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Praise For

An Actor’s Companion: Tools for the Working Actor

“With the simplicity of a Zen master and the wit of an author who knows his business, Seth Barrish offers the true gift of any teacher to a student: precise tools that are easy to grab and handy for life.”

—Martin Moran, actor, playwright

“After having had my fair share of overly intense and arrogant acting teachers while living in New York, Seth was a breath of fresh air. He exorcised out the ‘work’ of acting and finally brought back its true intention . . . ‘play.’”

—Tony Hale, actor

“As a casting director who has never acted, his succinct, accessible lessons help me to not only be a better reader with the actors I audition on a daily basis, but these lessons have also given me the vocabulary to direct the actors into giving a better performance.”

—Jennifer Euston, casting director

“I have introduced Seth’s book to my closest friends. You can now see them all on your favorite shows. Enough said.”

—Sakina Jaffrey, actor

“What a gem! An Actor’s Companion is not only wise, but practical. The way Seth works is the best way: going for simplicity and spontaneity. But the book is selling itself short. It’s not only an actor’s companion—it’s also a director’s companion. I know I’ll be using it.”

—Frank Oz, director, actor

“The tools that Seth gives actors make the director’s job easier and more exciting.”

—Michael Apted, film director

“Seth’s book cuts to the quick: specific, precise tools to make your acting more spontaneous. Seth’s tools helped me rediscover the joy of acting.”

—Michael Stahl-David, actor

“An Actor’s Companion is filled with simple, straightforward tools that are immensely freeing for any actor. They put you in your most creative and spontaneous state. I highly recommend this book!”

—Peyman Moaadi, actor

“Seth’s book gives actors what they need most in their very public, yet oddly isolated enterprise, and that’s a practical companion.”

—David Rabe, playwright

“Are you an actor? . . . Do yourself a favor and buy this book! Clear, concise and fun to use! I play with these tools every time I work.”

—Alison Wright, actor

“Over the years, my acting had become so labored that it had simply stopped being fun. This book of tools made me fall in love with acting all over again. Plus, I started booking a lot more jobs!”

—Poorna Jagannathan, actor

“An Actor’s Companion is a wonderful and useful book, whether you’re an old pro or just starting out—there’s something for everyone!”

—Debra Monk, actor

“Simple, clear cut, direct, practical actions to solve my everyday actor problems.”

—Zachary Booth, actor
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Foreword

I first began studying with Seth when I was fifteen in The Barrow Group’s intensive program. It was an act of great faith and generosity on Seth’s part that he even admitted me into the class—at that time The Barrow Group was a school strictly for adult actors.

I remember the first time I put a scene up during class. My scene partner and I finished and Seth said something like, “Great . . . um . . . Go ahead and do it again.”

So I said the first line: “Oh look!” which for some reason I thought should be shouted—probably because of the exclamation point and because I imagined it was a good, “theatrical” choice. And before I could get to the next line Seth said, “Oh . . . what’s that first line?” I said the line again—much the same way as I had before. Seth said, “Oh right. Uh . . . what is it?” I did it again and he said, “Oh yeah, you don’t have to act it or anything, but what’s the line?” I got a sort of queasy feeling that my dream of being an actor was crumbling at the threshold and, slightly defeated, I just said the line . . . quietly . . . simply. Seth smiled—“Great. Keep going . . . like that.”

I was so confused! Wasn’t acting about performing? About being dynamic? It felt way too small and just wrong to my dramatically inclined, fifteen-year-old self to be this hyperreal. I sat and watched the rest of the scenes that day, stubbornly (foolishly) refusing to accept that merely talking the way real people do still qualified as “acting” (fifteen year olds can be so charming and brilliant in their assuredness). When I eventually did the scene again, I still didn’t quite understand Seth’s reasoning, but I did trust him, so I tried this acting “real” thing. I was totally unprepared for the transformation that Seth’s technique created in me. I felt the words effortlessly tumble from my mouth like a wave, free from my carefully constructed (which is to say totally artificial) delivery. I remember being awed by all the new space I felt inside me when I was no longer wasting energy on thinking about doing, but was just actually doing. Best of all, I forgot about performing because I was too busy listening.

As the weeks went on, I watched my classmates practice Seth’s techniques and soar in their scene work. I realized that what I thought I knew about acting up to that point was largely misguided, if not entirely wrong, but that was okay; I was a very long way away from being able to do the sort of work I longed to do, but I now had a great, talented, dedicated teacher who generously wanted to share his tools with everyone.

There is muscularity, not to mention wisdom and truth, to Seth’s techniques. He is a wonderful teacher, and I know that having him as my first guide is one of the luckiest things to have happened to me in my career and life. And when I can’t get back to class with him, I am so grateful I have this book to turn to.

I hope you find as much value in Seth’s lessons as I do.

—Anne Hathaway

January 2015


Introduction

I have a short attention span and have always found reading about acting theory excruciating. So it’s kind of ironic that I’m writing, of all things, an acting book. But the thing is, I’ve worked and played with amazing artists who have taught me a great deal and I feel compelled to share some of what I’ve learned with you.

So here’s a collection of my favorite acting tips, tools and exercises. I love every one. They are easy to understand and even easier to apply. You can use them in rehearsal and performance.

Each bit of craft came to me by way of other actors, directors, teachers, friends, colleagues, students and personal experience. Sadly, I am unable to properly credit the source for each tip because I can’t remember who showed me what. But I am deeply appreciative of all the people who have contributed to this book.

I chose to provide the following tips without any detailed explanation of their theoretical underpinnings. In other words, I don’t explain why they work. I prefer to cut to the chase and just provide the tips.

The tips are presented in random order, yet there is a common thread. Each is designed to do the following:

       [image: ][image: ]  Encourage spontaneity.

       [image: ][image: ]  Foster entertaining, human and compelling behavior.

       [image: ][image: ]  Help you become more sensitive, imaginative, responsive and alive onstage.

       [image: ][image: ]  Relax you.

       [image: ][image: ]  Change your work effortlessly and invisibly (so that the audience won’t detect any effort on your part and therefore will feel like they are watching a real person rather than an actor “working”).

       [image: ][image: ]  Bring more freedom to your work.

In a nutshell, here are my personal beliefs about acting:

       [image: ][image: ]  Acting is easy.

       [image: ][image: ]  Acting is most exciting when it is spontaneous and moment-to-moment.

       [image: ][image: ]  Unplanned behavior is usually much more interesting than planned behavior.

       [image: ][image: ]  Relaxation is the key to many of the things we strive for.

       [image: ][image: ]  The best technique is invisible.

       [image: ][image: ]  The best technique leaves us free (free to imagine, free to respond, free to feel, free to whatever).

       [image: ][image: ]  I don’t think there is one “way” to approach acting. It’s about finding whatever works.

—Seth Barrish

January 2015


TIPS
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Do Stuff

[image: ]

This is as easy as it sounds:

       [image: ][image: ]  Give yourself physical tasks onstage.

Human beings rarely stand and do nothing. We eat, drink, wash, fiddle with objects, clean our fingernails—you name it. You are reading right now (if not, something is seriously wrong).

On the stage, however, I often see actors sitting or standing stock-still for long periods of time. As a result, they look like actors standing in a void rather than real people doing real things in a real place.

Give yourself stuff to do onstage, and you’ll seem less stiff and more connected to the environment.

P.S. Activities will also relax you.


Keep the Activity Going

[image: ]

Remember that you can do things and talk at the same time. I often see actors stop their physical activities whenever they speak. Here’s an example:

An actor is chopping vegetables. He chops; he stops; he says his line; he chops; he stops; he says his line; he chops; he stops; he says his line; etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  Keep doing your tasks while you speak.

P.S. The above example came from a production I was working on several years ago. The actor was cutting carrots during a scene and he would stop every time he spoke. After I suggested that he keep cutting while talking, he discovered all sorts of great behavior. In fact it led to one of the best bits in the show. He was talking about a woman he despised and ended up taking out his aggression on a carrot. Messy, but inspired.


Really Do It

[image: ]

If you just go through the motions of an activity onstage it feels and looks phony.

       [image: ][image: ]  Whatever you decide to do onstage, make sure you really do it.

If you are cleaning, really clean. If you are writing, really write. If you are reading, really read. The difference between faking and really doing a task will be obvious to you and your audience.


The Conversation Exercise

[image: ]

This is one of the best ways I know to engender real, spontaneous conversations onstage.

       [image: ][image: ]  Start talking with the other actors about any old thing (what you did today, your plans after rehearsal, etc.).

       [image: ][image: ]  Slip into the text without a break.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you notice anything shift when you begin speaking the lines, let go of the shift. Let go of any changes that occur—if your volume increases, let it drop back down; if you speed up, slow back down; if you are using your hands in the real conversation, continue to use them when you begin to speak the lines, etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you’re having trouble letting go of the things that change when you speak the lines, go back to having a real conversation and slip back and forth between the text and your spontaneous conversation until there is no behavioral difference between the two.

Sometimes I fool myself into believing I’m having a spontaneous conversation onstage when, in fact, I’m not. I’m saying all the lines and feeling all sorts of emotions, but I’m not really talking. The above exercise helps prevent me from deceiving myself. When I slip in and out of the text of the play I can immediately tell if there are any differences between when I “act” and when I “live.” If I detect any differences, I can eliminate them and therefore make my onstage behavior more real.

If you find yourself in a professional situation that doesn’t allow you to stop and do the conversation exercise with other actors, I suggest the following variation:

       [image: ][image: ]  When you are on a break, turn your attention to the conversations you have in the rehearsal hall or on set.

       [image: ][image: ]  Get a good sense of what it feels like to talk.

       [image: ][image: ]  When you begin to rehearse or shoot, use whatever conversation you are having at the time and slip immediately into the text.

       [image: ][image: ]  Once again, watch for any behavioral changes.

By the way, when doing this exercise it doesn’t matter if the play’s circumstances are markedly different from the circumstances underlying your real conversations. Talking is talking and listening is listening whether you’re casually hanging out in your backyard or your clothes are on fire.

P.S. Frequently, actors will turn up the volume the second they start to speak their lines. They start booming out the words as if everyone were deaf. I understand that we have to project in the theater, but in rehearsal I find it grounding to spend some time speaking exactly as I do in real life.

Obviously, there will be times when the scene calls for yelling and in these cases you will, of course, change your volume when you say the lines.


Dovetail

[image: ]

Here’s an easy one:

       [image: ][image: ]  Play around with overlapping or dovetailing your lines.

In real life, people very often interrupt each other and talk at the same time. No need to make it any different on the stage.

Try it.

P.S. A word of caution: this may get you into trouble with some playwrights, directors and actors, but many of them will appreciate it. Use your discretion.


Avoid Psychological Crosses

[image: ]

If you find yourself crossing onstage solely for psychological reasons (e.g., because you want to get away from another character, because you are annoyed with another character, because you are antsy), watch out! It may look contrived and artificial.

Motivate crosses onstage with physical intentions. Cross to get a glass of water. Or cross to have a seat. Or cross to get your reading glasses.

       [image: ][image: ]  Cross in order to do something.

This will look less stagy and give your move a clear purpose.


Look Before Crossing

[image: ]

       [image: ][image: ]  Before you make a cross, briefly glance at your destination.

Let’s say you’re onstage and you make a cross to clean an ashtray. Take a quick look at the ashtray prior to the cross. This will allow you to notice that the ashtray needs cleaning before you go to clean it.

This tip consistently makes crosses look less stagy and more natural.

I was recently teaching a professional directing workshop in which I had two actors demonstrate this technique. I had the actors write a quick little scene for themselves during which one of them would cross to a clock and wind it. I instructed the actor making the cross to do so without taking a prior look at the clock. Then I had the actors play the scene again. This time I told the actor to glance at the clock before crossing.

I heard all the directors oohing and aahing.

“What was different between the two crosses?” I asked.

“The second one was much more natural,” someone said.

“The actor looked much more relaxed.”

“I could follow the actor’s thoughts. I actually saw him make the decision to wind the clock.”

“The cross looked totally spontaneous. It didn’t look like blocking at all.”

I asked the actor who made the cross how it felt to look before crossing. He replied, “It felt as good as it looked.”


Entrances and Exits

[image: ]

Come onstage doing something. In other words:

       [image: ][image: ]  Be engaged in an activity as you enter and exit.

This tip will kill two birds with one stone. First, it will remind the audience that your character has a life offstage. Second, it will make your entrances and exits look more fluid.

Here are examples of possible entrance and exit activities: taking off hats and coats, putting on mittens, sorting through papers, adjusting your belt, running after somebody, running away from somebody, singing, listening to music, being in the middle of a conversation, etc.


Ease into the Play

[image: ]

I once directed the late Carl Low, one of the finest actors with whom I’ve ever worked. Throughout the rehearsal process I had one problem. His performance was brilliant, but for some reason he always seemed a little “over the top” on his first entrance. He was seventy-one years old and, frankly, I was too intimidated by his experience and expertise to say anything.

After the first preview Carl came up to me and said, “My ladyfriend came to the show, and she said I was hitting my first entrance too hard. You know, vocally overplaying the space. Perhaps I should ease into the play and let the audience get used to me for a while.”

“Carl,” I said, “I couldn’t put it better myself.” I still can’t.

       [image: ][image: ]  Ease into the play. Don’t vocally overplay the space. Let the audience get used to you for a while.

Carl, wherever you are, thanks for the tip.


Confiding

[image: ]

Don’t tell anyone but . . .

Secrets are compelling. One of the best ways to capture someone’s attention is to whisper. Think of how your curiosity peaks when you hear people sharing a secret. Aren’t you just dying to know what they’re talking about?

You are not alone. Most people want to be in on secrets; you can take advantage of this when acting.

       [image: ][image: ]  Look for opportunities to confide onstage.

See if any of the information contained in your lines should be kept from other characters. Do you want everybody in the room to hear you or just the person with whom you’re talking?

Audiences will love watching you try to keep things hush-hush.

P.S. This tip is useful to directors, too. It can help infuse a scene with a lot of variety.


Break Up the Line

[image: ]

As a director, I have noticed that actors are often positioned in a perfect row across the stage. In realistic plays, this type of staging tends to look two-dimensional and contrived. There is something just too convenient about a group of human beings standing in a neat row.

When I’m directing and I notice the actors standing in a line, I usually encourage one or two of them to move to a different part of the stage. I inevitably end up with a much prettier and more realistic stage picture.

As an actor, I often apply the same bit of craft. When I notice my fellow actors and myself standing in a row, I look for something to do elsewhere onstage, and move out of the line as soon as possible. Curiously, it always feels better after I move.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you notice that you are in a line with the other actors onstage, move upstage or downstage to break up the line.

P.S. Of course, sometimes it’s appropriate to line up. A director may deliberately place you in a line to create a specific stage picture. Use your discretion, as always.


Real-Life Models

[image: ]

When you need guidance on how to play a certain scene, I suggest the best director around—LIFE!

If in a particular scene you are chatting over breakfast, observe your real-life breakfast. See what it feels like. While eating, talk about any subject. Then, without a break, slip directly into the text from the play. Take what you learn from the exercise and adjust your behavior onstage accordingly.

       [image: ][image: ]  When you have to engage in an activity onstage, do the activity in real life to see what it feels like, then use your real-life behavior as a model for your behavior onstage.

There is no better guide than real experience.


Costumes Help

[image: ]

“You seem uncomfortable,” I said to a fellow actor in a Restoration piece.

“Yeah. I hate these damn period plays. I never know how to sit or how to hold my body. I want to relax but when I do I start to slouch, and it doesn’t feel appropriate to slouch in this play.”

The costume designer chimed in, “I think I have something that will help you.” She disappeared and then showed up with a corset. “Put this on,” she said.

He did. He sat down. Without any effort at all he was sitting quite erect. He was totally relaxed without a trace of a slouch.

“That’s great!” I said. “You seem totally relaxed. How come you’re not slouching?”

“Because if I do, one of these damn bones will impale me!”

       [image: ][image: ]  The right costume can help you work less and therefore make your performance more effortless.

In the above example, the actor wants to make a physical adjustment in order to satisfy the requirements of the play. But the adjustment makes him feel self-conscious.

When put in the right costume, he ends up making a physical adjustment without any effort. The corset actually makes it easier for him to sit erect than to slouch.

Let the costumes do the work for you.

P.S. This tip is useful in contemporary plays as well. Dress like a construction worker, and you’ll feel like a construction worker.


Look to the Response

[image: ]

When a text calls for direct address (when you’re talking directly to an audience) the following tip will come in handy:

       [image: ][image: ]  When speaking to the audience, people are going to respond to you as you speak and when they do, look at them.

If someone laughs, look their way. If someone sighs, see who did it. If someone smiles, check them out.

As you do this, a number of things will happen. You will acknowledge their presence and therefore remind them that they are part of the experience. You will be “interacting with them” versus “talking at them.” Their responses will have a greater effect on you and stimulate all sorts of interesting behavior.

Almost every time I watch actors employ this tool, the audience response increases—more laughing, more audible reactions, more involvement, etc.

My first clown teacher introduced this technique to me. In clown classes I would routinely watch people put on a clown nose and perform without checking in with the audience. The teacher would then encourage them to look at whoever was laughing and they somehow got much funnier and more interesting to watch. I noticed the best stand-up comedians would often do this as well. So I started to experiment with this technique whenever I was doing direct address. It worked immediately.

I use this tool all the time and find it easy to do and quite effective.


Beware of Eyeballing

[image: ]

You may spend a lot of time onstage looking into your fellow actors’ eyes. A good habit, perhaps, but if you do it too much you will exclude a lot of other stimuli and your acting will look unnatural. We don’t usually converse glued to each other’s eyeballs.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you find yourself locking eyes with a fellow actor, try checking out other things in the environment.

Check out the floor, the ceiling, the props, the lights—all the other things in the room. You never know where you will find inspiration.


Stay in Touch

[image: ]

Ever feel disconnected from the environment onstage? Ever feel like an actor in a void rather than a living person in a real place? Try this:

       [image: ][image: ]  Touch the scenery (furniture, props, etc.).

It’s often difficult to stay in touch with the world of the play. There are so many distractions. Touching the scenery while you act will provide tangible, literal contact with the world of the play. This will anchor you, relax you and stimulate your imagination.

You’ll seem less like an actor and more like a real person to the audience as well.


A Focus Trick

[image: ]

Here’s a good trick for when you want to stand out in a crowd.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you wish to draw focus, do something very different from the other actors onstage.

If everyone else onstage is moving quickly, move slowly; you will automatically stand out. If everyone is moving slowly and you are running around, you will stand out. If everyone is whispering and you are yelling, you will stand out. If everyone is shouting and you are whispering, you will stand out. If everyone is talking quickly and you are talking slowly, you will stand out. If everyone is talking slowly and you . . . etc.


Loading

[image: ]

       [image: ][image: ]  Give furniture and hand props histories that are likely to evoke a response in you.

Say you’re playing a scene in which you announce that you’ve been having an affair. Onstage with you are: a table and a pair of candlesticks.

You could decide that you and your spouse have had many conversations on the subject of fidelity around that very table.

Perhaps your spouse gave you the candlesticks on your wedding day as a token of his or her undying love and devotion.

Now when you look at these objects, you may be reminded of the story that goes with them. When you see the table, you may remember all those conversations about fidelity. When you look at the candlesticks, you may remember your spouse’s devotion. This, in turn, will spark your imagination.

After you create stories to go with each object on the stage, forget them! Let the stories drift into your subconscious. It doesn’t matter if you always remember the stories that go with the props or even never remember them. In fact, you may remember them when you least expect to—and that’s good!


Time Deadlines

[image: ]

Ever watch a magician perform an underwater escape? Pretty thrilling, huh? If he or she doesn’t get out in time, something terrible may happen. The same escape performed above ground, where he or she has a limitless supply of oxygen, becomes less exciting. The escape maneuver is the same in both scenarios (it takes the same amount of time to get untied), but the magician prefers to add time pressure in order to heighten the impact.

Like the magician, you can add the element of time pressure to your performances and make them more exciting.

       [image: ][image: ]  Give yourself a time deadline to accomplish your objective.

Most dramatic situations have built-in, though often not so apparent, time constraints. Look for time deadlines (obvious or hidden) in a scene that might create pressure for your character.

For example, if your character needs to get money, ask yourself, “Why now?” Perhaps a bank officer just called demanding that you meet him in ten minutes and pay up or they’ll foreclose on your house!

Here’s another example: if your character needs to share a secret, ask yourself, “Why must the character do it immediately?” Perhaps guests are due to arrive any minute!

P.S. This is a great tip to use when a director asks you to “raise the stakes” or make a scene more “urgent.”


Get Caught in the Act

[image: ]

Want to spice up a performance?

The next time you find yourself alone onstage with an upcoming entrance by another character, try the following:

       [image: ][image: ]  Engage in some private behavior (i.e., something that you would not want to be caught doing) and allow yourself to get caught in the act.

This behavior could be anything (dancing a weird dance, opening a secret wall safe, prancing about in your underwear, singing at the top of your lungs, writing in your diary, wearing a silly hat, etc.).

Audiences will love watching you get (or almost get) caught.


Explore the Contrary Impulse

[image: ]

I love this one:

       [image: ][image: ]  Consider the opposite response before you give the one written in the script.

For example, if the lines are:

       MAN: Are you mad at me?

       WOMAN: No.

Instead of automatically responding with the answer provided in the script, the woman might explore the impulse to say “yes” first and then decide to say “no.”

Here’s another example:

       MAN: What color is that shirt?

       WOMAN: Blue.

The woman might explore the impulse to say “green” before saying “blue.”

Human beings are not always certain of what they are going to say. Why should it be any different for characters in plays?


Just Say It
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One of my students refers to my professional workshop as “talking class.” Why? Because I often go through the following ritual with my students:

An actor presents a scene. The actor’s performance feels forced and stiff. He or she is working too hard and I don’t feel like I’m watching a human being. The scene ends, and I chime in:

       ME (To the actor): What are you saying to the other character?

       ACTOR: Well . . . um . . . I’m trying to tell him . . . (Blah, blah, blah)

       ME: Oh . . . okay . . . what are the lines?

(At this point the actor tells me what the lines are, but he or she is not acting.)

       ME: Oh. Cool. Can you do the scene kinda like that?

At this point the actor begins to do the scene again and speak the lines simply—without any embellishment—and suddenly he or she is at ease. The lines no longer feel like lines, but like words being made up on the spot.

       [image: ][image: ]  If a line feels forced or phony, ask yourself out loud, “What’s the line?” Answer the question by saying the words. Then play again and say the line more or less the way you did when you just “said the words.”

You, of course, can do this with more than just one line. It will tend to simplify your performances and make everything feel more real.


Negative Choices Are a No-No

[image: ]

I once saw a teacher ask a student to try something in a scene. The student responded by saying, “Oh, this character would never do that!”

The teacher promptly replied, “How do you know? How do you know this character wouldn’t do that? How do you know this character wouldn’t do anything? Any human being is capable of doing anything! Why limit yourself?!”

The teacher was right. Why limit ourselves? The only surefire way to know if a choice works is to try it. Yet, for one reason or another, we frequently negate the option of trying something.

“This woman is much too sophisticated to put her feet on the table!”

“A crude guy like this wouldn’t ever take off his hat when speaking to a lady!”

“This person would never be so bold as to kiss someone on the first date!”

Who says?! Sometimes the most bizarre choices are the most helpful and the most interesting.

       [image: ][image: ]  Don’t negate choices before you try them.


Don’t Bring Coals to Newcastle
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Newcastle is a coal-mining town in England. Bringing coals to Newcastle is unnecessary since they’ve got all the coal they need. Likewise, you don’t need to bring anything to a role that is already written into it.

If you’re playing a maniac, you don’t have to act “maniacal.” If you’re playing a nun, you don’t have to act “nunlike.”

       [image: ][image: ]  Explore behavior that’s the opposite of what the text suggests (e.g., if you’re playing a villain, try behaving as nicely as you can).

This advice is useful for the following reasons:

       1.  It prevents you from making clichéd choices.

       2.  It makes your work less predictable and therefore more interesting and surprising.

       3.  It gives your characterizations more dimension.


Be a Good Liar
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If your character is lying, try the following tip:

       [image: ][image: ]  When you tell a lie, be the best liar you can be.

There’s no need to tip anyone off (including the audience) that you’re lying. Just convince the people you’re talking to that you’re telling the truth.

When we lie in real life, we usually don’t want to get caught. As a result, most of us have learned to be excellent liars. Why not exercise this skill onstage?

It will:

       1.  Keep the audience on their toes (they won’t know whether to believe you).

       2.  Make it easier for other actors to believe you.

       3.  Help convince the audience that the other characters are being taken in by your lie.


Leave the Emotions Alone
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Often I see actors trying to feel particular emotions. As a result they seem false or fake to me, because in real life people don’t try to feel. They just feel.

       [image: ][image: ]  Leave the emotions alone.

If the script calls for a specific emotional response (crying, laughter, sadness, etc.), just put your attention on any circumstances in the play that are likely to evoke the suggested response (e.g., Mom just died, you won the lottery, you were rejected by a potential mate). But don’t try to feel.

If you dry up for some reason and don’t cry when the script says to, that’s okay. The fact is you are not crying. Trying to cry won’t make the tears come any easier. You’ll just look like someone trying to cry.

Curiously, if you remove the obligation to cry (or laugh, or get angry, etc.), you may find yourself crying (or laughing, or getting angry, etc.).

Most actors are trained, early on, not to force emotions. And yet this simple concept is frequently forgotten.

Leave the emotions alone.

P.S. I can hear you thinking, “Yeah, but what if the director insists I have to cry at a specific point and I’m completely dry of all emotion?” When this happens I suggest you exhibit the physical manifestations of crying but still leave yourself free to feel whatever you happen to be feeling.


Don’t Deny

[image: ]

If I asked you to imagine that you see a big red balloon directly in front of you, it wouldn’t be too difficult. Would it?

And if I asked you to see what’s really in front of you (let’s say it’s a wall), it would be easy. Wouldn’t it?

Okay, now imagine that you see the red balloon, but under no circumstances are you to see the wall.

Pretty tough, huh?

Telling yourself that you are not experiencing something that, in fact, you are, is a waste of energy. If you see it, you see it. If you feel it, you feel it. If you smell it, you smell it.

By allowing yourself to experience reality, you will set your imagination free.

       [image: ][image: ]  Let your real thoughts, feelings and observations happen while you play—even if you don’t understand how they serve the story.

If, while onstage, you look at an imaginary window on “the fourth wall” and see an audience member in the third row, let yourself see the audience member and the imaginary window. If the play calls for you to be peppy but you’re really exhausted, let yourself be both peppy and exhausted.

Don’t deny!


It’s Okay to Laugh
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Sometimes, we crack up onstage. That’s all right. People laugh in real life (even when they’re not supposed to). Why should it be any different on the stage?

We create problems when we try to suppress laughter.

       1.  The audience sees us judging ourselves and figures out that we’re not supposed to be laughing.

       2.  The audience spends their time watching an actor try to contain himself rather than watching the story unfold.

       3.  We start to laugh even harder.

Many years ago, in a production of Hamlet, I played one of the lords in attendance at Ophelia’s funeral. The actor playing Laertes (a good friend of mine) jumped into the grave as is often done in this scene. On the way in, he inhaled a leaf that had been lying on the floor of the set. As a result of his untimely inhalation, he lost the ability to speak. His lines came out something like:

Now pile your dust upon the quick and dead,

Till of this flat a mountain you have made,

T’o’ertop AAUUGGHH!!! (Cough, hack, wheeze)

Needless to say, I found this quite amusing and began to laugh. I told myself, “Stop it! Don’t you dare! DON’T EVEN THINK ABOUT IT!!”

Of course, the more I told myself not to, the harder I laughed. My job was to jump into the grave and help Laertes out. Unfortunately, by the time I got there, I was laughing so hard that all I could do was cling to the other actor for dear life, making it impossible for him to climb out. So he was forced to play the rest of the scene stuck in the grave with a hysterical actor wrapped around him. This all could have been avoided if I’d let myself laugh in the first place.

       [image: ][image: ]  Remember: in real life people laugh at all sorts of inopportune moments (funerals, weddings, in the middle of fights, etc.). Let yourself laugh. It’s okay.

P.S. Letting yourself laugh will make you vulnerable to surprise. In the midst of laughing, you may find that things hit you in a way they never have before. The ensuing behavior will therefore be spontaneous. Don’t take my word for it. Try it!


Surprises
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Say in a particular scene you’re supposed to be surprised by something (e.g., you find out you’ve won a million dollars in the state lottery). You may find it harder and harder each night to be genuinely surprised. The following tip may come in handy:

       [image: ][image: ]  Whatever the designated surprise, expect the opposite.

Before receiving good news, expect to hear really bad news, and vice versa.

Creating the opposite expectation can prevent you from preparing for or anticipating the surprise, and therefore allow the information to catch you off guard.


Break the Patterns
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In the course of any rehearsal or performance process, you may get into some line patterns (lines that come out the same way night after night).

Break them!! They are your mortal enemy! They are the death of spontaneity!

Perhaps I’m being a little overemphatic here, but line patterns are usually bad news. Think about it. Presumably you are trying to create a fresh, spontaneous experience onstage—something that has never happened before.

Yet habitual line readings are the result of past experience. In other words, you discover something that works for you one night and keep repeating it in the hope that it will work again. Unfortunately, the reason the line reading worked in the first place was because it was appropriate for that specific moment. The moment that inspired the line reading is gone. Now you must respond to the new moment.

Since this new moment is unique, your line reading should probably be unique as well.

       [image: ][image: ]  Break line patterns.

Incidentally, line patterns will often set in unconsciously. Unconscious habits can be the hardest to break. You may have to try an exercise like deliberately saying your lines as differently as possible (e.g., throwing away all your words or singing all your lines) in order to shake those patterns loose. Don’t be surprised if some patterns are stubborn and hard to break.


Releasing Pauses

[image: ]

Sometimes line patterns will manifest themselves in set rhythms. You may, despite your best intentions, end up taking pauses or “beats” in exactly the same place every time you say a certain line.

The following tip will help you break rhythmic patterns and, in turn, encourage spontaneity:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you find yourself pausing at the same place each time you say a line, say the words again—making sure you don’t pause where you did before.

Notice I didn’t say, “Don’t pause at all!” You can pause wherever you like (except where you paused before).

P.S. There will be times when you want to pause in the same place every performance for storytelling purposes. A well-placed pause might help a story point land better with the audience. In these cases this tip may not apply.


Change the Circumstances
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Here’s a way to check and see if you’ve gotten into any habits that are locking you up.

       [image: ][image: ]  Change a particular scene’s circumstances and run through your lines (e.g., play the scene in a different environment, alter the moment before the scene, change your objective).

Here’s how it works:

Make the adjustment and run through the scene. If your lines come out the same way, chances are you’ve gotten into some fierce patterns. Likewise, if your physical behavior doesn’t change, something’s wrong.

Sometimes patterns set in so deeply that an actor no longer responds to the circumstances in the play. Rather, he or she repeats practiced behavior. This spells trouble. Changing the circumstances will flush out those sometimes hard-to-find habits. Once you recognize the habits, you can rid yourself of them.

You can play with this in rehearsal and on your own at home.

P.S. Sometimes, while working on a scene, I’ll have actors imagine the room is filled with nitrous oxide (laughing gas). The results are frequently astonishing.


What’s Going On?
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Sometimes it’s tough to figure out how to approach a scene. There are so many factors to consider: the immediate circumstances, the environment, the personal history of your character, your relationships to the other characters, etc.

Dealing with all these factors can be confusing, but here’s a tip that may help you simplify:

       [image: ][image: ]  Articulate what’s going on in the scene in one simple idea (e.g., you’re eating breakfast, you’re getting ready for bed, you’re conning somebody).

You now have a single reference point for any choices you make. As a result, you may find it easier to go about your business. You won’t have to think about too many things at one time.

Thinking (analyzing) too much can impede the imagination. I’m sure you’ll agree that an actor needs all the imagination he or she can get.

P.S. In my opinion, any acting tool that simplifies a process is invaluable because it will keep you from thinking too much. Stay out of your head!


One Thing at a Time
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       [image: ][image: ]  Work on one thing at a time.

An actor is rehearsing.

“What are you working on?” I ask.

The actor responds with a litany that would make a dramaturg proud: “Oh, I was working on establishing the environment and my relationship to the other characters and my history and listening and the previous circumstances and blah, blah, blah . . .”

In one breath, the actor has managed to spit out enough buzzwords to fill a beehive.

One adjustment is plenty. Working on too many things at once is bound to become effortful. You’ll be surprised by how much mileage one choice will get you.


Make It Hot
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There are an infinite number of ways to approach a scene. But, no matter what you do, you will eventually have to determine the circumstances of the story. You will need to know what is going on, what’s just happened, where the scene takes place, etc.

When you articulate the circumstances for yourself, try the following tip:

       [image: ][image: ]  Focus on the circumstances that are likely to evoke the greatest response.

Some circumstances are more evocative than others. Today, I went to the store. A few years ago, I almost died of malaria. When I think about my visit to the store, nothing much happens to me. However, thinking about my near-death experience blows my mind. The circumstances of my illness are more evocative (hotter) than the circumstances of the shopping trip.

Instead of loading your mind up with all of the circumstances of a scene or play, just focus on the most evocative ones. Choose the “hot” ones.

P.S. While working on the third act of Chekhov’s Three Sisters, I happened to ask the actors what circumstances they felt were pertinent to the scene. They mentioned that they were cleaning up the house and collecting things for the victims of the fire, etc. “That’s great,” I said. “Now, what about the fact that your brother is mortgaging the house, there’s a massive fire in an adjoining building, and you may lose everything you own?!” The scene that ensued was thrilling. You might say it “caught fire.”


Make It Unimportant
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As actors, we have a bad habit of making everything important. As one of my mentors used to say, “If everything is important, then nothing is important!” Importance is relative.

       [image: ][image: ]  Take your text and decide which information is “important.” Then, make everything else “unimportant” (i.e., toss it off, throw it away).

As you toss off the “unimportant” information, the remaining ideas automatically become more important to your audience. This technique will relax you and keep you from making each word precious.

Do not, I repeat, do not try to make the “important” information more important! It will defeat the entire purpose of the exercise!!

P.S. Curiously, this is another great exercise to do when a director asks you to “raise the stakes” or “be more urgent.”


The Impulse Exercise

[image: ]

One of my favorites:

       [image: ][image: ]  Look for an earlier impulse (or “trigger”) to say your lines.

As you listen to your fellow actors, see if anything they do or say makes you want to say your next line sooner.

Try doing this without preparation. Don’t sit at home and pre-plan your impulses. Just start rehearsing and look for the earliest reasons to speak.

This exercise is easy to do and can bring the following results:

       1.  It will make the dialogue more fluid (less “your turn, my turn”).

       2.  Your mind will begin to work quickly.

       3.  You will be focused on the other actors rather than on yourself.

       4.  You will be listening like crazy.

       5.  You will surprise yourself and your fellow actors.

P.S. This exercise is useful during performance as well as rehearsal.

P.P.S. Sometimes this exercise makes people rush. Remember, it’s not about picking up your cues so much as looking for earlier cues.


Transformation
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The term “character work” makes me a little uncomfortable. I’m not sure what it means, exactly. Every part we play is a character. Therefore, it would seem that we are always doing “character work.” Perhaps the term refers to “the things we do to change ourselves.”

Here’s an exercise designed to help you transform yourself with minimal effort:

       [image: ][image: ]  Instead of changing a ton of things about yourself, make just one or two specific physical adjustments (e.g., lisp, lower your voice, stutter, walk with a limp, slump your shoulders).

IMPORTANT:

       •  Make one or two adjustments at a time! (The point of the exercise is to reduce transformation down to its simplest elements.)

       •  The adjustments want to be specific and physical.

Making simple, physical adjustments does not require much brainpower and, consequently, keeps you out of your head. If you work on too many physical transformations at once, you may end up giving a caricaturish performance. One adjustment will transform you plenty.

A famous actor—I think it was Paul Muni—was invited to a performance of a play featuring his son. The old pro, usually quite proud of his son’s work, was shocked by what he saw. His son was giving a ridiculous, phony portrayal of an old man. The young actor was wearing a false beard, hunching his back, altering his voice, giving himself a tremor, crinkling up his hands, etc. The son was doing so many things in order to seem old that he no longer seemed human. After agonizing through most of the play, the older actor got so aggravated with his son’s performance that he couldn’t stand it anymore, lost control of himself, stood up, and yelled, “WHERE DID THAT BEARD TAKE MY SON?!!”

P.S. This exercise will prevent you from getting stolen by renegade beards.


Translate

[image: ]

I was trained to avoid thinking about results, yet directors constantly ask me for them. “Cry on this line.” “Can you be more angry here?” “More urgency, please.” The following tip helps me in these situations:

       [image: ][image: ]  Translate the director’s request into something that will work for you and keep you free.

Here’s an example:

The director says, “You need to be really angry in this scene!”

I know from experience that trying to get angry will screw me up. I’ll look like an actor trying to get mad rather than like a real person who happens to be upset. However, I also know that if I remind myself of certain circumstances of the scene (e.g., my wife had an abortion without telling me), I’m likely to get angry without any effort. So I take the director’s note and translate it:

Translation: “Think of something that might piss you off!”

Here’s another example:

The director says, “This scene needs more intensity!”

I know from experience that if I try to be “intense” I’m in trouble. I don’t even know what intensity is. Does it mean more passion? More of a sense of stakes? More flipping out? So I just pick something to do that might give the director what he or she is looking for. I translate the request:

Translation: “Speak faster!”

I simply make the adjustment—the translated adjustment—and forget about the result. The director will hopefully tell me whether it’s working or not. If it doesn’t work I try another translation—until I’m giving the director what he or she wants.

Using this method you can give the director what he or she wants without sacrificing your own sensibilities.

Experience will teach you which adjustments give which results.


Get Physical
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If there are specific emotional demands being made of you, try the following tip:

       [image: ][image: ]  Do something physical that is likely to create the emotional response you seek.

As I said before, we cannot play emotions. We can, however, do things that are likely to make us feel certain ways.

There is a direct correlation between what we do and what we feel.

When my wife exercises, her spirits lift. Kicking or punching things tends to fire me up. Stretching calms me down. Jumping up and down energizes me.

Experiment onstage and see if you notice any correlation between what you do and what you feel.

P.S. I worked with an actor who, in the middle of a highly charged confrontational scene, started punching some pillows onstage. The more he punched, the angrier he got. He didn’t always do it, but when he did, it was riveting and authentic.


Respect the Itch
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Michael Gordon, a former member of the Group Theatre and one of my college professors, frequently engaged in the following ritual with his students:

The students would bring in some scene work and he would watch. Then he would evaluate the work. In the course of the evaluation he would draw attention to a particular moment in the scene. The actor would say, “Oh yeah, that moment always felt a little funny to me.” At this point Mr. Gordon would promptly say, “Respect the itch!”

We are often aware of moments onstage that don’t work or don’t feel right. Yet for some reason, we often don’t do anything about them. Perhaps we’re hoping that these moments will work for the audience in spite of the fact that they don’t work for us. Chances are if it doesn’t work for you, it doesn’t work for the audience.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you have an inkling that something is not working, respect that inkling and do something about it.

P.S. Recently, I was directing a play in which one of the actors was doing a strange thing. He would finish this one line, get a fairly large laugh, and then start muttering to himself (à la Stan Laurel). It looked to me like he was commenting on the joke and it seemed really phony. After a few nights, I pointed out to him that he may be better off not doing that. The second I mentioned it he said, “I know. I’ve always hated doing that.” The next night he got twice the laugh without doing the bumbling bit. He knew all along that it wasn’t working; he just needed to respect the itch.


Become a Director
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Having trouble figuring out your objective (intention)? Try this:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you are having difficulty determining your objective, pretend you are directing someone else in the part and they have asked you, “What am I here to do in this scene?”

Often we lose objectivity as we work. Our relationship with the characters we play becomes subjective. Pretending you are directing someone else in the part can provide you the momentary objectivity you need in order to make clear decisions.


Scenes Are Built Around Conflict
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Here’s another tip that will help you determine your character’s objective in a scene:

       [image: ][image: ]  Determine the objective of the other character(s) and play the opposite objective.

For example, if the other character wants you to leave the room, do your best to stay there. If the other character wants you to reveal some secret information, do your best to keep your lips sealed.

In general, scenes are built around conflict. The writer puts people with conflicting objectives onstage so that the audience can watch a dramatic situation.

P.S. This tip won’t always work, but frequently it comes in handy.


Add Up Your Lines
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Here is yet another trick to help you determine your objective in a scene:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you are having trouble determining your objective in a scene, say all of your lines quickly, skipping everyone else’s, and look for a common thread.

As you hear your lines strung together, your intention may become obvious.


Get to It
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       [image: ][image: ]  Once you have decided what you want (i.e., what your objective or intention is), get to it as directly and efficiently as possible.

I often play a game with my new students. I put a coin in my hand and ask them to get it from me. At this point the students will usually try to talk me into giving them the coin. They’ll say things like, “C’mon. Give it to me,” “You don’t really need it,” “I’ll give you a hundred bucks if you give it to me,” etc.

After a few minutes I’ll stop and say, “Okay, now you take the coin, and I’ll try to get it from you.” As soon as they have it, I snatch the coin as fast as I can.

When you’re pursuing an intention, don’t beat around the bush. Just get to it!


Physicalize Your Intentions
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One good way to pursue intentions efficiently and directly is to physicalize them.

For example:

You might be playing a scene in which you seduce someone. The words might not all relate to the seduction. However, if your intention is to get the other character in bed, you don’t have to wait until you say, “Come to bed with me.” You can physicalize your intention and start seducing him or her immediately. You might stroke the other actor’s forehead; you might start undressing; you might start undressing him or her, etc. (The possibilities are endless.)

If you need ideas as to how you can physicalize a particular intention, try the following:

       [image: ][image: ]  Ask yourself, “What would I do if I couldn’t speak now?”—then do it!

Here’s an example of this tip at work: I was working on a scene that took place in a restaurant. I asked one of the actors what he thought his objective in the scene was and he said, “I want to go to bed with this woman.”

I then said, “What are you waiting for?” The scene that followed was hilarious. Both actors were all over each other even though their lines were about the poor quality of the food and service at the restaurant. It was strikingly human and brilliant. I still laugh when I think about it. No matter what the objective is, physicalizing it will instigate all sorts of interesting behavior.


Find the Main Event
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Here’s a script analysis trick:

       [image: ][image: ]  Search through the script for the most extraordinary event and let that event be your guide.

Here’s what I mean:

Ask yourself, “What is the most unusual thing that happens in this scene?”

Once you come up with an answer, you will better understand why the scene was written in the first place. You may get ideas as to why your character is there, which bits of dialogue are important or unimportant, which circumstances in the scene are most relevant, etc.

Here are some examples of “main events”:

       •  In the office scene in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman: Willy gets fired.

       •  In the bedroom scene in Shakespeare’s Hamlet: Hamlet murders Polonius.

       •  In the map scene in Chekov’s Uncle Vanya: Astrov confesses his love for Yelena.

You can use this technique for whole plays as well:

       •  In Death of a Salesman: Willy Loman commits suicide.

       •  In Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire: Stanley rapes Blanche.

       •  In Ibsen’s A Doll’s House: Nora decides to leave.

P.S. As is the case with these examples, main events most often occur toward the end of scenes and plays.


Give Yourself Somewhere to Go
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Most characters change through the course of a play. For example, Hamlet transforms from a withdrawn, conscientious introvert to a vengeful murderer. In Tennessee Williams’s Summer and Smoke, Alma starts out as a sexual purist with the highest of ideals and ends up a pill-popping floozy.

Character transformation can be both dramatic and interesting. When you craft a performance you can make your character’s particular journey as vast and varied as possible.

       [image: ][image: ]  Determine where your character is at the end of the play or scene and start from the opposite place.

For example, if your character ends up in great despair, try starting from a place of enormous optimism. If your character ends up being strong and assertive, try starting off the play with shy and tentative behavior.

This approach has the following advantages:

       1.  It gives your performance variety.

       2.  It gives meaning to events at the end of the play because they are different from the events at the beginning.

       3.  It makes the events at the end of the play less predictable.

P.S. This is a helpful tip for directors as well as actors.


Maybe, Kinda, Sorta . . .
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As a director, I’ve learned to soften notes before I give them.

If an actor is taking too much time, instead of saying, “Speed it up!” I’ll say something like, “Hey, you can give yourself permission to move through this stuff if you want.”

If an actor is emoting, I won’t say, “Stop emoting!” I’ll say, “Maybe it doesn’t matter so much how you feel. You can let go of trying to feel if you want.”

I do this because many actors overdo adjustments, and when they do that, you can see the effort—or as my wife says, “You can see the note.”

As actors, we can soften notes for ourselves.

       [image: ][image: ]  When a director asks you to do something, in your head insert the words “maybe, kinda, sorta,” into their note.

If they say, “Pick it up!” you can hear it as, “Maybe I’ll kinda, sorta pick it up.” If they say, “You need to be much more flipped out!” you can hear it as, “Maybe I could kinda, sorta flip out a bit.”

Softening a director’s notes can counteract any tendency you have to work too hard.


Interrogations
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If you are playing a scene in which someone is trying to extract information from you, the following tip will come in handy:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you are being interrogated, avoid eye contact and busy yourself with some inconsequential physical task (tidy up, set your watch, look for a lost object, etc.).

This one tends to generate fascinating spontaneous behavior.

It also creates obstacles for the other actors because they want information, but they can’t even get your undivided attention. When I want important information from someone who won’t even look at me, let alone answer me, it drives me nuts!


Similarities and Differences

[image: ]

Often, actors do unnecessary work. They don’t trust that acting can be easy. This tip may save you some time and effort:

       [image: ][image: ]  When you begin work on a character, determine the similarities and differences between yourself and the character. Don’t work on the similarities!

If you share a character’s qualities, there’s no need to work on them. The traits you share with the character will appear in your performance automatically as long as you allow yourself to be yourself onstage.

Assimilating the differences between a character and yourself, however, may require some attention. You may need to learn a dialect, walk differently, or even develop a lisp.

Remember—focus on the differences, and don’t worry about the similarities!


Run Away from Confrontation

[image: ]

In real life, we seldom seek out fights. Fights are uncomfortable and cause pain. And yet, onstage, I often see actors trying to fight as hard as they can. Often, I’ll watch a performance where actors are yelling and screaming at each other and I find myself unmoved.

       [image: ][image: ]  Run away from confrontation.

The next time you play a confrontational scene, do your best not to get angry. Avoid confrontation at all costs. Curiously, as you do your best to avoid a fight, you’re likely to become genuinely furious. Your performance will probably seem more real and unpredictable to the audience (and to you).


Don’t Let the Neighbors Hear

[image: ]

Fights tend to bring out people’s uglier sides—sides they’d just as soon not let the world see. In the midst of an argument many people try to hide the fact that they are fighting. These attempts to suppress animal urges are fascinating to watch.

       [image: ][image: ]  When playing a confrontational scene, try not to let the other characters (or the neighbors) offstage hear you fighting.

As you desperately attempt to keep arguments confidential and discreet, all sorts of interesting behavior will ensue.

I once directed a play that has a scene with a family sitting around chatting in the living room. At a certain point in the script the parents break out into an argument. I advised the actors to do their best not to let the kids hear them.

“But they’re right next to us!” the actor playing the mother protested.

“I know. I didn’t say it would be easy, but let’s see what happens if you do your best.”

The actors began to play the scene, viciously spitting out their lines to each other in hushed whispers. It was hysterical and so recognizably human (I have often seen real couples engage in such discreet public warfare). Apparently members of the audience recognized the behavior as well—it got huge laughs.


Get It Over With

[image: ]

Here’s another bit of craft for confrontational scenes. The following tip tends to prevent actors from indulging in emotions at the expense of the story:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you’re having an argument onstage, try to get it over with as quickly as possible.

I often use this as a directing tool. A gentle reminder to actors to end their fights quickly usually results in remarkably human behavior.


Are You Ahead of Yourself?

[image: ]

Sometimes we get ahead of ourselves. We start to try to perform too early in the process. We haven’t yet learned the lines and we aren’t even sure what’s going on in the play, but there we are performing away. What’s the rush?

When you rush, you cheat yourself. You may not hear as much or relax as much as you would like.

The following symptoms go along with getting ahead of yourself: wandering aimlessly around the stage, general tension, self-consciousness, struggling for lines, etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you feel like you’ve gotten ahead of yourself in a rehearsal process, go back to square one. Sit down, hang out, listen, and say the words.

With this technique I have frequently seen strained, phony scenes become loose, spontaneous and lively.

Sometimes I don’t even notice I have gotten ahead of myself until late in a process. When this happens I usually ask the other actors if they wouldn’t mind running lines during a break (that way I don’t interrupt rehearsal). Most actors don’t mind a bit. I would not advise doing this too frequently, because break time is valuable and important.

Remember, if you get ahead of yourself, sit down and start over.


Blow It Out

[image: ]

We actors sometimes get frustrated—frustrated with how the performance is going, frustrated with our director, frustrated with the writing, frustrated with ourselves.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you feel frustrated, express your frustration through the text.

Releasing your frustrations allows you to tap into the enormous well of feeling that is at your disposal at all times.

Here’s an example:

During one of my professional workshops, a couple of actors finished a scene, promptly turned to the rest of us in the room, and made contorted faces, showing their disgust with themselves. Everyone laughed. I quickly asked, “Are you frustrated?”

“Yes!”

“Why didn’t you express your frustration while you were playing?”

“Well, I didn’t think it would be appropriate,” one of the actors replied.

“Let’s see if it’s appropriate or not. Play the scene again and this time, if you feel any frustration, actively express it.”

They did. It was great. Mercurial, unpredictable, moving.

P.S. The title for this chapter comes from an exchange that happened in one of my classes. I shared this bit of craft with one of my students and she remarked, “Sometimes I get so frustrated, that I feel like a pressure cooker—all bottled up with stuff.”

I took the opportunity to further her analogy. “If that happens, try to ‘blow it out.’ Open the valve of the pressure cooker and clean out the pipes. When you release your frustration, things will change.”

For some reason, the image of “blowing out the pipes” has stayed with me over the years. When I find myself frustrated onstage, I’ll tell myself to “blow it out!”

It usually helps.


Conventional Behavior

[image: ]

We each have our own set of physical idiosyncrasies and these appear with us onstage. A former acting teacher of mine used to call these personal habits “conventional behavior.”

I have a tendency to furrow my brow. Many actors scrunch up their fists. Some tense up their fingers. Some talk out of the sides of their mouths.

If you become aware of any personal habits that appear in your work again and again, regardless of what role you are playing, you may want to get rid of them. They mask tension; changing them facilitates the release of that tension.

Once, an acting teacher pointed out that I held my hands in a claw shape whenever I played a particular scene. The next time I played the scene, I relaxed my hands and instantly burst into tears. I released the raw impulse that was previously inhibited by muscular tension.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you identify a physical habit that you repeatedly engage in when you act, break the habit! Do something else!

Whenever I catch myself furrowing my brow onstage, I relax my facial muscles. If I find my hands in a claw shape, I occupy them with an activity in order to relax them.

P.S. As you rid yourself of identifying traits, you increase your versatility.


Connect the Dots

[image: ]

The following tip will help you shape performances without sacrificing spontaneity:

       [image: ][image: ]  Build your performance by stringing together a series of activities. These activities can be physical tasks (making a cup of tea, writing a letter, etc.) or social business (telling a joke, flirting, interrogating someone, schmoozing, etc.). Then move from task to task without worrying about anything else.

I’ll give you an example of how I might apply this technique. Let’s look at a small portion of a scene from Arms and the Man by George Bernard Shaw. I have included the playwright’s stage directions in italics and listed my planned activities in brackets.

I am playing Captain Bluntschli. Raina, a beautiful young woman who at this point I think is a teenager, has been flirting with me mercilessly:

       RAINA: Do you know, sir, that you are insulting me?

       BLUNTSCHLI [write letters and stuff envelopes]: I can’t help it. When you strike that noble attitude and speak in that thrilling voice, I admire you; but I find it impossible to believe a single word you say.

       RAINA: Captain Bluntschli!

       BLUNTSCHLI: Yes?

       RAINA: Do you mean what you said just now? Do you know what you said just now?

       BLUNTSCHLI [seal envelopes]: I do.

       RAINA (Gasping): I! I!!! (A complete change of manner) How did you find me out?

       BLUNTSCHLI [joke around with her]: Instinct, dear young lady. Instinct and experience of the world.

       RAINA: Do you know, you are the first man I ever met who did not take me seriously?

       BLUNTSCHLI [get tea]: You mean, don’t you, that I am the first man that has ever taken you quite seriously?

       RAINA: Yes: I suppose I do mean that. How strange it is to be talked to in such a way! You know, I’ve always gone on like that.

       BLUNTSCHLI [sit next to her and cozy up]: You mean the . . .

       RAINA: I mean the noble attitude and the thrilling voice. (They laugh together) I did it when I was a tiny child to my nurse. She believed in it. I do it before my parents. They believe in it. I do it before Sergius. He believes in it.

       BLUNTSCHLI: Yes: he’s a little in that line himself, isn’t he? [sip tea]

       RAINA: Oh! Do you think so?

       BLUNTSCHLI [choke on tea]: You know him better than I do.

In the preceding example, you’ll notice that the activities are simple and concise. They require very little mental energy. This leaves me a ton of time between activities to do whatever I like. I can say the lines any way I choose, and I can feel whatever I feel. Also, I can perform the activities differently each time (there are thousands of ways to joke around and choke on tea).

I call this technique “Connect the Dots” because it reminds me of the children’s game you see in coloring books (see illustration below).

When you perform, you move from activity to activity as you would move from dot to dot. In doing so, you create a performance without even trying, just as you would create a picture in the children’s game.

[image: ][image: ]


Stay Out of Your Head

[image: ]

Thinking and talking too much during a rehearsal process can really screw up your acting. Overintellectualizing leads to self-conscious performances and loss of spontaneity.

I recently watched a video of a performance I did twenty-five years ago. I was horrified. I looked really mannered and downright fake. I can still recall all the discussions that occurred throughout the rehearsal process. Each scene was dissected and analyzed to the nth degree. We talked about the characters, specific moments in each scene, what we thought might be going on subtextually, what the rhythm and pace should be, what our objectives might be, how we felt about various things, etc.

Yikes!

       [image: ][image: ]  If you find yourself talking or thinking too much in rehearsal, stop and just play the scene.

As the old acting maxim says, “To act is to do.”

P.S. When I see an actor intellectualizing too much I’ll say to him or her, “Don’t think. Go!” This seems to work well. Try saying it to yourself the next time you’re overthinking.


Skip the Beginning

[image: ]

Starts can be tricky.

Sometimes you go onstage feeling quite relaxed. Then it comes: the dreaded moment. You actually have to say something. As you get ready to speak, you begin to create all sorts of expectations about the “first line.” As a result, you get self-conscious and tense. Sound familiar?

A great bit of craft that can counteract this sort of self-consciousness is to play a little mind game with yourself. Tell yourself that your performance will really start later in the play. In other words, throw away the first moment. Just begin speaking and get around to acting sometime later on.

Before you know it you will be off and running, having skipped that horrible “starting” moment altogether.

       [image: ][image: ]  Tell yourself that you’ll get around to starting later and launch into your performance without revving yourself up.

This tip is especially useful if you’re in the habit of thinking too much or working too hard.

P.S. This may be controversial advice, but I strongly suggest experimenting with it. It’s a tip I use frequently.


Flirting

[image: ]

       [image: ][image: ]  When flirting onstage, busy yourself with inconsequential activities.

I have noticed that, when flirting, people often avoid direct eye contact and involve themselves with meaningless tasks. They fiddle with objects or chew on their pinky or draw imaginary doodles on the other person’s leg, etc.

The next time you play a scene in which your character flirts with someone, involve yourself with some inconsequential task and see what happens.

I have used this particular trick a number of times both as director and actor. It almost always works like a charm, freeing up the actors and steaming up the scenes.


Break the Mood

[image: ]

Sometimes, during dramas, a general moodiness creeps into the atmosphere. Everything tends to feel dark or heavy, and it feels as if the actors are crawling through molasses.

I often experience this when I watch productions of plays by the masters—Chekhov, O’Neill, Miller, Williams, etc.

Here’s what you can do if a mood creeps in:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you sense a general heaviness creeping into your work, deliberately do things that will break the mood (lighten up, joke around, do something silly, etc.).

Once, when I was directing Chekhov’s Three Sisters, the actors and I applied this bit of craft. It was during the fire scene in Act 3. The actors were definitely trapped in a big ol’ mood. Everything was labored and heavy. I asked if any of them had experienced a fire. They hadn’t. I had. I told them about the time I lost everything I owned in a fire and how at the time I was laughing hysterically. I pointed out that in real life we respond in all sorts of unpredictable ways to tragedy, and I strongly encouraged them to break the mood that was weighing down their work.

What followed was electric. The three sisters were laughing, crying, joking, and pouring their hearts out. It was spontaneous, alive, and profoundly moving.

Remember—break the mood!


Follow Through

[image: ]

You’re onstage, about to head off into the kitchen to pour yourself a cup of coffee. Before you exit, another character interrupts you with a poignant question; you stop and deal with the question. Now what?

Follow through on your original intention and get the coffee.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you are headed someplace and are interrupted, remember where you were headed.

An abandoned task can look phony to an audience.


Stalling

[image: ]

You may need to linger onstage for a few seconds during an exit in order to deliver some lines. Try this:

       [image: ][image: ]  If you need to stall during an exit, give yourself something to do on the way out that hangs you up for the appropriate amount of time.

Maybe you can go back to get your scarf, or straighten up a crooked painting, or stop and tie your shoe. The right activity will help you with your timing and relax you in the process.

Watching actors slow down exits in order to time things correctly can take an audience out of the play. (“Why is that actor moving so slowly all of a sudden?”) Give yourself something to do on the way out and no one will know you’re stalling.


Face-Offs

[image: ]

During confrontational moments in plays, many actors have a tendency to face off with each other. They’ll stand directly opposite each other, bodies tense, fists clenched, feet planted. These face-offs can be stagy and melodramatic; they also tend to inhibit fascinating behavior.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you catch yourself all tensed-up, facing off with another actor, give yourself something to do (perform some task).

Here’s an example:

I was working with some students on the final scene from Caryl Churchill’s play Top Girls. The scene is very confrontational and they were facing off a lot. At times it looked like a gunfight at the O.K. Corral.

I pointed this out and suggested that they give themselves something to do every time they felt themselves facing off. They began to play. Within thirty seconds one of the actors found herself face to face with the other actor—muscles strained, teeth clenched—the whole nine yards. So she began to clean up the room, which was pretty messy. No sooner did she reach for the clothes than she burst into tears. It was unexpected and riveting. On finishing the scene, she remarked how much her feelings had taken her by surprise. She had not felt such an outburst coming on.

This is frequently the case. Tension can hide a lot of deep feeling, and face-offs are usually filled with tension (quite obvious tension—in the actors’ hands, in their throats, throughout their bodies).

As I have previously mentioned, physical tasks help release tension and therefore release feelings and impulses. These hidden impulses can be surprising and wonderful to watch.


It’s Called a Play

[image: ]

I was in university, walking down the hall, when one of my professors stopped me and asked, “How are you?” I was surprised he even knew who I was.

“Fine, I guess.”

“You have such a scowl on your face,” he noted.

“Oh, I’m just thinking. I’ve been working on this scene.”

“Oh yes, that’s right,” he said, “You students are always ‘working’ on one thing or another. I always see you walking around the halls looking so serious. Did you ever think that maybe you’re working too hard? It’s called a ‘play,’ you know.”

Little did I know at the time the enormous wisdom of his words. We actors often work too hard. Sometimes we plan out too many details in our performances or give too much weight to the words. As a result the “work” is visible onstage. Our performances become studied and lose spontaneity.

       [image: ][image: ]  Work less. Play more.

The more fun you have, the more fun your audience is likely to have. The less you work, the less the audience will see the work.

P.S. I am in no way advocating laziness (just be careful of overworking).


Get Off the Train

[image: ]

The performance has begun and it’s not going well. You don’t believe a word that’s coming out of your mouth; you feel tense and self-conscious; and to make it worse, it feels as if you’re on a runaway train that can’t be stopped. What do you do?

Get off the train.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you find yourself in the middle of a performance that is not going well, stop talking and hang out in silence for a bit in order to ground yourself. Then continue when you are ready.

Sometimes a short breather is all you need to enliven your performance. And don’t worry about it seeming strange to your audience. In life, people pause all the time to gather their thoughts or process information.


Join the Audience

[image: ]

Here’s a weird one that I discovered by accident:

I was performing a play in New York. A few weeks into the run I began to notice I was working too hard. My performances just didn’t feel effortless, and I suspected that I was coming off a little “actory.” I kept sending myself messages to relax onstage, but I still felt self-conscious and tense. One night, just for the hell of it, I decided to push the limit and see how little I could do. So I decided to put aside everything, and when I wasn’t speaking I just watched the other actors as if I were a member of the audience.

I paid absolutely no attention to my obligations other than saying the lines, moving where I was supposed to move, and performing the tasks required of me. As far as I was concerned, if someone else was talking, I was just an audience member.

A strange thing happened. Not only did I relax, but it was as if somebody had unplugged my ears and taken off a blindfold. I heard and saw things I never had before and I experienced a surprising roller coaster of emotion. It was great fun. Also, I found that my lines were coming out of my mouth almost unconsciously. I loved doing it, and the audience response was significantly better than it had been during the entire run.

       [image: ][image: ]  If you feel like you’re working too hard onstage, try pretending you’re part of the audience and watch the action around you from that perspective.

As weird as this sounds, it can work wonders.

P.S. After discovering this exercise, I started to teach it in professional workshops and I saw palpable improvement in many of my students.


Parallelism

[image: ]

Someone once pointed out to me that if you stand parallel to the front of the stage, your acting will seem more presentational to the audience. I have observed this phenomenon repeatedly and found it to be true.

You can use this knowledge to your advantage, depending on what you wish to achieve. If you want the audience to feel as if they are voyeurs to private behavior, avoid standing parallel to the proscenium line. If you want the audience to have a more “Brechtian” relationship to you (to be aware that they are watching a play), stand parallel to the front of the stage.

The following overhead-view diagrams illustrate this technique:

[image: ][image: ]

In the above diagram, the actor is standing parallel to the front of the stage. This reinforces the audience’s awareness of the stage line and reminds them (subconsciously) that they are watching a play.

In the next diagram, the actor has pivoted so his body is not parallel to the front edge of the stage. This will decrease the audience’s awareness of the theater, and therefore make them feel more like they are witnessing private behavior.

[image: ][image: ]

I’m not sure what accounts for this phenomenon, but I think it has something to do with the fact that humans have a strong desire to organize things. When we see two parallel lines (in this case the actor’s body and the front of the stage), our mind unconsciously sees them as connected in some way.

When we break up the parallel, our minds have more difficulty connecting the two objects (the actor and the stage).

       [image: ][image: ]  If you want your acting to seem less presentational, avoid standing parallel to the front of the stage.


Amplification

[image: ]

DON’T THINK ABOUT A PINK ELEPHANT!!

I don’t know about you, but the more I try to ignore something, the more I think of it. When I tell myself not to think of a pink elephant, I almost immediately think of one.

Powerful, evocative images tend to become more so when we attempt to ignore them. We can take advantage of this phenomenon as actors.

If you’re having trouble assimilating the circumstances of a play, try the following trick:

       [image: ][image: ]  Choose a specific image, either from your imagination or from your real life, that is likely to help you get in touch with the circumstances of the play. Then try as hard as you can to avoid thinking about the image.

I often share this technique in my classes and have grown accustomed to seeing immediate results. Here’s an example: one of my students was doing a monologue in which the character describes the death of her mother. I encouraged the actor to get a specific image of her mother’s death in mind. Then I prompted her to do her best to run away from that image at all costs. As she began to speak, it became clear that the image was particularly evocative. Sure enough, the more she tried to avoid thinking about it, the more it overtook her. It seemed to take all her strength to avoid breaking down completely and becoming a sobbing heap of goo on the stage.

This tip can be useful if a director asks you to raise the stakes or make the circumstances more important.


Easy or Difficult?

[image: ]

Sometimes it’s easy for a character to say what he or she has to say. Sometimes it’s very difficult. Making a clear decision, either way, can augment your performance.

       [image: ][image: ]  Decide whether what you have to express is easy or difficult for your character to say.

I recently observed a rehearsal of Tennessee Williams’s Summer and Smoke. The actors were playing the second to last scene, where Alma comes on to the young doctor and confesses her love for him. The actor playing Alma was rushing a bit. The director suggested that after so many years of suppressing her feelings of love for the man, it may be quite difficult to say, “It’s no longer a secret that I love you.”

The next time the actor played the scene, she chose to make her confession of love difficult. She no longer rushed. In fact, she struggled to get the words out, and as she did so her eyes filled with tears. She became quite vulnerable. This made it more difficult for the actor playing the doctor to reject her. The scene was instantly compelling.

Ask yourself, “Is this easy or difficult for me to say?”

P.S. Sometimes, the choice to make something difficult to say can lead to indulgent acting. Use your discretion and make sure you’re not milking a “moment.”


Flip-Flops

[image: ]

Every once in a while you will run into a scene in which your character seems to have two opposing objectives. If you flip back and forth between these objectives, it can get confusing for you and the audience. Here’s a possible solution to this dilemma:

       [image: ][image: ]  If your character appears to have two opposing objectives in a scene, find one objective that makes sense out of the whole scene and play that.

For example:

An actor was playing a scene in which she tells her husband, in the course of five minutes, that she hates his guts, loves him and only him, wants him to leave, wants him to stay, and again wants him to leave.

The actor was having trouble. She was working way too hard and the scene was difficult to follow. I suggested she find one objective that made sense out of her unusual behavior. She said, “Maybe I’m just trying to hurt him?”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Why don’t you try it?”

She played the scene again. She clearly was trying to wound her husband. She venomously told him she hated him. She sarcastically expressed her love. It didn’t seem like she was flip-flopping on her objective at all. The scene became easy to watch, easy to understand, and easier for the actor to play.

This tip can really come in handy with avant-garde material. I have found that when writing gets abstract, it’s essential that we make our intentions as clear as possible.


Rehearse in Public

[image: ]

Rehearsing a scene in public may bring a higher level of reality to your work.

I find that when I run lines on the street, I can tell instantly if I’m really talking or not.

       [image: ][image: ]  Try running scenes in public places (on the street, in a restaurant, etc.).


The Silent Improv

[image: ]

There is no better exercise in this book for bringing simplicity into your work.

When I teach workshops I sometimes have people do a “silent improv.” For this exercise, participating actors are given a location, time and set of previous circumstances. Then they are asked to stay in the location, under the circumstances, without speaking.

The actors are encouraged to treat the improvisation as an exercise, not a performance. They should avoid doing any performance-oriented activities (miming to each other, trying to tell a story, etc.). All they need to do is hang out in silence.

When I teach the silent improv, I usually do a quick demonstration by asking everyone to observe ten seconds of silence.

Then I wait out the ten seconds and say, “We just did a quick silent improv. We were in a specific location and time, we knew who we were, and we all had previous circumstances that brought us to this moment.”

I ask for two volunteers, put them onstage, and ask them to create a set for an emergency room waiting area. I then turn to one of the actors and say, “It is New Year’s Eve. Two o’clock in the morning. You were driving home from a party and checked in the mirror to see if something was in your eye. While doing this you accidentally rear-ended actor number two.”

Then I say to the other actor, “It’s New Year’s Eve. Two o’clock in the morning. You were driving home from a family gathering with your two-year-old son on the front seat and you were rear-ended by actor number one. During the accident your son’s head hit the dashboard. There was lots of blood. He was unconscious and was brought to this emergency room. The doctors have whisked your son away and you are awaiting the outcome of the operation.”

I then turn to both actors and say, “This is what has just happened, now just be here under the circumstances. Don’t feel like you have to do anything. Just hang out. When in doubt, go to the circumstances.”

What follows is almost always a riveting improvisation with most elements of great acting. The actors tend to be relaxed, emotionally full, totally believable, and you can usually cut the tension with a knife.

I frequently ask those who have just watched the exercise if it felt like they were watching actors or real people in a real place. The answer is almost always the latter.

Often, the participating actors remark that they were surprised at the intensity of their emotions during the improvisation.

The only time I’ve seen this exercise fail is when the actors try to do too much and “act” (not trusting that simply hanging out could possibly be interesting enough).

The key elements that make this exercise work are the following:

       1.  The actors are given only a few circumstances to work with.

       2.  The actors don’t speak and therefore don’t have to worry about how the next line is going to come out.

       3.  The actors play without having done any homework, and therefore have no expectations.

Using this exercise in professional situations is easy. If you’re onstage, it’s your turn to speak, and you elect not to—you are doing a silent improv. You are hanging out in a specific place under a specific set of circumstances. This should feel easy and effortless. If it doesn’t, you may be overcomplicating things.

If so, let go of whatever you’re working on and simply remind yourself of the basic circumstances. Where are you? What time is it? Who are you talking to? What just happened? That’s it. Then just hang out and talk whenever you feel like it.

When applying this exercise, you may observe a curious phenomenon. Two friends of mine were working on Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. I encouraged them to do silent improvs whenever they felt like it. As they rehearsed they would hang out on occasion and I could see the circumstances setting in right before my eyes. The scene really started to cook. As they continued to play, the scene began to fly by, moving very quickly. It was riveting. And yet the strangest thing happened. Afterwards the actors were thoroughly convinced that they had spent gobs and gobs of time in silence.

I have observed this again and again. The subjective experience of doing this exercise is very different from the objective experience. So don’t freak out if it seems like you are spending too much time in silence. It may not seem that way to those watching you.

       [image: ][image: ]  Articulate the basic circumstances for any given scene. Where are you? What time is it? Who are you talking to? What just happened? Then just hang out in silence for a while.

One last thing about this exercise: it can be especially useful after key moments in plays. For example, if in the play you find out some important news (your mother died, you’ve been fired, you’ve been left a huge inheritance, etc.), try doing a silent improv immediately after hearing the information. This may help the information settle in.


Detail the Environment

[image: ]

In most professional situations, the directors and designers decide which elements will comprise a play’s physical setting. Actors, too, can play a big part in creating a play’s environment.

       [image: ][image: ]  Think of any props that will enhance your ability to believe in the physical environment of the play. Suggest them to your director.

Details can make all the difference. I have seen sterile, phony sets become real and three-dimensional with the addition of such simple items as a rug or a photograph. I have played numerous scenes that felt awful until I found the right prop.

On occasion, a director will deny your request for a specific object. That’s okay. At least you tried. I’ve always found people very accommodating as long as I was suitably polite and respectful.


It’s a 3-D World

[image: ]

Often, when we act, we get too focused on the immediate environment (what we’re looking at or touching, the actor to whom we’re talking).

Remember, we live in a three-dimensional world. What’s above you? What’s behind you? What’s beneath you? What’s on the fourth wall? Etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  When you’re acting, take in the environment in all directions.


It’s No Big Deal

[image: ]

I don’t know if this is craft or just plain advice.

If a director gives you an adjustment, it does not have to be a big deal. See if you can make adjustments with a minimum of thought, effort and anxiety.

       [image: ][image: ]  When a director gives you an adjustment, remind yourself “it’s simple.”

My wife, an accomplished actor herself, reminds me of this technique all the time.

When we make a big deal out of things, they often become just that—A BIG DEAL. Tell yourself that things are simple, and they’ll tend to be simple.


Quick Bargains

[image: ]

When you are playing a character who is physically threatened by another character and has to bargain for his or her life, remember the following:

       [image: ][image: ]  When bargaining for your life, bargain quickly.

If you take too much time negotiating with your assailant, the situation will probably seem unreal to you and your audience. Try to get to safety as quickly as possible.


Shut Us Out

[image: ]

Sometimes while playing, we’re too worried about how we’re coming off to the audience. As a result we start behaving differently from the way we would if we were alone. A former acting teacher of mine used to say, “The job of the actor is to be private in public.”

The following rehearsal technique can help facilitate private behavior:

       [image: ][image: ]  In rehearsal, on occasion, actively shut out the outside world. Don’t let the people watching the rehearsal hear you, and try to keep your conversations with the other characters private.

This is sometimes a controversial technique, but it can have amazing results.

P.S. When I showed this chapter to one of my editors, she asked somewhat dubiously, “Really? You mean you don’t even let the director hear you?”

Really. Try it and see what happens.


CLASSICAL TEXT TIPS

[image: ]


Know What You’re Saying

[image: ]

I am constantly amazed at how often actors don’t know the meaning of the words they’re saying, especially when speaking classical text.

I recall an actor (an excellent one) who was working on one of Titania’s speeches. She got to the point in the text where Titania says, “The nine men’s morris* is fill’d up with mud” and all of a sudden her behavior seemed “actory.”

Suspecting something was up, I asked her if she knew what nine men’s morris was.

After a short pause she said, “I don’t know. I thought it was nine guys named Morris.”

       [image: ][image: ]  Make sure you know the meaning of the words you speak.

It’s hard to be specific if you don’t know what you are saying. Take the time to find out.

Some good reference books:

The Oxford English Dictionary

Shakespeare Lexicon and Quotation Dictionary

Shakespeare’s Bawdy

* Nine men’s morris is a rustic game that was sometimes played on the village green, in which each player had nine pieces (usually pebbles or pegs).


Avoid Stressing Pronouns

[image: ]

       [image: ][image: ]  Avoid stressing pronouns.

This is as simple as it sounds. In life we seldom stress pronouns. We rarely say:

He went to the store so that he could buy himself a book.

Yet some actors, when they speak verse, have the strange habit of stressing pronouns. If you say:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

It sounds a little strange. Somehow it makes more sense to say:

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:

Give it a try. You won’t regret it. I mean you won’t regret it!

IMPORTANT:

       •  This is not a rule! Use this tip at your own discretion.


Common Sense Works

[image: ]

There are probably hundreds of “rules” for working with verse. There are rules about scansion, rules about inflection, rules about which words should be stressed. There are trochees and circumflex inflections and iambs and strophes. There’s hexameter, pentameter, trimeter, bimeter and just about every other meter you can think of.

All these rules and guidelines are there to assist you. But I have often seen actors get so bogged down in obeying the rules that they don’t seem like human beings when they speak the words.

       [image: ][image: ]  When analyzing text, don’t be afraid to use common sense.

If you’re having trouble, ask yourself, “What would make the text more clear? What would make the lines easier to understand?” Your common sense will provide you with wonderful solutions.


Look for Lists

[image: ]

Shakespeare’s writing is filled with lists. In fact, I often do the following demonstration with my students. I take The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, close my eyes, and open the volume to a random page. My eyes still closed, I point to an arbitrary spot on the page. I then read whatever bit of text I have my finger on. Nine times out of ten, there is a list contained in the paragraph. Try this experiment on your own.

When working on Shakespeare, try the following tip:

       [image: ][image: ]  Identify lists in the text, and treat them as you would a list of groceries.

Here’s what I mean. Let’s look at the first sentence of the prologue for Henry V:

O for a Muse of fire, that would ascend

The brightest heaven of invention,

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act

And monarchs to behold the swelling scene!

That’s a list if I ever saw one.

O for:

       •  a muse of fire, that would ascend the brightest heaven of invention,

       •  a kingdom for a stage,

       •  princes to act and

       •  monarchs to behold the swelling scene!

To help yourself treat the above text like a grocery list, read an actual grocery list aloud.

Tomorrow at the store I’m going to buy:

       •  peas,

       •  carrots,

       •  mushrooms with long stems and,

       •  cake mix for dessert.

Then go immediately back to Shakespeare’s text. Read his list in the same way you read the grocery list.

This exercise helps actors organize their thoughts and prevents them from treating Shakespeare’s images too reverently.


Find the Juju Word

[image: ]

I’ve noticed that when it comes to Shakespeare, many actors have a habit of stressing too many words in a line. They will hit each word hard in an attempt to be really clear. Unfortunately, the effect is the opposite, and soon the text becomes confusing and unintelligible.

The following tip will counteract any tendency to stress too many words in a given line.

       [image: ][image: ]  Find the one or two words you need to stress in order to make sense of what you are saying, then throw all the other words away (toss them off, make them unimportant, etc.).

I’ll show you what I mean. Let’s look at Shakespeare’s “Sonnet XXIX.” Here’s an example of what not to do! Read the following text aloud, stressing all the underlined words:

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

For thy sweet love rememb’red such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings’.

Stressing all those words is bound to make the text sound artificial. You may have great difficulty feeling like you are really talking. You may even have trouble following your own thoughts.

Okay, now let’s try the tip. I have underlined one or two key words per line. Read the text aloud de-emphasizing everything that is not underlined.

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

For thy sweet love rememb’red such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings’.

With any luck, it feels much more natural and easy to speak the text this way. Your thoughts should feel simpler and clearer.

You may disagree with the words I chose to underline. That’s great! There are endless ways to interpret text. Incidentally, this exercise asks you to throw away the less important words. Don’t, I repeat, don’t hit the key words harder. If you stress the key words too much, it won’t feel natural.

P.S. Perhaps you’re wondering why this chapter is called “Find the Juju Word.” I told a friend about this particular bit of craft. He said he’d heard of it from an actor who dubbed it “Find the Juju Word.” The phrase is apt—you’re finding the words that magically make the text clear.


What Did They Say?

[image: ]

As the old joke goes, an actor delves into every new script like this: “Okay, let me see, bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, my line, bullshit, bullshit, my line, bullshit, bullshit, my line,” etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  Make sure you have a thorough understanding of what’s being said to you by the other characters.

Actors often take great care to know the meaning of their own words, but pay less attention to the words of the other characters. As a result they listen with only partial understanding to entire monologues coming their way. They get the gist of what the other person is saying, but that’s all.

How many times have you seen a Shakespeare play with a bunch of spear carriers standing around, listening in dead silence and then bursting into forced laughter?

“Not so, my Lord!” (“HA! HA! HA! HO! HO!” says the chorus). There’s no real listening and responding, so the laughter feels entirely fake and pushed.

How many times have you been in a Shakespeare play and felt as if you were waiting for the other actors to get through their gobbledygook so you could get on with your monologue?

If this sounds at all familiar, I suggest you do whatever work is necessary to understand the other characters’ lines as well as your own.

It will be much easier for you to say your lines, as you will find genuine and spontaneous motivation. The more you understand, the more you will be compelled to speak.


Look for the Argument

[image: ]

I once watched an actor perform Hamlet’s famous Act 3, Scene 1 soliloquy (“To be, or not to be”). He was racked with emotion and acting up a storm. Unfortunately, I couldn’t understand a word he said, nor was I even remotely moved (despite his impressive display of tears). Had he worried less about emoting and more about making his points clear, I’m sure I would have gotten much more out of his performance.

Here’s a good way to simplify your work, prevent yourself from overacting, and increase the clarity of your performances:

       [image: ][image: ]  Is your character making a logical argument? If so, locate each point the character makes. As you play, forget about acting and just make your points directly and efficiently.

Let’s apply this tip to the first part of Hamlet’s soliloquy.

To be, or not to be; that is the question:

Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And, by opposing, end them: to die, to sleep

No more; and by a sleep to say we end

The heartache and the thousand natural shocks

That flesh is heir to? ’Tis a consummation

Devoutly to be wished.

First he states the thesis question—should he kill himself or not?

To be, or not to be; that is the question:

Then he poses the same question in a slightly different way.

Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,

Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

And, by opposing, end them:

Next he considers one of the choices (the choice to die).

to die,

A theory: maybe death is just . . . sleeping.

to sleep

In fact, maybe death is nothing more than sleeping.

No more;

Another point: if we sleep when we die, then we end the string of troubles we inherit as living human beings.

and by a sleep to say we end

The heartache and the thousand natural shocks

That flesh is heir to?

Ending all life’s troubles in this way seems like a good alternative.

’Tis a consummation

Devoutly to be wished.

After you have broken down the text into a logical argument, say the monologue out loud. Try not to act. Merely present all the points that you have just articulated.

This bit of craft can be applied to contemporary text as well. When you focus on the argument, you automatically clarify your performance.

Many actors have difficulty trusting that simply making points will produce an interesting performance. To quote a friend of mine, “The only time I see uninteresting Shakespeare is when it is done by people who try to make it interesting.”


Be Wary of Punctuation

[image: ]

A lot of the punctuation in modern editions of Shakespeare is added by editors and there is great debate about its accuracy. The first folio has much less punctuation than most contemporary editions.

       [image: ][image: ]  Don’t rely on the punctuation in contemporary editions of Shakespeare.

If your common sense or intuition tells you that a line might make more sense if it were punctuated differently, go ahead and try an alternate punctuation.

What?! Have you got to? Lose!!!


Beware of Annotations

[image: ]

Most contemporary editions of Shakespeare include annotations (usually in the form of explanatory footnotes) of selected words and phrases. Annotations are made by editors, and while they can save time, they can also be inaccurate and misleading.

       [image: ][image: ]  Instead of relying on editors’ annotations, do your own research whenever possible.

P.S. Again, the Oxford English Dictionary is a great reference.


Vocal Range

[image: ]

Some of us have a tendency to speak flatly, utilizing a narrow vocal range with little pitch variation. While this habit presents no problem in real life, it can be limiting when we are speaking complex language.

       [image: ][image: ]  When speaking verse, experiment with using a wider vocal range than you might ordinarily use.

This technique can help you think and express yourself more clearly.

P.S. I have seen this approach help people enormously. I have also seen it screw people up. So use your discretion; it may or may not be for you.


It’s All the Same

[image: ]

While rehearsing a scene from Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, I observed that the actors were stilted and uncomfortable.

I asked them, “What’s going on?”

One of the actors, quite frustrated, snapped, “I hate doing Shakespeare! It’s so fucking intimidating!!”

“I see,” said I, with a chuckle. “Go again, and this time approach the material as if it were written by a contemporary writer. Let’s see what happens.”

The scene was suddenly clear and easy to follow, with almost no trace of discomfort.

       [image: ][image: ]  Treat all material alike (e.g., see what it’s like to play Shakespeare as if it were written by a contemporary playwright).

In the Measure for Measure scene, the actors’ preconceptions about Shakespeare were getting in their way. The exercise removed an enormous obstacle.

If you find that your approach to the work differs from playwright to playwright, experiment with this bit of craft. It may help you break free of subconscious preconceptions that inhibit your work.

P.S. Performance styles can differ from text to text. You may choose to speak rhyming couplets differently from contemporary prose. And you might have trouble if you treat heightened text too casually. So use this tip at your discretion.


Round the Corner

[image: ]

Rhyming couplets present a specific challenge. It’s so easy to fall into the habit of pausing at the end of each couplet (especially since they are laid out on the page so symmetrically). The following bit of craft helps break up the symmetry and prevents you from getting into a rhythmic rut.

       [image: ][image: ]  Instead of pausing at the end of each couplet, try occasionally to continue on into the next line and pause somewhere else.

Let’s look at the beginning of one of Helena’s speeches in A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Act 1, Scene 1):

How happy some o’er other some can be!

Through Athens I am thought as fair as she.

But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so;

He will not know what all but he do know:

And as he errs, doting on Hermia’s eyes,

So I, admiring of his qualities:

Read the passage aloud, pausing at the end of each couplet, like so:

How happy some o’er other some can be!

Through Athens I am thought as fair as she. [pause]

But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so;

He will not know what all but he do know: [pause]

And as he errs, doting on Hermia’s eyes,

So I, admiring of his qualities: [pause]

Okay. Now read the same passage, but this time don’t pause at the end of each couplet—“round the corner”—like so:

How happy some o’er other some can be! [pause]

Through Athens I am thought as fair as she.

But what of that? [pause]

Demetrius thinks not so; [pause]

He will not know what all but he do know: And [pause]

as he errs, doting on Hermia’s eyes,

So I, admiring of his qualities:

The second approach helps you speak more naturally and less singsongy. Try it with other bits of text.

When applying this exercise, you don’t have to plan where you’re going to pause. Round the corner and see what happens spontaneously.

P.S. Some traditionalists may take issue with this approach. I’ve found it to be very helpful indeed.


Steal from Yourself

[image: ]

Here’s a great exercise for loosening up and clarifying your work when you’re performing Shakespeare.

       [image: ][image: ]  Say a line of the text out loud. Then paraphrase (express in your own words) the same line of text. Take note of your behavior when you are paraphrasing. Say the line again using Shakespeare’s words, and incorporate any behavior you discovered while paraphrasing.

Let’s use the first sentence of one of Berowne’s speeches from Love’s Labour’s Lost (Act 4, Scene 3):

Have at you, then, affection’s men at arms,

Consider what you first did swear unto,

To fast, to study, and to see no woman;

Flat treason ’gainst the kingly state of youth.

Start by saying the first line out loud:

Have at you, then, affection’s men at arms,

Next, paraphrase the line:

En garde, then, Cupid’s soldiers,

Now back to Shakespeare and remember to steal from yourself. Take whatever was happening in your body and voice while you were paraphrasing and apply it to Shakespeare’s line. In other words, if you used a different inflection while paraphrasing, try saying Shakespeare’s line with that inflection; if you used your hands while paraphrasing, use your hands in a similar way as you speak Shakespeare’s line; if your body relaxed while you were paraphrasing, try relaxing when you say Shakespeare’s words:

Have at you, then, affection’s men at arms,

With any luck, you’ll have more fun with Shakespeare’s text and get a clearer understanding of the words in the process.

Let’s continue:

Consider what you first did swear unto,

[Think about what you initially promised]

Consider what you first did swear unto,

To fast, to study, and to see no woman;

[To not eat, to study, and to see no women]

To fast, to study, and to see no woman;

Flat treason ’gainst the kingly state of youth.

[Total betrayal of the majestic state of youth.]

Flat treason ’gainst the kingly state of youth.

Okay, now let’s put it together and do the same exercise with the whole sentence:

Have at you, then, affection’s men at arms,

Consider what you first did swear unto,

To fast, to study, and to see no woman;

Flat treason ’gainst the kingly state of youth.

Now the paraphrase:

En garde, then, Cupid’s soldiers; think about what you initially promised: to not eat, to study, and to see no women—total betrayal of the majestic state of youth.

And now back to Shakespeare:

Have at you, then, affection’s men at arms,

Consider what you first did swear unto,

To fast, to study, and to see no woman;

Flat treason ’gainst the kingly state of youth.

Make sure your paraphrasing is representative of the text. I’ve often seen actors do this exercise and get very confused because their paraphrase does not capture Shakespeare’s meaning. Paraphrase well, and you’ll avoid confusion and gain clarity.


Are You Talkin’ Funny?

[image: ]

When speaking Shakespeare, you don’t necessarily have to alter your speech. Many actors put on their “Shakespeare” voice when reciting classical text. As a result they sound affected (like actors, instead of real people).

       [image: ][image: ]  If you catch yourself unintentionally modifying your speech when speaking Shakespeare, stop it.

Sometimes this happens with American actors because they know Shakespeare was British. They’ll soften their “r”s, place their voice differently, or sing the words.

Keep in mind that some scholars believe Elizabethan speech sounded much like some present-day American dialects.


Start Slowly

[image: ]

Shakespeare and his colleagues wrote in a syntax that is somewhat foreign to our contemporary ears. It can take a while for your average audience member to get used to it.

A former teacher of mine told me, “If you speak slowly during the first part of the play, the audience will get used to the language. Then you can really fly through the text later on without leaving your audience behind.”

I’ve found this to be good advice.

       [image: ][image: ]  When speaking text that sounds foreign to an audience, start slowly to give them a chance to get used to the language.

P.S. Use this tip judiciously. You won’t want to go too slowly, or your thought process will become labored and you won’t believe yourself.


Are You Sure It’s a Soliloquy?

[image: ]

The American Heritage Dictionary defines a soliloquy as “a literary or dramatic form of discourse in which a character talks to himself or reveals his thoughts in the form of a monologue without addressing the listener.”

It is easy to assume that a lot of Shakespeare’s famous monologues are soliloquies, but perhaps they’re not. Perhaps the characters are talking to the audience.

       [image: ][image: ]  Don’t assume Shakespeare’s monologues are soliloquies. Try breaking the fourth wall and talking with the audience.

I once saw an actor play Romeo’s famous monologue about Juliet’s appearance on the balcony. At times he was talking to Juliet; at times he was talking to the moon; and at times he was clearly talking to us. It made a lot of sense. It was hysterically funny and very clear.

Talking with the audience is often more active and interesting than talking to yourself.

P.S. The style of a given production will determine whether or not this tip is applicable.


MONOLOGUE TIPS

[image: ]


Don’t Eyeball the Wall

[image: ]

When performing monologues, actors often have to talk to someone who’s not really there. This creates a problem. You want to believe you’re talking to somebody, but every time you look at the person, you see a wall.

The following tip should help:

       [image: ][image: ]  Place the imaginary person with whom you are speaking in a specific place, then avoid looking at them while you speak.

By keeping the person you are talking to in the periphery of your vision, you may find it easier to believe that he or she is in the room with you.

Another bonus of this exercise is that you give yourself focus. The audience remains interested in you, rather than in the person you’re talking to. If you want to see a demonstration of this, have a friend do a monologue twice, once staring at the imaginary person and once avoiding eye contact with the imaginary person. Compare the two versions and notice the difference.

IMPORTANT:

Notice I said, “Avoid looking at them.” I did not say, “Don’t look at them.” If you literally never look at the imaginary person, it might seem odd. Just don’t eyeball the wall.


Start to Yourself

[image: ]

The starting moment of a monologue can be awkward. If you’re like me, you are often most self-conscious when you first begin to speak. The following trick helps relieve self-consciousness and prevents you from vocally overplaying a room.

       [image: ][image: ]  If appropriate to the given monologue, start it off quietly (almost to yourself). Just long enough for you to get used to talking.

Many actors have a tendency to speak louder than they need to in audition rooms. As a result, the moment they start speaking, they seem phony.

For some reason this exercise usually takes care of volume problems. It also relaxes actors tremendously.

P.S. This exercise works especially well in small audition rooms and agent offices.


Set Up Off-Center

[image: ]

If you’ve ever sat on the other side of the table through a long audition process, you know that typically people come in and set up directly in the center of the audition space.

Armed with this knowledge, you can automatically stand out by setting up somewhere other than the center—off to the side, on the floor, by the window, etc.

       [image: ][image: ]  Try performing audition monologues in positions other than the center of the room.


Eliminate the Prep

[image: ]

This one doesn’t work for everyone, but it may be right for you.

I used to go into auditions and take several seconds to prepare before I began to speak. I would shake out my body, tell myself to relax, try to concentrate, etc.

Later in life it began to occur to me that during this preparation time, I was actually getting more tense and self-conscious than I already was.

Somewhere along the line I ran into an actor who said something like, “Oh, I never prepare; it just makes me more nervous.” So the next time I had an audition, I skipped my prep and dove right in.

To my surprise, I was more relaxed and more emotionally available than I had ever been (in an audition, that is). I was also somewhat shocked to find that the circumstances of the monologue were more present for me.

       [image: ][image: ]  Try doing monologues without taking a preparation moment.

P.S. I share this tip with students all the time; it almost always improves their performances.


WORDS OF WISDOM

[image: ]


Acting Maxims

[image: ]

Here’s a list of my favorite acting maxims, some of which are already in this book. I find them useful; they crystallize complex ideas and are easy to remember.

To act is to do.

Keep it simple.

Acting is reacting.

Acting is easy.

The job of the actor is to be private in public.

What you don’t know is much more interesting than what you do know.

Less is more.

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

Take the ride, don’t make the ride.

If everything is important, nothing is important.

Stay out of your head.

Don’t think; go!

It took so many years for you to develop yourself as a person. How can you possibly develop a character nearly as interesting as you in just six weeks?

Put your attention on what you are doing, not on how you are doing it.


QUICK REFERENCE
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TIPS

Add Up Your Lines (p. 69) If you are having trouble determining your objective in a scene, say all of your lines quickly, skipping everyone else’s, and look for a common thread.

Amplification (p. 112) Choose a specific image, either from your imagination or from your real life, that is likely to help you get in touch with the circumstances of the play. Then try as hard as you can to avoid thinking about the image.

Are You Ahead of Yourself? (p. 85) If you feel like you’ve gotten ahead of yourself in a rehearsal process, go back to square one. Sit down, hang out, listen, and say the words.

Avoid Psychological Crosses (p. 10) Motivate crosses onstage with physical intentions. Cross in order to do something.

Be a Good Liar (p. 38) If your character is telling a lie, lie as best you can.

Become a Director (p. 67) If you are having difficulty determining your objective, pretend you are directing someone else in the part and they have asked you, “What am I here to do in this scene?”

Beware of Eyeballing (p. 23) If you find yourself locking eyes with a fellow actor, try checking out other things in the environment.

Blow It Out (p. 87) If you feel frustrated, express your frustration through the text.

Break the Mood (p. 99) If you sense a general heaviness creeping into your work, deliberately do things that will break the mood (lighten up, joke around, do something silly, etc.).

Break the Patterns (p. 46) If you’ve developed a habitual line reading, try something new.

Break Up the Line (p. 16) If you notice that you are in a line with the other actors onstage, move upstage or downstage to break up the line.

Change the Circumstances (p. 49) Change a particular scene’s circumstances and run through your lines (e.g., play the scene in a different environment, alter the moment before the scene, change your objective).

Confiding (p. 15) Look for opportunities to confide onstage.

Connect the Dots (p. 91) Build your performance by stringing together a series of activities. These activities can be physical tasks (making a cup of tea, writing a letter, etc.) or social business (telling a joke, flirting, interrogating someone, schmoozing, etc.). Then move from task to task without worrying about anything else.

Conventional Behavior (p. 89) If you identify a physical habit that you repeatedly engage in when you act, break the habit! Do something else!

The Conversation Exercise (p. 6) Slip in and out of the text and try to eliminate any differences between your real conversations and your acting.

Costumes Help (p. 19) The right costume can help you work less and therefore make your performance more effortless.

Detail the Environment (p. 123) Think of any props that will enhance your ability to believe in the physical environment of the play. Suggest them to your director.

Don’t Bring Coals to Newcastle (p. 37) Explore behavior that’s the opposite of what the text suggests.

Don’t Deny (p. 41) Let your real thoughts, feelings and observations happen while you play—even if you don’t understand how they serve the story.

Don’t Let the Neighbors Hear (p. 82) When playing a confrontational scene, try not to let the other characters (or the neighbors) offstage hear you fighting.

Do Stuff (p. 3) Give yourself physical tasks onstage.

Dovetail (p. 9) Experiment with overlapping your lines.

Ease into the Play (p. 14) Don’t vocally overplay the space. Let the audience get used to you for a while.

Easy or Difficult? (p. 114) Decide whether what you have to express is easy or difficult for your character to say.

Entrances and Exits (p. 13) Be engaged in an activity as you enter and exit.

Explore the Contrary Impulse (p. 31) Consider the opposite response before you give the one written in the script.

Face-Offs (p. 103) If you catch yourself all tensed up, facing off with another actor, give yourself something to do (perform some task).

Find the Main Event (p. 73) Search through the text for the most extraordinary event and let it guide your script analysis.

Flip-Flops (p. 116) If your character appears to have two opposing objectives in a scene, find one objective that makes sense out of the whole scene and play that.

Flirting (p. 98) When flirting onstage, busy yourself with inconsequential activities.

A Focus Trick (p. 25) To draw focus, do something very different from the other actors onstage.

Follow Through (p. 101) If you are headed someplace and are interrupted, remember where you were headed.

Get Caught in the Act (p. 30) Look for opportunities to engage in behavior that you would not want to be caught doing and allow yourself to get caught in the act.

Get It Over With (p. 84) If you’re having an argument onstage, try to get it over with as quickly as possible.

Get Off the Train (p. 107) If you find yourself in the middle of a performance that is not going well, stop talking and hang out in silence for a bit in order to ground yourself. Then continue when you are ready.

Get Physical (p. 63) If you’re hoping to evoke a specific emotional response, do something physical that’s likely to trigger it.

Get to It (p. 70) Once you have decided what you want (i.e., what your objective or intention is), get to it as directly and efficiently as possible.

Give Yourself Somewhere to Go (p. 75) Determine where your character is at the end of the play or scene and start from the opposite place.

The Impulse Exercise (p. 57) Look for an earlier impulse (or “trigger”) to say your lines.

Interrogations (p. 79) If you are being interrogated, avoid eye contact and busy yourself with an inconsequential physical task.

It’s a 3-D World (p. 124) When you’re acting, take in the environment in all directions.

It’s Called a Play (p. 105) Work less. Play more.

It’s No Big Deal (p. 125) When a director gives you an adjustment, remind yourself “it’s simple.”

It’s Okay to Laugh (p. 43) If you crack up onstage, go with it.

Join the Audience (p. 108) If you feel like you’re working too hard onstage, try pretending you’re part of the audience and watch the action around you from that perspective.

Just Say It (p. 33) If your acting feels complicated, figure out what you are trying to say and just say the words.

Keep the Activity Going (p. 4) Remember: you can do things and talk at the same time.

Leave the Emotions Alone (p. 39) Don’t try to feel.

Loading (p. 26) Give furniture and hand props histories that are likely to evoke a response in you.

Look Before Crossing (p. 11) Before you make a cross, briefly glance at your destination.

Look to the Response (p. 21) When speaking to the audience, people are going to respond to you as you speak and when they do, look at them.

Make It Hot (p. 54) Focus on the circumstances that are likely to evoke the greatest response.

Make It Unimportant (p. 56) Take your text and decide which information is “important.” Then, make everything else “unimportant” (i.e., toss it off, throw it away).

Maybe, Kinda, Sorta . . . (p. 77) When a director asks you to do something, in your head insert the words “maybe, kinda, sorta,” into their note.

Negative Choices Are a No-No (p. 35) Don’t negate choices before you try them.

One Thing at a Time (p. 53) Don’t work on too much at once.

Parallelism (p. 110) If you want your acting to seem less presentational, avoid standing parallel to the front of the stage.

Physicalize Your Intentions (p. 71) Ask yourself, “What would I do if I couldn’t speak now?”—then do it!

Quick Bargains (p. 126) When bargaining for your life, bargain quickly.

Real-Life Models (p. 18) When you have to engage in an activity onstage, do the activity in real life to see what it feels like, then use your real-life behavior as a model for your behavior onstage.

Really Do It (p. 5) Whatever you decide to do onstage, make sure you really do it.

Rehearse in Public (p. 118) Try running scenes in public places (on the street, in a restaurant, etc.).

Releasing Pauses (p. 48) If you find yourself pausing at the same place each time you say a line, say the words again—making sure you don’t pause where you did before.

Respect the Itch (p. 65) If you have an inkling that something is not working, respect that inkling and do something about it.

Run Away from Confrontation (p. 81) When there’s an argument written into a scene, try to avoid getting into a fight.

Scenes Are Built Around Conflict (p. 68) Determine the objective of the other character(s) and play the opposite objective.

Shut Us Out (p. 127) In rehearsal, on occasion, actively shut out the outside world. Don’t let the people watching the rehearsal hear you, and try to keep your conversations with the other characters private.

The Silent Improv (p. 119) Articulate the basic circumstances for any given scene. Where are you? What time is it? Who are you talking to? What just happened? Then just hang out in silence for a while.

Similarities and Differences (p. 80) Determine the similarities and differences between yourself and the character. Don’t work on the similarities!

Skip the Beginning (p. 96) Tell yourself that you’ll get around to starting later, and launch into your performance without revving yourself up.

Stalling (p. 102) If you need to stall during an exit, give yourself something to do on the way out that hangs you up for the appropriate amount of time.

Stay in Touch (p. 24) Touch the scenery (furniture, props, etc.).

Stay Out of Your Head (p. 94) Thinking and talking too much about anything you are planning to do can cause problems. Just do it!

Surprises (p. 45) If you’re supposed to be surprised onstage, expect the opposite of the designated surprise.

Time Deadlines (p. 28) Give yourself a time deadline to accomplish your objective.

Transformation (p. 59) Make one specific physical adjustment (e.g., lisp, lower your voice, stutter, walk with a limp, slump your shoulders).

Translate (p. 61) Translate the director’s request into something that will work for you and keep you free.

What’s Going On? (p. 51) Articulate for yourself in one simple idea what’s going on in the scene (e.g., you’re eating breakfast, you’re having a fight, you’re conning somebody).

CLASSICAL TEXT TIPS

Are You Sure It’s a Soliloquy? (p. 158) Don’t assume Shakespeare’s monologues are soliloquies. Try breaking the fourth wall and talking with the audience.

Are You Talkin’ Funny? (p. 156) If you catch yourself unintentionally modifying your speech when speaking Shakespeare, stop it.

Avoid Stressing Pronouns (p. 133) When speaking verse, avoid stressing pronouns.

Beware of Annotations (p. 147) Instead of relying on editors’ annotations, do your own research whenever possible.

Be Wary of Punctuation (p. 146) Don’t rely on the punctuation in contemporary editions of Shakespeare.

Common Sense Works (p. 135) When analyzing text, don’t be afraid to use common sense.

Find the Juju Word (p. 138) Find the one or two words you need to stress in order to make sense of what you are saying, then throw all the other words away (toss them off, make them unimportant, etc.).

It’s All the Same (p. 149) Treat all material alike (e.g., see what it’s like to play Shakespeare as if it were written by a contemporary playwright).

Know What You’re Saying (p. 131) Make sure you know the meaning of the words you speak.

Look for Lists (p. 136) Identify lists in the text, and treat them as you would a list of groceries.

Look for the Argument (p. 143) Is your character making a logical argument? If so, locate each point the character makes. As you play, forget about acting and just make your points directly and efficiently.

Round the Corner (p. 151) Instead of pausing at the end of each couplet, try occasionally to continue on into the next line and pause somewhere else.

Start Slowly (p. 157) When speaking text that sounds foreign to an audience, start slowly to give them a chance to get used to the language.

Steal from Yourself (p. 153) Say a line of the text out loud. Then paraphrase the same line of text. Take note of your behavior when you are paraphrasing. Say the line again using Shakespeare’s words, and incorporate any behavior you discovered while paraphrasing.

Vocal Range (p. 148) When speaking verse, experiment with using a wider vocal range than you might ordinarily use.

What Did They Say? (p. 141) Make sure you have a thorough understanding of what’s being said to you by the other characters.

MONOLOGUE TIPS

Don’t Eyeball the Wall (p. 163) Place the imaginary person with whom you are speaking in a specific place, then avoid looking at them while you speak.

Eliminate the Prep (p. 167) Try doing monologues without taking a preparation moment.

Start to Yourself (p. 165) If appropriate to the given monologue, start it off quietly (almost to yourself).

Set Up Off-Center (p. 166) Try performing audition monologues in positions other than the center of the room.
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