing a plastique is like lifting the lid off of a pressure cooker, allowing the character to act upon his pent up emotions. On the other hand, plastiques may serve to clamp down the lid of the pot if that better serves the character’s objective. Either way, the actor can strategically design and place them to channel the energies that the character is experiencing in a moment. In this way, plastiques are not decorative and demonstrative flourishes; they can be a fundamental part of the actor’s craft and performance. 

 Let’s examine the third episode of You Can Count On Me. In the margins are possibilities of plastiques that could help the actors connect more deeply to their circumstances and objectives. Since this is a screenplay based in naturalism, all plastiques are chosen to reasonably fit into the world of the characters. Terry’s plastiques are on the right and Sammy’s are on the left. 

 Scratching at a scab on the back of his neck 

 Digging her thumbnail into the palm of her hand 

 TERRY 

 I’ve actually got to confess to you, Sammy…that the reason you may not have heard from me for a little while is that I’ve been kind of unable to write…on account of the fact that I was in jail for a little while. 

 Releasing hands, now presses them up from underneath the table 

 SAMMY 

 You were what? 

 A couple of people in the restaurant look at them. Terry notices but Sammy does not. 

 Continues to scratch 

 TERRY 

 Well, I did a little time, I guess, in Florida. For, uh, just for bullshit… 

 Continues to press palms up 

 SAMMY 

 What?! 

 TERRY 

 It was just bullshit… 

 SAMMY 

 What did you do? 

 Snatches napkin from lap and clenches it with fist 

 TERRY 

 I didn’t do anything. Does it occur to you that maybe I was wronged? 

 Runs index finger along hem of blouse 

 SAMMY 

 No! 

 Rapidly taps fistful of napkin against thigh 

 TERRY 

 Well, could I please— 

 SAMMY 

 Oh my God!— 

 TERRY 

 Would you please let me— 

 SAMMY 

 —What happened?! 

 Throws napkin on the table 

 TERRY 

 I come back here, and I tell you about my fuckin’…traumas, and I get this wounded little “I’ve Let You Down” bullshit, over and over again. 

 Continues to run finger along hem of her blouse 

 SAMMY 

 OK—can you please stop cursing at me? 

 TERRY 

 And here I am back in this fuckin’ hole explaining myself to you again! 

 Snaps fingers in his face three times 

 SAMMY 

 Hey—you don’t write me for six months, I have no idea where you are— 

 Pushes fist into thigh 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —I don’t know if you’re alive or dead— 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry— 

 SAMMY 

 —and then you show up out of nowhere and tell me you were in jail? 

 Wipes crumbs off the table rapidly 

 TERRY 

 I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Sammy, I’m really sorry…! 

 Can you tell which plastiques were designed to contain and which were meant to release energy? Both characters use the diner table between them to conceal their gestures, and both have moments of explosive expressivity through a plastique. Note how the plastiques have no given emotion. Plastiques are never meant to indicate feeling, and they must never be repurposed for such a reason. Plastiques help channel and process feeling into action. Everything done in acting should be an attempt to improve one’s circumstances. Sammy stands a chance to stifle her anger if she runs her finger along the hem of her blouse. Terry avoids slapping his sister if he throws the napkin. 

 Plastiques are excellent tools for repetition and are less effective when used inconsistently. By practicing them throughout rehearsals (again, if you are lucky to have them), they anchor the actor’s experience and can help the actor stay grounded in uncomfortable circumstances. Consistency also paves the way for the spontaneous creation of new plastiques. When you land on a plastique that you would like to experiment with, give it time to take root in the body by incorporating it into your rehearsals. 

 Plastiques aren’t necessarily premeditated. More often than not, they happen organically through rehearsals. The aware actor will take notice of these intuitive gestures and explore their usefulness. Sometimes plastiques are only appropriate for the rehearsal process; an actor may choose to distill a plastique into a nearly imperceptible action, while other plastiques become integrated into the director’s vision and affect the entire story. 

 Keep an open mind about how your body can express itself under the imaginary circumstances of the character. Invite process into your work and stave off the pressure of performance so that you can actually explore how your body acquaints itself with the story at hand. Don’t be afraid of the absurd. Yes, it’s weird, but so are we. Not everything must be logical, realistic, or meaningful. 

 We have taken a long tour through how the body can awaken the imagination. From physical senses to plastiques and from archetypes to emotional preparation, the body is a sensitive instrument for creative exploration. Inextricable from the heart and mind, the actor’s physical resources can harmonize and solidify acting choices into concrete form. The last topic in the Physical Life pillar is how physical and vocal choices translate into performance. 

 3. PHYSICAL AND VOCAL CHARACTERIZATION 

 Physical and vocal expression contribute to characterization 
and performance. 

 Up until this point, the actor has cultivated his body to be an open vessel for his character with lessened tension and receptive breathing. He has also explored how his body is a treasure trove of impulses and ideas. Lastly, the Physical Life pillar pertains to how the body and voice express character in performance. 

 An Abbreviated History of Physical Acting 

 For millennia, acting was first and foremost a physical and vocal art. Consider styles like Kabuki or Commedia dell’Arte or theatrical epochs from Ancient Greece to nineteenth century melodrama; physical and vocal expressivity defined character. There was no technique for psychological transformation like we have today. Instead, acting relied heavily on vocal prowess and the conveyance of emotion and characterization through the body. Masks and stylized movements were frequently used to demonstrate characterization during Greek and Roman theater festivals and onward through the Renaissance. Without sound augmentation capabilities such as we have today, the use of the voice through speech or song was a theatrical necessity in all regions and eras. Due to the technological limitations and simultaneous popularity of theater, the art form depended on the actor to clearly transmit a story to audiences of even eighty thousand people. 

 Most major epochs used theater as a way to reflect the purest ideals of society, teach a moral lesson, and uncover what truth in performance was. From the Italian Renaissance, verisimilitude, or the appearance of truth, was a neoclassical ideal that demanded universality of humanity. Characters could not be complex or individually drawn because an audience would not be able to relate to them. Therefore, characters, even in Shakespeare’s plays, had emblematic features that harkened back to Ancient Roman farce and tragedy. The body and voice were the preferred vehicles for the demonstration of these archetypal and universal characters. 

 Of course, the appearance of truth evolves. William Shakespeare’s plays are filled with rhetoric, requiring the actors to have much vocal dexterity. But at the same time, Shakespeare’s characters are so nuanced in their humanity, there must have been performers who could embody such dramatic thought and action. We know from recovered theatrical criticism that what was often lauded was an actor’s vocal power and ability to convey emotion. But audiences also valued performers for their more natural delivery, like David Garrick, a popular actor during the English Restoration who didn’t have a strong voice, but who commanded Shakespeare’s roles less with bombastic rhetoric and more with honesty. 

 Much of acting in the nineteenth century was based on stereotypical physical gestures and vocal patterns developed by Francois Delsarte, who seems to be our first known acting theoretician. He posited that actors could convey emotions and inner thoughts through specific, preestablished gestures and body movements. Called Applied Aesthetics, it was considered a systematic approach to acting consistent with the scientific spirit of the age. Looking back, it seems like a ridiculously inauthentic practice, but at the time it was truly novel, as there had never been a prescribed method of acting before. Indeed, his technique and book were taught all over the world, particularly in America. 

 Interestingly, it was the invention of electricity that played a considerable hand in our recent turn toward naturalistic acting. The integration of electric lights in the theater inspired directors and scenic designers to add detail and depth to scenic design. As the stage sets went from two-dimensional backdrops to lifelike reconstructions, the inauthenticity of the actors’ one-dimensional performances no longer satisfied. The setting inspired actors at the end of the nineteenth century to investigate true human nature, or naturalism. 

 In the twentieth century, the craft of acting took a significant turn. Sigmund Freud arrived on the scene, and his revolutionary developments in the new science of psychology made huge waves across continents. Perhaps it was just the spirit of the modern age, but, directly or indirectly, the advent of psychology impacted the new science-like craft of acting, as pioneered, practiced, and uncovered by Konstantin Stanislavski. Considered the father of modern acting, Stanislavski created a system for psychological and emotional transformation into character, one that was truthful, human, and profound. An actor, Stanislavski was obsessed with physical and vocal characterization, but it was his ardent and endless desire for emotional truth that drove him past the superficial level of skin and bone and into the psyche of the actor. 

 The work of Stanislavski inspired many acting methods and innovators. In the United States, the Group Theatre, which studied Stanislavski’s early theories, paved the way for the teachings of Sanford Meisner, Stella Adler, Lee Strasberg, and more, all of whom sought to create a system for truthful and fully realized acting performances. Without Stanislavski’s developments, we might still remain in the dark ages of demonstrative acting. However, it is worth considering that he was a man of his time, aware of the evolutions in science while holding a firm finger on the pulse of an awakening society. 

 Several great teachers continued to develop physical acting techniques, but all through the lens of, or in retaliation to, Stanislavski’s work. Michael Chekhov’s psychological gesture was a perfect harmony of inner and outer techniques. Meyerhold’s biomechanics were radical physical exercises meant to stretch the actor’s body into a machine-like, superhuman canvas, and Jerzy Grotowski’s plastique and corporal exercises brought to life the intelligence of the body, the memory contained within it, and its incredible stores of creative energy. The physical acting innovators of the twentieth century understood that psychology, imagination, and emotion were not relegated to the head and brain but involved the entire body. Today, physical techniques like Viewpoints, Contact Improvisation, Williamson technique, Alexander technique, Fitzmaurice, Linklater, and other practices respect and function from this point. It is from this present moment in history that we continue to think about how the body and voice contribute to our vision of truthful acting. How does the way we act continue to evolve? How can we better channel truth? 

 Physical Characterization 

 Frequently, this last aspect of Physical Life does not need to be addressed because, as we discussed earlier, film and television actors are less commonly expected to be anything other than who they innately are. But there are typical situations in which an actor may be expected to transform his physical life. Ask yourself, what shift or transformation is required of you, if any, by the role? Is your character ill, injured, or under the influence of any drug? If so, you may need to work on your character’s impediment. 

 Impediments 

 Impediment: a character’s handicap, illness, or defect that interferes with his day-to-day existence. 

 It “must be created technically and expertly indicated, not lived through authentically.”50 I love this description by Vicki Hart of what an impediment is; in this way, it’s similar to a plastique that you layer into your body. There is something artificial about it, like donning a mask. Impediments can range from a stubbed toe to full-blown AIDS virus, but they also include altering substances, like alcohol, caffeine, marijuana, or cocaine. How does an actor begin to unravel how to act this complex element that is going on in the scene? 

  	Begin first by researching the ailment, especially its symptoms: go online and write out a list of all the ways the impediment manifests in the body. 

 	With this list, start to imagine each one of those symptoms existing in your body. See it, feel it, smell it, taste it, and move with it. Get excruciatingly specific so there is no question in your mind about how a single symptom expresses. 

 	Keep adding in more symptoms. What this does is compose the full picture of an altered state or handicap by accumulating singular symptoms. 

 	Once these symptoms are all up and running, the actor must play the scene truthfully under the influence of the impediment. How does it impact his ability to speak and move? Does it impair his ability to fight for his objective? How does the character seek homeostasis while experiencing his impediment? 

 

 Let’s create an example of an impediment that may afflict Terry in You Can Count On Me. What if he arrived to this lunch with a head cold? 

  	Create the list: cannot breathe through the nose, feels like a golf ball has been shoved between the bridge of my nose and my eyeballs, uncontainable runny mucus, tender nostrils from multiple blows into tissues, upper lip burning red from tissues, as well, and strong, pounding headache in my forehead. 

 	Next, layer in one at a time. Don each symptom as if it were a costume piece. As you did with plastiques, take your time with each one, ensuring you have sufficiently practiced it without moving onto the next. 

 	Manage to add all symptoms. It’s as if you are spinning plates, as many plates as you have symptoms. Continue to touch base with each one in order to reassert its hold on you. 

 	Enter into the scene; perhaps add a tissue box as a prop. Fight through the nagging head cold; remember he’s trying to get rid of it with every sniffle. In this way, the impediment is like a circumstance you are trying to overcome. 

 

 Environment can also qualify as an impediment, such as uncomfortable or inclement weather. What if the character complains of being hot or cold? Make a clear decision of what degree, and build the impediment from there. Impediment work is extremely useful when working on a green screen and needing to engage with elements, characters, and objects you cannot see. Experience each symptom as if it were a plastique; this will help you to visualize and engage with the environment. 

 Physical Observation 

 As the brief history above describes, our ancient roots are in physical and vocal characterization. And the primary way we study characterization is through observation. Actors are natural mimics, curious about and sensitive to the demeanors, mannerisms, behaviors, and personality traits of those around them. Simply by observing those around us, our imaginations light up with fresh inspiration. This is classic outside-in work, which refers to the process of applying external elements to your inner life. Modern acting techniques more often employ the process of inside-out, meaning the character takes root in the imagination and only slowly manifests outwardly. Ideally, these two approaches can work hand-in-hand. 

 Curious about the relationship between inside-out and outside-in methods, I spent some time working on the title character of Hedda Gabler by Henrik Ibsen while in grad school. At the time, Seven Pillars Acting only had six pillars. Even though I had studied physical acting techniques extensively, I had been battling my own relationship with physicality in acting and had not yet embraced the wisdom of the seventh pillar. My question was this: to what extent can an actor employ exclusively inside-out tools and at what point do outside-in concepts aid in realizing a character? In order to answer this question, I arranged for a yearlong experiment. For the first several months, I worked on the character using the first six pillars, which certainly was a predominately inside-out technique. Having done all my daydreaming and script work, I could sense there were still aspects to this historical, yet fictional character that were eluding me. I still had the second portion of my work to do to apply outside-in techniques and uncover more about Hedda. 

 I had received a grant from my grad program at UC Irvine to travel to the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts to study past productions of the play. For days, I dug up filmed performances, old photographs, articles, and reviews of Hedda Gabler. I studied the costuming, stage design, physicality, and acting choices of the actresses playing Hedda and made copious notes on my findings. There were so many performances of Hedda that played into all the typical stereotypes. Everywhere Hedda seemed to be categorized as snooty, Machiavellian, and power hungry. Likely because I fell into the same trap of playing her in this way, I was unsatisfied with these interpretations, and so I pursued representations of her that were more human and sympathetic. 

 It wasn’t until I uncovered the BBC production of Hedda Gabler starring Fiona Shaw that my imagination came to life.51 In the production, Fiona depicts Hedda as a neurotic woman, victimized by the severely patriarchal Scandinavian culture. Utilizing a simple, yet powerful psychological gesture, she frequently had her arms arranged behind her back with fingers pointing up, digging deeply into her biceps with her fingernails. From the front, she seemed composed, yet, from the back, you could see a woman bracing herself with all her strength. She often looked like a caged bird whose wings had been clipped. Bird-like, she would fling herself around the stage with great desperation. Truly, you felt as though you were watching a woman imprisoned in her own home slowly self-destruct due to her lack of freedom. I was deeply moved by this performance and certainly felt I had received the healthy dose of external inspiration I was seeking. 

 I returned to Southern California to experiment with how to apply this research to my performance. Of all the material I studied, I could not get the image of pinned arms behind the back out of my mind. I began to incorporate this as a plastique and psychological gesture in my homework and rehearsal process. By recreating this gesture, I started to experience Hedda’s entrapment and victimhood. Beforehand, I had succumbed to playing Hedda as a woman in control of her fate. And certainly, she does have a way of manipulating those around her. Yet it was this gesture that revealed her as a vulnerable and exposed creature. From there, I completely revamped my score to ground this choice in specificity and action. 

 In answering the questions I posed at the beginning of the process, I came to understand how crucial a physical approach to acting was to fleshing out a character. Without using observation and outside-in approaches, my interpretation was stunted by my limited perspective of the character. Only by allowing myself to view Hedda from the outside could I see her otherwise hidden nature. It’s for this reason that I finally embraced Physical Life as the seventh pillar and incorporated all the outside-in techniques we’ve discussed in this chapter into the system. No longer would I allow myself or my students to ignore the brilliant influence of the body and voice. 

 IN SUMMATION 

 How beautiful, mysterious, and impulsive the body is. The seventh pillar, Physical Life, interweaves with all other pillars to help the actor embody his artistic process. When stuck on a creative choice or moment, he can employ a Physical Life tool to unlock it. Pillars one through six assert an inside-out approach, while Physical Life assumes the opposite perspective. By working from the outside-in and using the body, voice, or other external elements, you can stimulate the imagination, silence the critical mind, and transform into character spontaneously. 

 Seven Pillars Acting is composed of pillars, not steps because creativity is not prescriptive. The actor must be open to craft his role as the character, story, director, and his inspiration dictate. In the final chapter, we will begin to put all the pillars together to experiment with how a creative spark can illuminate a whole world. 

 



 Applying Seven Pillars Acting 

 Cast to Credits:
 
“Sammy” from You Can Count On Me by Kenneth Lonergan 

 Now that you have the pillars, what do you do with them? What is the process of acting a role from start to finish? This chapter charts how an actor crafts, using the pillars from the first read to the final cut. Now that you know pillars one through seven, I will suggest a sequential progression, as this is a structure you can depend on to support your work. Especially as you first apply the technique, it’s best to move in this order, as you are still working on grounding your acting in Contact and seeing the world through the lens of Circumstance. Only from there do the next four pillars unfold. (Physical Life, as we know, is applied throughout the process.) How can you jump to Objective and Action if you aren’t sufficiently connected to what is happening to your character? Over time, as you have more mastery, the pillars take on an organic feel. Seeing the world through Circumstance becomes second nature, and, from there, you can enter into the work from any angle you like, depending on the role, the timeline, the director, what have you. You can allow your instincts and curiosity to be your guide. 

 Throughout the book, we have made reference to the actor’s score, or his notations of the pillars in the script. In this chapter, we assimilate all those various processes into one score, called CMOA, which stands for, you guessed it, Circumstance, Meaning, Objective, and Action. This construction trains you to fully absorb on a moment-to-moment basis what you, as the character, are taking in and what you do in return. As a result, the performance should be a visceral experience of living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. 

 FROM CAST TO CREDITS 

 Let’s imagine you have just been cast as the part of “Sammy” in You Can Count On Me. Given this is a film, we will proceed under the assumption there is minimal rehearsal time, which means the actor must go heavy duty on her preparation. Film and television approach rehearsing (or not) in many different ways, but for the sake of preparing the actor for the most challenging and realistic situation, we will imagine this time frame: actor gets cast, a week goes by, then there is the table read, then in two more weeks they shoot. 

 1. Read the script for the first time. 

 Read the script from the vantage point of the audience; try to visualize how the whole story is told. Focusing on your part is enticing, but insist on taking a backseat so that you can absorb the big picture. You never get to read the script for the first time again, so it’s important to know what the audience will experience when they see the film. 

 2. Delve into script analysis. 

 After the first read, go through it again and again as you now zero in on Sammy’s story. Answer these questions and delve into a little script analysis:52 

  	What is the core story? Can you sum it up in three to five sentences? 

 	What is the setting? What time period is it in? What is happening in the world on a small and large scale? What is the way of life? What are the social standards? What is the government and economic system. What are the belief systems in the culture? 

 	How much time is covered in the story? Several years? 
A few weeks? 

 	What is the personal background of the story, if any? What is the biography of the screenwriter? 

 	What is the primary theme? A theme is more than just “love” or “unrequited love.” A theme must be a full sentence. The theme for Titanic may be, “The heart will go on.” The theme for The Wizard of Oz could be, “It’s friends who see you through.” 

 	What is the character’s journey? Where does she begin and end? Every character goes on her own hero’s journey: what is the three-act arc for yours? Can you map it out? I recommend creating a visual representation of the three-act journey or arc. A visual can tap into the imagination more quickly than mere words on a page. 

 

 Application to You Can Count On Me: 

  	Core Story: Terry and Sammy are estranged siblings who reunite when Terry falls on hard times and temporarily moves back into his childhood home his sister and young nephew now live in. Sammy, who acts the part of the more mature older sister, is similarly floundering in life: she bounces between two men and takes serious risks at work, while raising her son as a single parent. The siblings attempt to help each other out, but after too many conflicts, Sammy asks for Terry to leave. Even though Terry leaves their hometown, the siblings have a newfound bond and trust in each other. 

 	Setting: You Can Count On Me takes place in Scottsville, NY in the year 2000. So this is a working class community in pre-9/11 America; the economy is strong, although life is still a daily struggle. The story focuses on their personal, family dramas, in part, because it is an otherwise safe and stable world. It’s a society that favors partnership and marriage, which makes life difficult for Sammy as she raises her eight-year-old son as a single mom. There is a Christian backdrop to the story; Sammy is devout, whereas it seems Terry repudiates the overwhelming morality of the Christian community. Given that it’s 2000, our characters don’t yet have cell phones and email is still a new thing. When separated, they depend on phone calls, letters, and postcards for communication. 

 	Story Duration: The script lacks a definitive timeline, but by adding up all the days depicted, the story seems to elapse between two and three consecutive weeks. 

 	Personal Backstory: The beginning of the film is a flashback to Terry and Sammy’s youth on the night their parents were killed in a car accident. We know little else about their upbringing other than the fact they grew up in the same house that Sammy now lives in. It is clear that Terry was a troubled kid, whereas Sammy walked the straight and narrow. Terry left town and has been floating from odd job to odd job, occasionally having run-ins with the law. He just did some time in a Florida jail for what seemed to be a bar fight. Sammy had a child with Rudy’s father when she was just nineteen, and he must have left her soon thereafter, since Rudy doesn’t seem to have any recollection of his father. Sammy supports her family by working at a bank. It seems that although Terry has been away, they have been staying in touch through letters and postcards. In the recent past, Sammy hasn’t heard from her brother for a very long time, which brings her much stress and fear for his safety and well-being. The scene we have been focusing on is their reunion at Dawson’s, a restaurant in town. Terry, we know, is here to ask Sammy for money so he can pay the rent and help support his unstable girlfriend, Sheila, in Worcester, MA. 

 	Theme: Blood is thicker than water. 

 	Journey: She begins the story with a desperate need for love and support in raising her son; during the bulk of the story, she has three men in her life all offering some aspect of intimacy and partnership, none of whom satisfy. By the end, she’s set boundaries with her brother, her boss, and her ex-boyfriend and knows more clearly what she needs to move through life. Another way to focus her arc is exclusively through the lens of her relationship with Terry: in the beginning she is estranged from her brother; in the middle they reunite, but unfortunately they clash on numerous issues; by the end they realize they are better off loving each other from a distance. No matter how far away Terry goes, their bond is certain. By the end of the story, Sammy has someone she can count on. 

 

 Hopefully, answering these questions gets you acquainted with the playworld of the story. It narrows the playing field, helping you to focus on what you need to connect to. 

 3. Retype the script. 

 Since you are working with a film script, you already have a good amount of margin space. I recommend retyping the script where Sammy has monologues or even smaller chunks of text. The more white space on the page, the more you welcome your imagination and craft to take part. The more compressed your writing space, the less you will work. 

 4. Apply Contact to the script. 

 Do the impulse game next to drop yourself into your character’s shoes. You can do this by yourself by covering the script up with your hand or another piece of paper. Read what the other character says and allow yourself to respond out loud with what your impulse is. Then, lower your hand to reveal what your line actually is and speak the line with the same intonation as your impulse. Remember, this is called breaking the line. Ignore how you think the line should be said and bend the line to your own impulse’s will. Observe the similarities and differences between your impulse and what the text implies about the character’s impulse. Note down your observations of what brings about her impulse, especially when it differs from yours. Let this help you create circumstances and meaning. 

 Avoid judging the character with these observations. It’s tempting, especially with the character of Sammy, to look at her text and say, “She is so messed up,” or “On this line she is being stubborn.” These are judgments that only distance you from her. Does she have the perspective in that moment to agree she is “so messed up” or that she is “being stubborn”? One might come to that realization in retrospect, but hardly ever does someone say in the moment what can only be observed from the outside. 

 Therefore, as you write down your notations from the impulse game, base them in the pillars: write her circumstances and what they mean to her. The main emphasis in this step is to place yourself in her situation, to see what your truthful impulses are, and to gauge how similar your reactions are to the character. 

 5. Delineate episodes. 

 This next step initiates a deep and specific investigation into the text, and in order to do that, you must first know how the script breaks down into episodes. Start at the beginning of the script and, with a pencil, draw lines through the text where you feel an episode shifts. Remember, an episode is a core happening, event, or discussion in the scene, and episodes shift from one to the other due to game changers. Also keep in mind episodes must be substantial; they hardly ever are one line long. They take minutes to do, so don’t get game changer happy. 

 Once the lines are drawn on the page to your satisfaction, return to the top of the scene and title the episodes. Once this step is completed, you have carved your character arc into specific chapters. 

 6. Build the CMOA by crafting Circumstances. 

 Now, go back to the top and start to write out your circumstances from global to potential. Remember global and past circumstances are written on a separate sheet of paper, previous circumstances go on the top of the page before the scene starts, and present, future, and potential all exist in the margins of the scene. Go line by line and craft what circumstances are happening to Sammy. We write circumstances so they are in sequence with what is happening in time. Therefore, always write your present circumstances above your line. Circumstances occur to your character as your partner speaks his text, so the circumstance should be sandwiched between what Terry says and what Sammy responds. By notating it like this as you work on your scene, you will see the circumstance before you see your line, and this should train you to let the circumstance drive the line. We are at the beginning stage of writing our CMOA (Circumstance, Meaning, Objective, and Action), which only starts once we are in present circumstances. Remember to work in the first person; from now on, you should refer to yourself as Sammy. 

 Global Circumstances: 

 Terry is my only family beside my son. 

 I’m a single mom. 

 Jesus Christ is my Lord and Savior. 

 I have no parents. 

 I work in a bank. 

 Terry wasn’t in touch with me for months. 

 Past Circumstances: 

 My mom and dad were killed in a car accident when Terry and I were kids. 

 Terry recently wrote me to reconnect and visit Rudy and me. 

 Terry missed the bus. 

 Terry’s been arrested before. 

 INT. DAWSON’S—AT THEIR TABLE. A FEW MOMENTS LATER 

 Prev. Cir.—Traffic wasn’t bad; I’m here early. Terry’s late; here he comes, he’s smoking still, it’s so good to see him, he gives me a very warm hug. Now we are seated; he looks ragged, he lurches for the menu. He is a sight for sore eyes. 

 Terry is studying the menu. Sammy is beaming at him. 

  EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 C. Terry is uncomfortable. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 C. He is asking a bizarre question. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 C. He is hinting that I am overdressed. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d – 

 C. Terry notices how I am fumbling over words. 

 You know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 C. He’s being facetious. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 C. He wants me to be the first one to open up. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 C. He keeps deflecting it over to me. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 7. Improvise the Circumstances. 

 Once you have a rough draft of circumstances, improvise the episodes. You can certainly do this exercise by yourself; you just have to work off of an imaginary partner. Consider these episode improvisations your first round of daydreaming work. Start from the previous circumstances and live them out fully, then begin to improvise the first episode and test out how you fair in those circumstances. When you are done with an episode, look back and write down the answers to these questions: “What happened in the improvisation that isn’t in the script?” and “What is in the script that didn’t happen in the improvisation?” 

 By answering these questions, you will come closer to identifying the circumstances that drive the episodes. Keep in mind that it takes time for a circumstance to move from the page and into your consciousness. The improvisation process is the best way to enforce and reinforce your conscious engagement with the circumstances you’ve crafted. Over time, you should find that your improvisation evolves into text. When you reach the point where you are speaking the scripted lines, you should still feel as if you are improvising. Your lines are so motivated by circumstance, you have no choice but to say them in the exact arrangement in which they are written. 

 8. Make the Meaning List. 

 No matter how well you craft your circumstances, there still remain gaps between you and the role. So now we investigate the meanings in order to gain a better understanding of how Sammy interprets the circumstances. Go through the circumstances and write out the meaning list on a separate sheet of paper. What bombs go off in the scene? What are the moments in the scene that have a profound effect on her? What past or future circumstances have a deep emotional impact on Sammy? Therefore, the list contains only the most meaningful circumstances. Not every moment in the scene deserves to be on the meaning list; if it did, the scene would be a wash of melodrama. Remember, this is your cheat sheet for emotional life work. Assess your personal connection: do you share this meaning with Sammy? If not, write “no” and accept that truth. There is never any need to fake an emotional connection to something you do not genuinely feel. By clarifying your meanings on the list, you will know what you need to daydream. 

 Meaning List for Sammy 

 Our parents died in a car accident when we were just kids. 

 →That means we had to grow up much faster than other kids. 

 →That makes me feel resentful. 

 →No 

 Terry hasn’t contacted me in a year. 

 →That means he doesn’t want me to be a part of his life. 

 →That makes me feel deeply hurt. 

 →No 

 Terry looks a bit ragged. 

 →That means he may still be doing drugs. 

 →That makes me feel worried. 

 →Yes 

 Terry is going to stay with us for awhile. 

 →This means he will get to connect with Rudy. 

 →This makes me feel giddy. 

 →No 

 Terry was in jail while he was gone. 

 →That means he is doomed to failure. 

 →That makes me feel helpless. 

 →No 

 If I work on Terry and give him inspiration, then he will improve. 

 →That means there is a possibility of redemption. 

 →That makes me feel hopeful. 

 →Yes 

 Terry doesn’t believe in God. 

 →That means he has no morality or faith in anything. 

 →That makes me feel pity. 

 →No. 

 Terry has been lost his whole life. 

 →That means he has suffered and will continue to suffer. 

 →And that means I may lose him. 

 →That makes me feel grief. 

 →No 

 9. Add Meaning to the CMOA. 

 There is a second application to the Meaning pillar. When we build the CMOA, we include meanings, as they go a layer deeper into the interpretation of the circumstance. Some of the meanings on the meanings list will make their way onto this score, but you don’t do the full four-step process on the script. In this second application, all the meanings do is uncover the deeper interpretation of the circumstances. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 C. Terry is uncomfortable. 

 M. That means he doesn’t want to be here. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 C. He is asking a bizarre question. 

 M. That means he’s on to something. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 C. He is hinting that I am overdressed. 

 M. That means he feels inadequate. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d— 

 C. Terry notices how I am fumbling over words. 

 M. That means he knows this stings a little. 

 You know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 C. He’s being facetious. 

 M. That means he’s posing in order to hide his insecurity. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 C. He wants me to be the first one to open up. 

 M. That means he is avoiding the most important subject. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 C. He keeps deflecting it over to me. 

 M. That means he knows where I am going with this. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 10. Bridge the gap of Meaning with Emotional Life tools. 

 Begin daydreaming and particularizing. All of this work is done without the script. All you need is your meaning list, past circumstances, and any other items, like your music, paper, and pen, to aid in your daydreaming process. 

 You crafted a few past circumstances for Sammy, all of which need to be daydreamed. Refer to the daydreaming as character steps in order to submerge into each one. For particularization, go through the entire meaning list; connect yourself with all the meanings you could not connect to so that you have genuinely similar emotional responses as Sammy. Save at least twenty minutes to particularize each meaning. Work very hard on this step so that when you are acting, you can focus on what you want and what you do, not how you feel. In fact, if you do your emotional life work sufficiently, you should be fighting not to feel. The more earnestly you take this step, the more effortless, grounded, and truthful your acting will be. When you have completed a particularization, you have two choices: jump into the script and play it out, seeing if the emotional life work was effective, or wait a day and return to the script to test out the work you had done. 

 When you do practice the scene, do the scene, don’t play the emotions. You must not goose the feeling. If you do, you will not know if your emotional life worked or not because you will be pushing it. You have to let it go and live truthfully in the circumstances in order to verily gauge the effectiveness of the particularization. Ideally, when you are done with this step, you have a heartbeat for every meaning in the script. This is not to say that your emotional choices are set in stone. On the contrary, please keep the options loose and free. Your choices shouldn’t stifle the additional options for how a moment may be felt or experienced. For this reason, you may need to reparticularize, as you learn more and more about the depth of Sammy’s situation and how she responds to it. 

 You have now completed the first hemisphere of the actor’s work, which revolves around the golden rule: acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. The second hemisphere is rooted in acting is the reality of doing. Now that you know the world, it is time to set into action. 

 11. Build the CMOA by adding Objective. 

 What does Sammy want above all else? What does she want throughout the film? What does she want in each scene and in each of her episodes? What does she want on every single line? Score the script with her objectives and practice them in the individual episodes. Make sure they connect to your heart and that you feel their necessity. As always, write in pencil so you can make corrections and adaptations. 

 Sammy’s Super-Objective: I need to be taken care of. 

 Sammy’s Story Objective: I want to find a father figure for Rudy. 

 Sammy’s Scene Objective: I want to have a healing reunion with Terry. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 Episode Objective: I want to start off on the right foot with Terry. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 C. Terry is uncomfortable. 

 M. That means he doesn’t want to be here. 

 O. I want him to be comfortable. 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 C. He is asking a bizarre question. 

 M. That means he’s on to something. 

 O. I want to understand better. 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no, it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 C. He is hinting that I am overdressed. 

 M. That means he feels inadequate. 

 O. I want to make him feel okay. 

 SAMMY 

 Oh. No. You know, I just thought I’d— 

 C. Terry notices how I am fumbling over words. 

 M. That means he knows this stings a little. 

 O. I want him to feel a little guilty. 

 You know I thought it was a special occasion…which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 C. He’s being facetious. 

 M. That means he’s posing in order to hide his insecurity. 

 O. I want to move on to another subject. 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK. You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um... So how are you? 

 C. He wants me to be the first one to open up. 

 M. That means he is avoiding the most important subject. 

 O. I want him to talk first. 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 C. He keeps deflecting it over to me. 

 M. That means he knows where I am going with this. 

 O. I want him to explain himself. 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry. How are you?
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 12. Add Action. 

 What does she do to get what she wants? Score the script with the moment-to-moment actions that aid the pursuit of her objectives. Use literal, figurative, and physical verbs, as you like, to pinpoint the precise action being executed by a line. Actions must actually be done. Do not just write them down. You must take up the script, speak the text, and do the actions at the same time. This is the only way a) you will learn how to play an action and b) you will know if it is the right action or not. Notice how some sections of the CMOA have multiple actions when the line breaks down into more than one thought. Remember, it’s one action per thought. I’ve added backslashes on the text to delineate what verb is played on which thought. 

 EPISODE #1
 
SMALL TALK 

 Episode Objective:I want to start off on the right foot with Terry. 

 TERRY 

 Sorry about yesterday— 

 C. Terry is uncomfortable. 

 M. That means he doesn’t want to be here. 

 O. I want him to be comfortable. 

 A. to absolve/to welcome 

 SAMMY 

 I don’t care—/I’m just so glad to see you…! 

 TERRY 

 I’m glad to see you too, Sammy. Um…are you coming from work? 

 C. He is asking a bizarre question. 

 M. That means he’s on to something. 

 O. I want to understand better. 

 A. to reject/to correct 

 SAMMY 

 Um, no,/it’s Saturday… 

 TERRY 

 Yeah, no, it’s just…you’re dressed so formally… 

 C. He is hinting that I am overdressed. 

 M. That means he feels inadequate. 

 O. I want to make him feel okay. 

 A. to acknowledge/to reject/to deflect 

 SAMMY 

 Oh./No./You know, I just thought I’d— 

 C. Terry notices how I am fumbling over words. 

 M. That means he knows this stings a little. 

 O. I want him to feel a little guilty. 

 A. to confront/to confirm 

 You know I thought it was a special occasion…/which it is… 

 TERRY 

 No, it’s good. I thought I’d dress up too. 

 He gestures to his shitty clothes. 

 C. He’s being facetious. 

 M. That means he’s posing in order to hide his insecurity. 

 O. I want to move on to another subject. 

 A. to excuse/to pacify 

 SAMMY 

 That’s OK./You look fine. 

 TERRY 

 Um… So how are you? 

 C. He wants me to be the first one to open up. 

 M. That means he is avoiding the most important subject. 

 O. I want him to talk first. 

 A. to bounce the ball to him 

 SAMMY 

 I’m fine. 

 TERRY 

 How’s Rudy? 

 C. He keeps deflecting it over to me. 

 M. That means he knows where I am going with this. 

 O. I want him to explain himself and apologize. 

 A. to hold my ground / to insinuate / to hint 

 SAMMY 

 We’re fine, Terry./ How are you?/
 
(Pause)
 
I mean— 

 With this final step, we have completed the CMOA. As you can see, each CMOA follows Terry’s lines and builds toward Sammy’s lines. It aims to provide proportionate cause and effect, which means that the circumstance and meaning justify the objective and action. This aligns the actor with one of our favorite mantras: I only do that which I am caused to do. 

 13. Add Physical Life. 

 Early on in the process, you will know if the character has an accent you need to work on or if there is a physical quality or impediment to practice. This should be addressed at the very beginning of the process. This is why pillar seven is called the weird sister: she can be incorporated into the work whenever she is needed. She is always a part of the daydreaming process, as how you use your body directly impacts your ability to take in emotions and imagined visuals. 

 Are there any plastiques you find yourself doing as you practice the scene? See if you can develop them further, imbedding them into the scene work. They become physical landmarks that can help you navigate the scene. 

 Return to the notes on how to connect to breath. Cultivate a practice of physically readying yourself so you nurture yourself as the healthy actor. 

 14. Nail the table read. 

 The table read is your opportunity to live the story. You want to test out the work you have done, but in order to do that you must let go of all of it and play. Make contact with your partners and allow the dialogue to play out as organically as possible. Focus on your listening and invite the circumstances you crafted to happen to you. Once done with the reading, comb through the text and make note of what moments felt effortless and connected and what moments felt shallow or forced. In this way, you are creating a to-do list for your next homework session. 

 You also probably noticed that some actions and objectives were offtrack. They paled in comparison to the natural impulses and moments you found with fellow actors. Or your director made suggestions to the scene, which requires that you erase most of your previous work. Embrace and incorporate this fresh inspiration and direction. Oftentimes, actors ask why they should bother making choices before working with their fellow actors and director first, especially if they are going to have to scrap it. You want to come to the table read with a presentation of how you embody the character; be willing to be wrong. This gives the director and your colleagues so much more to work with. Going for neutral choices will result in a neutral performance. Also, when you change the way you approach a scene, episode, or moment, it’s not as if you are starting from scratch. Naturally, the work you have done previously helps you take this new and deeper step. 

 Another hint: always write down the notes the director gives you; it is a professional courtesy, first and foremost. Secondly, you cannot assume that you will remember what he or she has said. 

 15. Prepare to film. 

 If it’s not possible to rehearse again with your fellow actors, get a coach and practice what you have created. Worst case scenario, practice with your own imagination. Now that you have done so much writing and daydreaming, you must encode it all into the body, and that can only be done with relentless practice. Through this process, always keep your script, notebook, and pencil at the ready. Write down what is working and what needs more homework. A standard to keep in mind is to surrender to your partner and the present moment. When you are acting, none of your well-made plans matter. Return to contact and work off your partners; let them guide you; give them all the responsibility. And after each pass at the scene, return to your script and notebook to jot down notes. This will allow you to play with abandon as you work on the scene while also creating structure for further crafting and homework. 

 A note about rehearsing: never tell your partner what to do. That is not your job, and it will interfere with your dynamic. There are ways you can converse with your partner so you can both be on the same page about a specific moment, but it must be nonthreatening and open. Remember that you are cocreating the scene, which will require that you compromise some. Ultimately, it should not matter to you what your partner does. If you feel that the other person is not doing their job or living up to the scene, work through it by doing two things: a) endow them with the circumstances and meanings you would like to see, and b) say yes to what they are doing by incorporating it. You are responsible for your work and your work alone. Of course, we prefer to mesh well with our colleagues and to be paired with challenging actors who will elevate the work. But if that is not the case, don’t let a bad acting partner drag you down. Instead, focus on your work. I like to remind my students, “It’s your ass on camera.” If you don’t act well, no one is going to blame your partner. 

 Between practices, be sure to live your life. This will help you reach the goal of surrender. If you do not trust yourself to take breaks from the work, then there is no trust in your work whatsoever. Step away from it. Just as muscles need to rest after a workout, your artistic body and mind need a break so they can absorb all that you have done. 

 16. Film the scene. 

 Now it is time to shoot the film. Your callsheet should clearly read what scenes you have scheduled for the day. Those are the only ones you need to think about. Although the work you do will be edited in the final cut, avoid thinking of it as a performance and treat it more as just another rehearsal. Especially since you will be doing takes multiple times, it’s best to stay in a more process-oriented frame of mind. 

 An actor has to be just as good at disappearing into the background as they are at shining in the foreground. So much of filmmaking is waiting, so learning how to be a fly on a nearby wall is very useful. Now that you are on set, the show is in the hands of the director and crew, and you must flow with the rhythm they are setting. If you have done all your work, this should be a comfort, because you are ready. 

 Before shooting a moment of intense emotional life, make sure to do your emotional preparation exercise. You want to be in the world of the character as much as possible. That being said, it can be incredibly draining to spend all day seeing through Sammy’s eyes. It’s okay to be you; come out of the character’s circumstances so that you can pace yourself. As long as you have time to prepare, you will be ready. You will find, too, that preparing will take less and less time as you shoot, because you will already be in the zone. 

 Don’t forget two cups joy! The performance you do is in service to the eventual audience, so don’t get too heavy about it. Have fun and play. 

 You likely will be doing a lot of takes for each scene. Consistency is very important, but there is still room for you to go deeper and deeper. Finding new things is always welcome. What you do not want to do is to blow your load at the beginning. A true sign of a novice actor is giving a killer first take and then not being able to maintain it for the next five or ten. Your goal should be to go deeper, make discoveries, and live truthfully more and more with each take. It can always get better. Never allow yourself to think, “How am I going to do that again?!” 

 When the camera distracts you or you feel anxious due to the chaos of the set, throw your attention on your circumstances. Put yourself into a circumstance trance so you can get in the zone. The character’s circumstances must be more important than your life circumstances. When the hectic environment of the set pulls your focus, endow some of the elements into the story. Say to yourself, “This DP is being so pushy; he must not realize that I am sitting across from my brother who I haven’t seen in months.” Or, “The lights are so bright in here, I shouldn’t have done that eye exam just before meeting Terry.” When you blend the two realities, you don’t feel at war, which allows you to be in the moment no matter how messy it is. 

 17. Wrap the project. 

 When you have wrapped the film, it’s time to be grateful. Thank everyone on set, and once you are home or in your car, thank yourself for all that incredible and brave work. In the next days, let the work go and set your sights on the next project that is surely on its way. 

 



 The Circle is Complete 

 The Pillars In Summation 

 Through this book, we have analyzed and constructed Seven Pillars Acting and its figurative architecture. Contact constitutes our strong foundation in listening and relationship. Circumstance, born out of Contact, is the load-bearing pillar that supports the entire structure. Situated in the center, it establishes the character’s perspective as the cornerstone of the actor’s technique. Arrayed around it are the remaining five pillars: Meaning, Emotional Life, Objective, Action, and Physical Life, each of which contribute to transformation while staying grounded in Contact. And what rests on top is the truthful and easeful performance of the actor, who knows that he is supported by his craft. 

 No two actors can have the same process. Each actor must find his own unique entry point to his acting craft that allows him to act freely, imaginatively, and with integrity. As a comprehensive technique, the pillars are adaptable so all actors can access their talents. What is unique about the pillars is that they are rooted in the teachings of the great masters and techniques that have made acting for the past hundred years so captivating. As a result, the actor does not have to go on a wild goose chase to grapple with all the disparate tools and arrange them haphazardly. With the pillars, everything is laid out and organized for him. Most importantly, the pillars have innovated new techniques for the modern actor in order to delve into character with greater authenticity. 

 “Everywhere I go, I find a poet has been there before me.” 

 —Sigmund Freud 

 As a community of artists amid an evolving culture and society, we must also have an acting technique that reflects our current philosophies. As our understanding of humanity develops, so, too, does our art. Indeed, they guide each other, bolstering beliefs and defining artistic epochs. Our current generation is no different. Our art coincides with the popularity of metaphysics and an expanding technological intelligence. We understand how vast and powerful the mind is, how it can forge new identities, and overcome impossible circumstances. The pillars support certain philosophies: that human compassion is transformative, that one can change his circumstances by examining his character, that truth is subjective, and that the imagination is a vital tool for visioning and manifesting one’s life. These are ancient ideas to be sure, but they are coming to a head today. Our art stays relevant as long as it is in connection with the pulse of our evolution. The pillars are in tune with this vibration; they beat the drum in tandem. 

 A forest without a trail is unmanageable, a device without directions is useless, and an actor without a craft is a diamond in the rough. Technique is not acting; it is a tool, so it must never be revered above acting itself. However, without technique, acting talent remains obscured, random, and limited. The job of the acting teacher is to unlock creative boundaries and habituated mind/body blocks and to instill a process in the student that will continue to fuel and free him, with or without the instructor present. The pillars stress that an actor must reserve time for his training with the support and wise guidance of an instructor. But ultimately, the pillars are for the actor who wants to go beyond his teacher and coach himself. Seven Pillars Acting becomes the actor’s roadmap: he may keep it folded in his back pocket, whip it out to check one well-worn page, or he may unfurl it in its entirety, all depending on the role and story at hand. No matter the scenario, he knows his work has the full support of a comprehensive technique that will ensure he transforms with ease and authenticity. 
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