THE ACTOR


She stands alone in the darkness, waiting in the wings, listening with one ear to the insistent rhythms of the dialogue played out upon the stage immediately beyond.  Her heart races, and she bounces lightly on the balls of her feet, fighting the welling tension, exhilarated by the sense of something rushing toward her, about to engulf her.

The stage ahead of her is ablaze with light; dazzling colors pour on from all possible directions.  The energy on stage is almost tangible; it is there in the eyes of the actors, the pace of the dialogue, the smell of the makeup, the sparkle of sweat and saliva glittering in the lights, the bursts of audience laughter and applause, the sudden silence punctuated by a wild cry or thundering retort.

She glances backward impatiently.  Other actors, costumed like herself, wait in the backstage gloom.  Some gaze thoughtfully at the action of the p0lay; some stare at the walls.  In one corner a stage manager, his head encased in electronic paraphernalia, his body hunched over a dimly lighted copy of the script, whispers commands into an intercom.  The backstage shadows pulse with anticipation.

Suddenly the onstage pace quickens; the lines, all at once, take on a greater urgency.  It is the cue.  If only there were time to go to the bathroom…it is the cue…she takes a deep breath, a deeper breath, a gasp…it is the cue and she bounds from the dimness into the dazzle:  she is on stage, she is on stage, she is an actor!

It is perhaps the world’s most bewildering profession.

At the top, it can be extraordinarily rewarding.  The thrill of delivering a great performance, the roar of validation from an enraptured audience, the glory of getting inside the skin of the likes of Hamlet, Harpagon, and Hecuba:  these are excitements and satisfactions few careers can match.  Nor are the rewards purely artistic and intellectual ones:  audience appreciation and the producer’s eye for profit can catapult some actors to the highest income levels in the world, with salaries in the millions of dollars for actors achieving “star” status in films.  And the celebrity that can follow is legendary:  the private lives of most universally admired actors become public property, their innermost thoughts the daily fare of television talk shows and fan magazines.

And yet, for all the splendor and glamour, the actor’s life is more often than not depressingly anxious, beset by demands for sacrifice from every direction:  psychological, financial, and even moral.  Stage fright – the actor’s nemesis – is the ever- present nightmare that often increases with experience and renown.  Fear of failure, fear of competition, fear of forgetting lines, fear of losing emotional control, fear of losing one’s looks, fear of losing one’s audience – the combination is endemic to action as to no other profession.  Nor are the economic rewards in general particularly enticing.  The six- and seven-figure salaries of the stars bear little relation to the scale pay for which most actors work:  theirs is the lowest union negotiated wage in the capitalist economy, and actors as a rule realize less income than the janitors who clean theatres or the assistant stage managers who bring them coffee.  Neither are the working conditions of the average actor much to envy:  the frightfully long hours, drafty and unpainted dressing rooms, tawdry and unheated rehearsal halls, long stretches of idleness, and weeks and months of grueling travel “on the road.”  And although the stars billed “above the title” may be treated like celebrities or royalty, the common run of actors are freely bullied by directors, bossed about by stage managers, capriciously hired and fired by producers, dangled and deceived by agents, squeezed and corseted by costumers, pinched by wig dressers, poked and powdered by makeup men, and traduced by press agents.  Certainly no profession in the world entails more numbing uncertainties than action, none demand more sacrifices, and none measures in such extreme and contradictory dimensions.

What is acting?

But what is acting?  The question is not as simple as it might seem.  It is, of course, the oldest of the theatrical arts.  Theatre begins with the actor, who improvised his own words.  Thespis, the first known actor (from whence our word thespian, meaning “actor”), was also the author of dramas in which he appeared.


It is also the most public art of theatre, and the average theatre goer today can name many more actors than playwrights, designers, and directors put together.  Essentially, the art of acting involves “playing” dramatic roles.  This playing, however, involves two somewhat different processes that must be joined together.

MIMESIS:  IMITATION

Superficially, the actor “imitates” a dramatic character.  In more technical terms, we can say that the actor presents a “mimesis,” or a simulation, of the sort of behavior that the author has written about.  Part of acting is always mimetic, or imitative:  costume, makeup, and mannerisms may be part of the mimetic activity.


In some cases, imitation is of a real-life person – as when the actor Robert Morse in the production of Jay Presson Allen’s Tru imitated the voice, appearance and mannerisms of the play’s well-known title character, Truman Capote.  Richard Burbage, although with more historical distance (and without the advantage – or disadvantage – or photos or videotapes), had much the same task in creating Shakespeare’s roles of Richard III and Coriolanus, both based on real individuals.


In other cases, the simulation is of an entirely fictional or even a fantasy character, such as Chekov’s Masha or Barrie’s Peter Pan.


Mimesis – imitation – is deeply rooted in the child’s play, which in all cultures includes “pretending” and “dressing up” as ways of exploring adult roles.  We all have a history of imitations; we have all been mimetic “actors” in the play of our early lives.


Aristotle, drama’s first theorist, who defined tragedy as “an imitation of an action,” specifically noted mimesis.  It is not enough, Aristotle implied, to present the blinding of Oedipus; the actor has to imitate the action fully as well.

EMBODIMENT:  BECOMING

Nevertheless, external mimesis is not the whole of acting; and from the earliest times, actors have gone well beyond merely imitating their characters:  they have “embodied” them and have seemed to actually “become” them.  And actors themselves, throughout history, have sought to invest their own real-life person into their roles.

Of course, much of this embodiment is unavoidable.  The actress Jessica Lange may play the role of Blanche du Bois, but it is Lange’s arms, legs, face, and eyes that we will see; it is Lange’s voice we will hear and, indeed, it is Lange’s racing pulse and hard breathing that audience members in the first rows can distinctly observe; it is even Lange’s perspiration that we may see gathering on her brow.  It is Lange, not “Blanche” who sweats.  The actor is the character in many regards.  But how about the actor’s personality? Or the actor’s feelings?


Most actors, in most eras, have sought to act their role “from the inside” as well as “from the outside.”  These actors believe they “feel” their role’s emotions as much as (or more than) they simply imitate feelings artificially.  The “pretending” of acting, therefore, goes very deep into the center of the actor’s personality.  In embodying a role, the actor embodies (puts into his/her body) the feelings as well as the actions of the character.


This embodiment can be quite literal:  one ancient Greek actor, we are told, was so overcome by emotion while playing Atreus that he drew his sword and sliced off the head of an errant stagehand during one performance.  Another Greek actor, one Polus by name, when playing the role of Electra, brought the ashes of his dead son onstage with him, so as to generate the requisite feeling for a cry of lamentation.  Jessica Lange, in a contemporary variation of that practice, wore the scent used by a friend of hers who had died of AIDS when she was performing her Broadway Blanche; the perfume aided her emotional expression in a speech about Blanche’s dead husband.  Embodying a character, as opposed to merely imitating one, requires that the actor’s self-expression come from the center.  This can elicit a performance that seems – or maybe even is – “real” in the sense that the actor’s whole psychology performs:  pulse, respiration, neural systems, and hormones.  (Indeed, the etymology of emotion refers to the “out-motion” of presumed “humours” that medieval physicians believed ruled passions and personality – the hormones, in other words.) 


The theatre, therefore, has provided the stage not only for character and dramaturgic development, but for actor embodiment and self-expression as well and has done so since the earliest of times.    The rituals of the earliest Dionysian dithyrambs and tragedies were improvised out of direct, immediate, ecstatic, and intensely personal demands, as much as from a desire to “imitate” anything.  Socrates, noting that the rhapsodic poets of his day were overcome by feelings when they recited their work, considered these performances more inspired than rational:  “Are you not carried out of yourself, and does not your soul in ecstasy, seem to be among the persons or the places of which you are speaking?”


Some have even argued that actors should live out their parts in real life.  Sainte Albine (1747) proposed that only actors who were truly in love could effectively play lovers onstage, unless they could develop a “happy insanity” that could persuade them that they were experiencing exactly what their characters seemed to experience; and for the next two centuries great actors were thought to be promiscuous – or insane.


Not all have held this view of the actor’s emotions, however, and later writers applied Appollonian brakes to some of the Dionysian ecstasies.  French encyclopedist Denis Diderot, in his Paradox of the Actor, argued fervently that the actor should be coldly unemotional and should reproduce his part with only rational intelligence and sober aesthetic judgment.  

At the moment when [the great actor] touches your heart, he is listening to his own voice, 

his talent depends not, as you think, upon feelings, but upon rendering so exactly the outward 

signs of feeling that you fall in the trap…the broken voice, the half-uttered words, the prolonged 

notes ….magnificent apery.

Although a radical statement of a view rarely accepted today, Diderot’s words illuminate the issue of what the actor is or is not doing during the moments of actual performance.







[image: image1.png]





Virtually all contemporary acting theories and pedagogies (teaching methods) attempt to integrate the imitative and expressive sides of acting – or to consolidate working from the “outside” and from the “inside,” as actors tend to describe these apparently paradoxical demands.  Obviously, a performance that fails to fulfill, in its outward (imitative) form – for example, that fails to show Prometheus as angry, Falstaff as blustery, or Cleopatra as regally arrogant – will be strikingly unsatisfying.  But so will a performance where the characters’ interactions, no matter how boldly or eloquently executed, seem merely flat and mechanical, or where the passions seem shallowly pasted on, or where no sparks fly and no romance kindles between the persons seemingly represented onstage.  Imitation without embodiment rights hollow, and embodiment without mimetic definition soon grows tiresome.  
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VIRTUOSITY

Greatness in acting, like greatness in almost any endeavor, demands a superb set of skills.  The characters of drama are rarely mundane; they are exemplary and so must be the actors who portray them.  Merely to impersonate – to imitate and embody – the genius of Hamlet, for example, one must deliver that genius oneself.  Similar personal resources are needed to project the depth of Lear, the lyricism of Juliet, the fervor of St. Joan, the proud passion of Prometheus, the bravura of Mercutio, or the heroics of Hecuba.  Outsized characters demand outsized abilities and the capacity to project them.  Moreover, it is ultimately insufficient for an actor merely to fulfill the audience’s preconceptions.  He must create the character afresh, transporting the audience to an understanding of – and compassion for – the character that they would never have achieved on their own.


Both these demands require of the actor a considerable virtuosity of dramatic technique.  Traditionally, the training of actors has concentrated on dramatic technique.   Since Roman times (and probably before then), actors have spent most of their lifetime perfecting such performing skills as juggling, dancing, singing, versifying, declaiming, clowning, miming, stage fighting, acrobatics, and sleight of hand.  Certainly, no actor before the present century had any chance of success without several of these skills, and few actors today reach the top of their profession without fully mastering at least a few of them.  The sought after artistic technique that is common to history and to our own times can be summed up in just two features:  a splendidly supple body and a magnificently expressive voice.  These are the tools every actor strives to attain, and when brilliantly honed, they are valuable beyond measure.


The actor’s voice has received the greatest attention through history; Greek tragic actors were awarded prizes for their vocal abilities alone, and many modern actors, such as James Earl Jones, Patrick Stewart, Glenn Close and Maggie Smith are celebrated for their distinctive use of the voice.  The potential of the acting voice as an instrument of great theatre is immense.  The voice can be thrilling resonant, mellow, sharp, musical, stinging, poetic, seductive, compelling, lulling, and dominating; and an actor capable of drawing on many such “voices” clearly can command a spectrum of acting roles and lend them a splendor that the less gifted actor or the untrained amateur could scarcely imagine.  A voice that can articulate, that can explain, that can rivet attention, that can convey the subtlest nuance, that can exult, dazzle, thunder with rage and flow with compassion.  This, when used in the service of dramatic impersonation, can hold an audience utterly spellbound for as long as its owner cares to recite.


The actor’s use of his or her body – the capacity for movement – is the other element of fundamental technique, the second basis for dramatic virtuosity.  Most of the best actors are strong and supple; all are capable of great physical self-mastery and are artists of body language.  The effects that can be achieved through stage movement are as numerous as those that can be achieved through voice.  Subtly expressive movement in particular is the mark of the gifted actor, who can accomplish miracles of communication with an arched eyebrow, a toss of the head, a flick of the wrist, a shuffle of the feet.  But bold movements, too, can produce indelible moments in the theatre:  Helen Weigel’s powerful chest-pounding when, as Mother Courage, she loses her son; Laurence Olivier’s breathtaking fall from the tower as Coriolanus – these are sublime theatricalizations accomplished through the actors’ sheer physical skill, strength, and dramatic audacity.


Virtuosity for its own sake can be appealing in the cabaret or lecture hall as well as in the theatre, but when coupled with the impersonation of character it can create dramatic performance of consummate depth, complexity and theatrical power.  We are always impressed by skill – it is fascinating, for instance to watch a skilled cobbler at his bench – but great skill in the service of dramatic action can be absolutely transporting.  Of course, virtuosity is not easy to acquire, and indeed it will always remain beyond the reach of many people.  Each of us possesses natural gifts, but not all are gifted to the same degree; some measure of dramatic talent must assuredly be born or at least early learned.  But the training beyond one’s gifts, the shaping of talent to craft, is an unending process.  “You never stop learning it,” said actor James Stewart after nearly fifty years of stage and film successes, and virtually all actors would agree with him.


Traditional notions of virtuosity in acting went into a temporary eclipse in the middle of this century with the rise of realism, which required that acting conform to the behaviors of ordinary people leading ordinary lives.  The cinema verite of the post-World War II era in particular fostered an “artless” acting style, to which virtuosity seemed intrusive rather than supportive.  It is certainly true that the virtuosity of one age can seem more affectation in the next generation and that modern times requires modern skills.  Yet even the traditional skills have made a great comeback in recent decades:  circus techniques, dance, and songs are now a part of many of the most experimental of modern stagings; and multiskilled, multitalented performers are in demand as never before.  The performer rich in talent and performing skills capable not merely of depicting everyday life but of fashioning an artful and exciting expression of it as well, once again commands the central position in contemporary drama.
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BECOMING AN ACTOR


How does one become an actor?  Many thousands ask this question every year; many thousands, indeed, act in one or more theatrical productions every year.  The training of actors is now a major activity in hundreds of colleges, universities, conservatories, and private and commercial schools in the United States; and theories of actor training constitute a major branch of artistic pedagogy.


Essentially, actor training entails two distinct phases: development of the actor’s instrument and development of the actor’s method of approaching a role.  There is no general agreement on the order in which these phases should occur, but there is a widespread understanding that both are necessary and that the two are interrelated.

THE ACTOR’S INSTRUMENT


The actor’s instrument is the actor’s self - mind, mettle, and metabolism are the materials of an acting performance.  And actor’s voice is the Stradivarius to be played; an actor’s body is the sculpting clay to be molded.  An actor is a portrait artist working from inside the self, creating characters with his or her own organs and physiological systems.

It is obvious that a great artist requires first-rate equipment:  for the actor this means a responsive self, discipline yet uninhibited, capable of rising to the challenges of great roles.


The training of the actor’s instrument is both physiological and psychological; it must therefore be accomplished under personal supervision of qualified instructors.  In the past, acting instructors were invariably master actors who took on younger apprentices; even today, students of classical French and Japanese acting styles learn their art by relentless imitation of the actors they hope to succeed.  In America, however, acting instruction has expanded to include a great many educational specialists who may or may not have had extensive professional acting experience themselves; indeed, some of the most celebrated and effective acting teachers today are play directors, theatrical innovators, and academicians.


No one, however, has yet discovered the art of training an actor’s instrument simply by reading books or thinking about problems of craft.  This point should be borne in mind in reading the rest of this chapter.  Voice and speech, quite naturally, are the first elements of the actor’s physiological instrument to be considered:  “Voice, voice, and more voice” was the answer Tommaso Salvini, the famed nineteenth-century Italian tragedian, gave the question, “What are the three most important attributes of acting?”  We have already discussed the importance of vocal skills in the acting profession:  voice and speech training programs are aimed at acquainting the actor with a variety of means to achieve and enhance these skills.


A full vocal training program covers the basic elements of voice (breathing, phonation, resonance) and of speech (articulation, pronunciation, phrasing).  Such a program ordinarily takes three years or longer, and many actors continue working on their voices all their lives.  



Movement is the other main factor to be considered in training the actor’s physiological instrument, and this factor is developed primarily through exercises and instruction designed to create physical relaxation, muscular control, economy of action, and expressive rhythms and movement patterns.  Dance, mime, fencing, and acrobatics are traditional training courses for actors; in addition, circus techniques and masked pantomime have become common courses in recent years.


Sheer physical strength is stressed by some actors:  the late Laurence Olivier, for example, accorded it the absolutely highest importance because, he contended, it gives the actor the stamina needed to “hold stage” for several hours of performance and the basic resilience to accomplish the physical and psychological work of acting without strain or fatigue.


An actor’s control of the body permits him or her to stand, sit, and move onstage with alertness, energy, and seeming ease.  Standing tall, walking boldly, turning on a dime at precisely the right moment, extending the limbs joyously, sobbing violently, springing about uproariously, and occupying a major share of stage space are among the capacities of the actor who has mastered the body control, and they can be developed through training and confidence.  In the late days of the Greek theatre, actors used elevated footwear, giant headdresses, and sweeping robes to take on a larger-than-life appearance; the modern actor has discovered that the same effect can be achieved simply by tapping the residual expansiveness of the body.


Economy of movement, which is taught primarily through the selectivity of mime, permits the conveyance of subtle detail by seemingly inconspicuous movement.  The waggle of a finger, the flare of a nostril, the quiver of a lip can communicate volumes in a performance of controlled behaviors.  Fidgeting, shuffling, aimless pacing, and fiddling with fingers can actually draw unwanted audience attention.  The professional understands the value of physical self-control and the explosive potential of a simple movement that follows a carefully prepared stillness.  Surprise, which is one of the actor’s greatest weapons, can be achieved only through the actor’s mastery of the body.
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Imagination, and the willingness and ability to use it in the service of art, is the major psychological component of the actor’s instrument.  At the first level, an actor must use his imagination to make the artifice of the theatre real enough to himself to convey that sense of reality to the audience:  painted canvas flats must be imagined as brick walls, an offstage jangle must be imagined as a ringing onstage telephone, and an actress no older than the actor himself must be imagined as his mother or grandmother.  

At the second, far more important level, the actor must imagine himself in an interpersonal situation created by the play:  in love with Juliet, in awe of Zeus, in despair of his life.  This imagination must be broad and all-encompassing:  the successful actor is able to imagine himself performing and relishing the often unspeakable acts of his characters, who may be murderers, despots, or monsters; insane or incestuous lovers; racial bigots, atheists, devils, perverts, or prudes.  To the actor, nothing must be unimaginable; the actor’s imagination must be a playground for expressive fantasy and darkly compelling motivations

At the third, deepest level, the actor’s imagination must become more active; it must go beyond the mere accommodation of an accepted role pattern to become a creative force that makes characterization a high art.  For each actor creates his or her role uniquely – each Romeo and Juliet are like no others before them, and each role can be uniquely fashioned with the aid of the actor’s imaginative power.  The final goal of creating a character is to create it freshly, filling it with the pulse of real blood and the animation of real on-the-spot thinking and doing.  The actor’s imagination, liberated from stage fright and mechanical worries, is the crucial ingredient in allowing the actor to transcend the pedestrian and soar toward the genuinely original.

The liberation of imagination is a continuing process in actor training; exercises and “theatre games” designed for that purpose are part of most beginning classes in acting, and many directors use the same exercises and games at the beginning of play rehearsal periods.  Because the human imagination tends to rigidify in the course of maturation – the child’s imagination is usually much richer than that of the adult – veteran professional actors often profit from periodic returns to “mind-expanding” or imagination–freeing exercises and games.

Discipline is the fourth and final aspect of an actor’s instrument, and to a certain extent it is the one that rules them all.  The imagination of the actor is by no means unlimited, nor should it be.  It is restricted by the requirements of the play, by the director’s staging and interpretation, and by certain established working conditions of the theatre.  The actor’s artistic discipline keeps him or her within these bounds and at the same time ensures artistic agility.

The actor is not an independent artist, like a writer or painter.  The actor works in an ensemble and is but one employee (paid or unpaid) in a large enterprise that can succeed only as a collaboration.  Therefore, although actors are sometimes thought to be universally temperamental and professionally difficult, the truth is exactly the opposite:  actors are among the most disciplined of artists, and the more professional they are, the more disciplined they are.

The actor, after all, leads a vigorous and demanding life.  Make-up calls at 5:30 in the morning for film actors, and nightly and back-to-back weekend live performances for stage actors, make for schedules that are difficult to maintain on a regular basis.  Furthermore, the physical and emotional demands of the acting process, the need for extreme concentration in rehearsal and performance, the need for physical health and psychological composure, the need for the actor to be both the instrument and the initiator of this or her performance, and the special demands of interacting with fellow performers at a deep level of mutual involvement – these aspects of the actor’s life do not permit casual or capricious behavior among the members of the cast of company.

Truly professional actors practice the most rigorous discipline over their work habits.  They make all “calls” (for rehearsal, costume fitting, photographs, make-up, audition, and performance) at the stated times, properly warmed up beforehand; they learn lines at or before stipulated deadlines, memorize stage movements as directed, collaborate with the other actors and theatre artists toward a successful and growing performance, and continually study their craft.  If they do not do these things, they simply cease to be actors.  Professional theatre producers have very little sympathy or forgiveness for undisciplined performers, and this professional attitude now prevails in virtually all community and university theatres as well.

Being a disciplined actor does not mean being a slave, nor does it mean foregone capitulation to the director or the management.  The disciplined actor is simply one who works rigorously to develop his or her physiological and psychological instrument, who meets all technical obligations unerringly and without reminder, and who works to the utmost to ensure the success of the entire production and the fruitful association of the whole acting ensemble.  The disciplined actor asks questions, offers suggestions, invents stage business, and creates characterization in harmony with the directorial pattern and the acting ensemble.  When there is a serious disagreement between actor and director (a not uncommon occurrence), the disciplined actor seeks to work it out through discussion and compromise and will finally yield if the director cannot be persuaded otherwise.  Persistent, willful disobedience has no place in the serious theatre and is not tolerated by it.
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THE ACTOR’S APPROACH:  TWO TRADITIONAL METHODS

How does an actor approach a role?  How does he or she prepare to simulate a character?  To embody a character?  To create stage magic in a performance?  These questions have been answered in many ways, and they are still shrouded in subjectivity and controversy.


Historically, the answers have generally gravitated toward one or the other of two basic methods, the one often called “external” or “technical,” and the other often called “internal” or “truthful.”  These terms are inexact and even somewhat misleading; nevertheless, their historical importance and wide dissemination demand that we pay them some attention at the outset of this discussion.


The external-internal dichotomy refers back to the basic paradox of the theatre itself and to the fact that the actor both simulates and embodies his role.  The external methods of approaching a role have concentrated on the actor’s acquisition of technique on development of virtuoso abilities, and on facility at simulating emotions and behaviors without regard to personal feelings.  Diderot, of course, who first articulated the paradox, was an extremist in this position, contending that the best acting was done with cool dispassion and that 

the great actor watches appearances…he has rehearsed to himself every particle of his despair. 

He knows exactly when he must…shed tears; and you will see him weep at the word, at the 

syllable, he has chosen, not a second sooner or later…At the very moment when he touches 

your heart his is listening to his own voice.

Believers in such an external approach treat the actor’s performance as an analogue of reality rather than a direct embodiment of it, a calculated presentation of a character’s life rather than its living representation on stage.


Contrarily, internal methods have focused on the actor’s personal assumption of his character, his “use of himself” in the portrayal of his role and his actual “experiencing” of the events that he goes through as he embodies his role.  These methods tend to expand the psychological dimensions of a performance and to aid the actor is assimilating the physiological reality of his character - down to the heartbeats and flushes and hormonal activities the character would undergo if the dramatized situation were real.  Internal methods profess to reach the actor’s rationally uncontrollable states and to awaken in him feelings and reflexes that are beyond sheer technical manipulation.  Konstantin Stanislavski, the founder of the Moscow Art Theatre and one of the all-time great teachers of acting, is most closely associated with internalized acting; his “System,” developed over the last three decades of his life, was based on the maxim “You must live the life of your character on stage.”  In order to achieve this end, he developed research into the subconscious, vigorously studied the intricacies of the lives of characters he was to play, and demanded that his actors be “in character” not only during intermissions and while waiting for cues in the wings, but for the entire day of the performance.  It is the actor’s “sense of truth which supervises all of his inner and physical activity,” said Stanislavski. 


It is only when his sense of truth is developed that he will…express the state of the person he 

is portraying and…not merely serve the purposes of external beauty, as all sorts of conventional 

gestures and poses do.

The follower of the internal approach is likely to judge the external performance to be “hollow,” “shallow,” “merely technical,” “empty,” “unfeeling,” or “cold.”  “I didn’t believe it” is the frequent complaint of the Stanislavski adherent.  The externalist’s criticisms, by contrast, are usually couched in terms such as “unclear,” “muddy,” “self-indulgent,” “over-emotional,” “melodramatic,” “sentimental,” “unfocused,” and “confused.”  Partisans for one or the other position are often more distinguishable by their criticisms of other performances than by significant accomplishments of their own.
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INTEGRATED METHODS


The two traditional methods have had an extraordinary impact on the theatre of the present century.  European acting has been responsive to many of the presentational techniques suggested by Diderot, whereas American acting has been particularly influenced by the teaching of Stanislavski and by the acting of several of Stanislavski’s followers who studied at the late Lee Strasberg’s celebrated Actors’ Studio in the 1950’s and 1960’s.  Strasberg’s variation of the Stanislavski System (actually it was a variation of an early version – subsequently discarded – of Stanislavski’s system) soon became widely known in the United States simply as “the Method,” or as “Method acting.”  Though to a lesser extent today than in past years, Strasberg’s Method continues to attract adherents.  Focusing directly on the problem of how the actor can “make his real feelings expressive on the stage,” Strasberg, unlike Stanislavski, privileged the actor over the dramatic character and generated an acting style that can be highly idiosyncratic to the individual performer, who may be thereby encouraged to bring an entire repertoire of personal behavior into performance.  Celebrated mid-century actors like Marlon 

Brando, James Dean, Paul Newman, and Julie Harris were Strasberg students, as were movie celebrities like Marilyn Monroe; they were perhaps drawn in to the Method by the opportunity to transform their personal idiosyncrasies into recognized art.



The division of acting into easily defined, easily opposed “schools” has provided convenient grounds for an overly simplified debate in theatre greenrooms and acting classrooms around the world; all too often, quarrels between Method and technical acting theories obscure rather than clarify the profound – and complicated – art of the actor.  Much of the division can now be ruled obsolete:  much of what passes for Strasberg-inspired Method acting is little more than intentional shuffling, stumbling, and slurring calculated to convince an audience that the actor is “real.”  Much of what is called technical acting involves no technique at all beyond the ability to mouth schoolboy rhetoric and look handsome.


The contemporary theatre has come to realize that acting involves both simulation and embodiment, both impersonation and virtuosity, and that, therefore, both external and internal processes are involved.  Acting approaches of the present day thus tend to integrate the best of traditional methods and to combine these with new approaches suggested by recent discoveries in psychology and communications, stressing all the while a contemporary awareness of human identity and of the function of the actor in creating and theatricalizing that identity. 


The integrated methods of approach favored by most teachers of acting today encourage the student to study the situational intentions of the character, the variety of tactics the character can employ in the fulfillment of those intentions, and the specific mode of performance demanded by the playwright and/or the director.


By situational intentions we mean the goals or desires the characters hope to achieve:  the victories they have set ahead for themselves.  Romeo’s intention, for example, is first to win the love of Juliet, then to marry her – and to join her in Heaven.  Hecuba’s intention is to shame the Athenians; Monsieur Jourdain’s intention is to awe his family and friends.   An actor concentrating as fully as possible on such intentions will focus energy, drive out stage fright, and set up the foundation for the fullest use of his or her instrument.


By tactics we refer to those actions by which the character moves through the play, as propelled by personal intentions.  Romeo woos Juliet through his expressive use of his language, his kisses, and his ardent behavior.  Hecuba shames the Athenians by taunting them for their weakness and by defeating their rhetoric with her own more noble recitations.  Jourdain awes his family – or tires mightily to do so – by parading in what he considers to be fashionable garments.  The point is not that the characters must succeed with their tactics or even that they must fulfill their intentions – for those matters are finally determined by the playwright, not the actor – but that the actor must be fully engaged in the pursuit of the character’s intentions and quite imaginative in employing tactics to get what the character wants.  An actor who is fully and powerfully engaged, who commands the language of the play and the action of the dramatized situation, can create a character that is magnificent even in defeat:  he or she can thus transport the audience and deliver a fully theatrical performance.


By6 mode of performance we mean the intended relationships between the play’s characters and its audience.  For example, the actor must know whether the audience is expected to empathize with the characters, to analyze them, to be socially instructed by them, or merely to be entertained by them.  The contemporary theatre has utilized many different performance modes, some entirely realistic, others radically antirealist in tone and structure.  Other performance modes that have adopted and created distinctive theatrical conventions include improvisational theatre, street theatre, and musical theatre.  All of these impose performance requirements quite beyond the impersonation of character through intentions and tactics upon the actor.

It is at the junction of tactics, intentions, and performance modes that simulation, embodiment, and virtuosity come together.  For they all stand upon the same foundation:  the actor’s assumption of the character’s intentions and the actor’s committed pursuit of the character’s goals.  Forceful tactics derived from that pursuit, such as power and precision in speaking, articulate wit, authoritative bearing, and the implicit threat of pent-up passions, give an acting performance tits strength; seductive tactics derived from the same pursuit, such as poetic sensitivity, disarming agreeability, sexual enticement, and evocative nuance, create the magnetism of stage performance.

The aspects of acting, separate in this analysis, come together again in both the actor’s mind and in that of the audience.  Great stylized performances are both “felt” by the actors and “believed” by audiences; technical virtuosity, the actor’s ability to shift easily and uninhibitedly among a great variety of tactics and to commit fully to a compelling set of character intentions, underlies great acting in any style and any performance motif.

Finally, every actor finds a personal method of approaching a role.  Moreover, every actor learns eventually that the process is an ever-changing one:  every role is different, every role makes different demands on the actor’s instrument, and every roles strikes different chords within the actor’s own psychological experience and understanding.  An accomplished actor’s method will change with each role, with each director, and to a certain extent, with each rehearsal and each performance.  The more flexible the actor’s approach, the more versatile he can be and the more capable he is of meeting the multiple demands of his art.  The more encompassing his method, the more unblinking his self-analysis and the more sophisticated his technique, the more he will be able to apply himself rigorously and creatively, which will lead him further and further into the depth and breadth of his art.
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THE ACTOR’S ROUTINE


In essence, the actor’s professional routine consists of three stages:  auditioning, rehearsal, and performing.  The first is the way the actor gets a role, the second is the way the actor learns it; the last is the way the actor produces.
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AUDITIONING

For all but the most established professionals, auditioning is the primary process by which acting roles are awarded.  A young actor my audition literally hundreds of times a year.  In the film world, celebrated performers may be required to audition only if their careers are perceived to be declining:  tow of the more famous (and successful) auditions in American film history were undertaken by Frank Sinatra for From Here to Eternity and by Marlon Brando for The Godfather.  Stage actors are customarily asked to audition no matter how experienced or famous they are.


In an audition, the actor has an opportunity to demonstrate to the director (or producer or casting director) how well he or she can fulfill the role sought’ in order to show this, the actor presents either a prepared reading (which may be taken from any play) or a “cold reading” from the script whose production is planned.


Every actor who is seriously planning for a career in the theatre will prepare several audition pieces to have at the ready in case an audition opportunity presents itself.  For the most part these pieces will be one or two-minute monologues from plays.  Each audition piece must be carefully edited for timing and content (some alteration of the text, so as to make a continuous speech out of two or three shorter speeches, is generally permissible); the piece is then memorized and simply staged.  The staging requirements should be flexible to permit adjustments to the size of the audition place (which might be as stage but could just as well be the agent’s office) and should not rely on costume or particular pieces of furniture.  Most actors prepare a variety of these pieces, for although auditions generally specify two contrasting selections (one verse and one prose, or one serious and one comic, or one classical and one modern), an extra piece that fits a particular casting situation can often come in handy.  An actor’s audition pieces are as essential as calling cards in the professional theatre world and in many academies as well; they should be carefully developed, coached, and rehearsed, and they should be performed with assurance and poise.


The qualities a director looks for at an audition vary from one situation to another, but generally they include the actor’s ease at handling the role; naturalness of delivery; physical, vocal, and emotional suitability for the part; and spontaneity, power, and charm.  Most directors also look for an actor who is well trained and disciplined and capable of mastering the technical demands of the part, who will complement the company ensemble, and who can convey that intangible presence that makes for “theatre magic.”  In short, the audition can show the director that the actor not only knows his or her craft, but also will lend the production a special excitement.
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REHEARSING

Plays are ordinarily rehearsed in a matter of weeks: a normal period of rehearsal ranges from ten weeks for complex or experimental productions to just one week for many summer stock operations.  Much longer rehearsal periods, however, are not unheard of; indeed the productions of Stanislavski and Brecht were frequently rehearsed for a year or more.  Three to five weeks is the customary rehearsal period for American professional productions – but it should be noted that these are forty-hour weeks, and they are usually followed by several days (or weeks) of previews and/or “out-of-town” tryouts, with additional rehearsals between performances.


During the rehearsal period, the actor studies and learns the role.   Some things investigated in this period are the character’s biography; the subtext (the unspoken communications) of the play; the character’s thoughts, fears, and fantasies, the character’s objectives; and the world envisioned by the play and the playwright.  The director almost certainly will lead discussions, offer opinions, and issue directives with respect to some or all of these matters; the director may also provide reading materials, pictures, and music to aid the actor in his research.


The actor must memorized lines, stage movements, and directed stage actions during the rehearsal period.  He or she must also be prepared to rememorize these if they are changed, as they frequently are in the rehearsal of new plays, it is not unusual for entire acts to be rewritten between rehearsals and for large segments to be changed, added, or written out overnight.


Memorization usually presents no great problem for young actors, to whom it tends to come naturally  (children in plays frequently memorize not only their own lines but every one else’s, without even meaning to); however, it seems to become more difficult as one gets older.  But at whatever age, memorization of lines remains one of the easier problems the actor is called upon to solve, even though it is the one many naïve audience members think would be the most difficult.  Adequate memorization merely provides the basis from which the actor learns a part; the important memory goal of the actor is not simply to get the lines down, but to do it fast so that most of the rehearsal time can be devoted to concentrating on other things.


The rehearsal period is a time for experimentation and discovery.  It is a time for the actor to get close to his character’s beliefs and intentions, to steep himself in the internal aspects of characterization that lead to fully engaged physical, intellectual, and emotional performance.  It is a time to search the play’s text and the director’s mind for clues as to how the character behaves and what results the character aims for in the play’s situation.  And it is a time to experiment, both alone and in rehearsal with other actors, with the possibilities of subtle interactions that these investigations develop.


Externally, rehearsal is a time for the actor to experiment with timing and delivery of both lines and business; to integrate the staged movements, given by the director, with the text, given by the playwright, and to meld these into a fluid series of actions that build and illuminate by the admixture of his own personally initiated behavior.  It is a time to suggest movement and “business” possibilities to the director (presuming the director is the sort who accepts suggestions, as virtually all do nowadays) and to work out details of complicated sequences with the other actors.  It is also a time to “get secure” in both lines and business by constant repetition (the French word for “rehearsal” is repetition).  And it affords an opportunity to explore all the possibilities of the role – to look for ways to improve the actor’s original plan for its realization and to test various possibilities with the director.


Thus the rehearsal of a play is an extremely creative time for an actor; it is by no means a routine or boring work assignment – and indeed for this reason some actors enjoy the rehearsal process even more than the performance phase of production.  At its best, a rehearsal is both spontaneous and disciplined, a combination of repetition and change, of trying and “setting,” of making patterns and breaking them and then making them anew.  It is an exciting time, no less so because it invariably includes many moments of distress, frustration, and despair; it is a time, above all, when the actor learns a great deal about acting and, ideally, about human interaction on many levels.
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PERFORMING

Performing, finally, is what the theatre is “about,” and it is before an audience in a live performance that the actor’s mettle is put to the ultimate test.


Sometimes the results are quite startling.  The actor who has been brilliant in rehearsal can crumble before an audience and completely lose the “edge” of his performance in the face of stage fright and apprehension.  Or – and this is more likely – an actor who seemed fairly unexciting in rehearsal can suddenly take fire in performance and dazzle the audience with unexpected energy, subtlety, and depth; one celebrated example of this phenomenon was achieved by Lee J. Cobb in the original production of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman, in which Cobb had the title role.  Roles rehearsed in all solemnity can suddenly turn comical in performance; conversely, roles developed for comic potential in rehearsal may be received soberly by an audience and lose their comedic aspect entirely.


Sudden and dramatic change, however, is not the norm as the performance phase replaces rehearsal; most actors cross over from final dress rehearsal to opening night with only the slightest shift.  “Holding back until opening night,” and acting practice occasionally employed in the past century, is quite universally disavowed today, and opening night recklessness is viewed as a sure sign of the amateur, who relies primarily on guts and adrenalin to get through the evening.  


Nevertheless, a fundamental shift does occur in the actor’s awareness between rehearsal and performance, and this cannot and should not be denied.  Indeed, it is essential to the creation of theatre art.  The shift is set up by an elementary feedback:  the actor is inevitably aware, with at least a portion of his mind, of the audience’s reactions to this own performance and that of the other players; there is always in any acting performance, a subtle adjustment to the audience that sees it.  The outward manifestations of this adjustment are usually all but imperceptible:  the split-second hold for a laugh to die down, the slight special projection of a certain line to ensure that it reaches the back row, the quick turn of a head to make a characterization or plot transition extra clear. 


In addition, the best actors consistently radiate a quality known to the theatre world as “presence.”  It is a rather difficult quality to describe, but it has the effect of making both the character whom the actor portrays and the “self” of the actor who represents that character especially vibrant and “in the present” for the audience; it is the quality of an actor who takes the stage and acknowledges, in some inexplicable yet indelible manner, that he or she is there to be seen.  Performance is not a one-way statement given from the stage to the house; it is a two-way, participatory communication between the actors and the audience, in which the former employ text and movement, and the latter employ applause, laughter, silence, and attention.


Even when the audience is silent and invisible – and, owing to the brightness of stage lights, the audience is frequently invisible to the actor – the performer “feels” their presence.  There is nothing extrasensory about this: the absence of sound is itself a signal.  The veteran actor can determine quickly how to ride the crest of audience laughter and how to hold the next line just long enough that it will pierce the lingering chuckles but not be overridden by them; he also knows how to vary his pace and/or redouble his energy when he senses restlessness or boredom on the other side of the curtain line.  “Performance techniques,” or the art of “reading an audience,” is more instinctual than learned.  It is not dissimilar to the technique achieved by the effective classroom lecturer on TV talk show host or even by the accomplished conversationalist.  The timing it requires is of such complexity that no actor could master it rationally; he or she can develop it only out of experience – both on stage and off.


Professional stage actors face a special problem unknown to their film counterparts and seldom experienced by amateurs in the theatre:  the problem of maintaining a high level of spontaneity through many, many performances.  Some professional play productions perform continuously for years, and actors may well find themselves in the position – fortunately for their finances, awkwardly for their art – of performing the same part eight times a week, fifty-two weeks a year, with no end in sight.  Of course, the routine can vary with vacations and cast substitutions; and in fact, very few actors ever play a role continuously for more than a year or two, but the problem becomes intense even after only a few weeks.  How, as they say in the trade, does the actor “keep it fresh?”


Each actor has his or her own way of addressing this problem.  Some rely on their total immersion in the role and contend that by “living the life of the character” they can keep themselves equally alert from first performance to last.  Others turn to technical experiments – reworking their delivery and trying constantly to find better ways of saying their lines or reworking their objectives.  Still others concentrate on the relationships within the play and try with every performance to “find something new” in each relationship as it unfolds on stage.  Some actors, it must be admitted, resort to childish measures, rewriting dialogue as they go or trying to break the concentration of the other actors; this sort of behavior is abhorrent, but it is indicative of the seriousness of the actor’s problems of combating boredom in a long-running production and the lengths to which some will go to solve them.


The actor’s performance does not end with the play, for it certainly extends into the paratheatrical moments of the curtain call - in which the actor-audience communion is direct and unmistakable – and it can even be said to extend to the dressing-room post mortem, in which the actor reflects upon what was done today and how it might be done better tomorrow.  Sometimes the postmortem of a play is handled quite specifically by the director, who may give notes to the cast; more typically, in professional situations, the actor simply relies on self-criticism, often measured against comments from friends and fellow cast members, from the stage manager, and from reviews in the press.  For there is no performer who leaves the stage in the spirit of a factory worker leaving the plant.  If there has been a shift up from the rehearsal phase to the performance phase, there is now a shift down (or a let-down) that follows the curtain call – a reentry into a world where actions and reactions are likely to be a little calmer.  There would be no stage fright if there were nothing to be frightened about, and the conquering of one’s own anxiety – sometimes translated as conquering of the audience:  “I really killed them tonight” – fills the actor at the final curtain with a sense of awe, elation…and emptiness.  It is perhaps this feeling that draws the actor ever more deeply into the profession, for it is a feeling known to the rankest amateur in a high school pageant as well as to the most experienced professional in a Broadway or West End run.  It is the theatre’s “high,” and because it is a high that accompanies an inexpressible void, it leads to addiction.
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THE ACTOR IN LIFE

Acting is an art.  It can also be a disease.


Actors are privileged people.  They get to live the lives of some of the world’s greatest and best-known characters:  Romeo, Juliet, Phedre, Cyrano, St. Joan, and Willy Loman.  They get to fight for honor, hunger for salvation, battle for justice, die for love, kill for passion.  They get to die many times before their deaths, to duel fabulous enemies, to love magnificent lovers, and to live through an infinite variety of human experiences that, though imaginary, are publicly engaged.  They get to reenter the innocence of childhood without suffering its consequences and to participate in every sort of adult villainy without reckoning its responsibility.  They get to fantasize freely and be seen doing so – and they get paid for it.


Millions of people want to be actors.  It looks easy and, at least for some people, it is easy.  It looks exciting, and there can be no questions that it is exciting, very exciting; in fact, amateurs act in theatres all over the world without any hope of getting paid merely to experience that excitement.   Acting addicts, as a consequence, are common.  People who will not wait ten minutes at a supermarket check-out stand will wait ten years to get a role in a Hollywood film or a Broadway play.  The acting unions are the only unions in the world that have ever negotiated a lower wage of some of their members in order to allow them to perform at substandard salaries.  To the true acting addict, there is nothing else; acting becomes the sole preoccupation.


The addicted actor – the actor obsessed with acting for its own sake – is probably not a very good actor, for fine acting demands an open mind, a mind capable of taking in stimuli from all sorts of directions, not merely from the theatrical environment.  An actor who knows nothing but acting has no range.  First and foremost, actors must represent human beings, and to do that they must know something about humankind.  Thus the proper study of acting is Life, abetted but not supplanted by the craft of the trade.  Common sense, acute powers of observation and perception, tolerance and understanding for all human beings, and a sound general knowledge of one’s own society and culture are prime requisites for the actor – as well as training, business acumen, and a realistic vision of one’s own potential.


A lifetime career in acting is the goal of many but the accomplishment of very few.  Statistically, the changes of one’s developing a long-standing acting career are quite small; only those individuals possessed of great talent, skill, persistence, and personal fortitude stand any chance of succeeding – and even then it is only a chance.  But the excitement of acting is not the exclusive preserve of those who attain lifetime professional careers; on the contrary, it may be argued that the happiest and most artistically fulfilled actors are those for whom performance is only an avocation.  The excitement of acting, finally, is not dependent on monetary reward, a billing above the title, or the size of one’s roles, but on the actor’s engagement with drama and with dramatized situations – in short, on a personal synchronization with the theatre itself, of which acting is the very evanescent but still solid center.

ALL CHARACTERS ARE ME





I think all the characters I play are basically me.  I believe that under the right set of circumstances, we’re all capable of anything, and that acting allows the deepest part of your nature to surface – and you’re protected by the fiction as it happens.


							William Dafoe





THE COMPONENTS OF VOICE AND SPEECH





Breathing pumps air through the vocal tract, providing a carrier for the voice; “breath support,” through expansion of the rib cage and lowering and controlling the diaphragm, is a primary goal, as is natural, deep, free breathing that is sufficient to produce an sustain tone, but no so forced as to crate tension or artificial huffing and puffing.


Phonation is the process whereby vocal cord oscillations produce sound, a process that remains something of an anatomical and physiological mystery even today.  Vocal warm-ups are essential for the actor to keep his or her vocal cords and other laryngeal tissues supple and healthy; they also prevent strain and the growth of “nodes” that may cause raspiness and pain as well as phonic failure (laryngitis).


Articulation is the shaping of vocal sound into recognizable phonemes, or language sounds, forty of which are easily distinguishable in the English language.  Programs of speech training aim at improving the actor’s capacity to articulate these sounds distinctly, naturally, and unaffectedly – that is, without slurring, ambiguous noise, or self-conscious maneuvering of the lip and tongue.  A lazy tongue and slovenly speaking habits inhibit articulation and must be overcome with persistent drill and discipline attention.


Pronunciation makes words both comprehensible and appropriate to the character and style of the play; clear standard pronunciation, unaffected by regional dialect, is a crucial part of the actor’s instrument, as is the ability to learn regional dialects and foreign accents when required.  Occasionally an actor achieves prominence with the aid of a seemingly permanent dialect – Andy Griffith and Sissy Spacek are two examples – but such actors are likely to find their casting opportunities quite limited unless they can expand their speaking range.


Phrasing makes words meaningful and gives them sound patterns that are both rhythmic and logical.   The great classical actors are masters of nuance in phrasing, capable of subtly varying their pitch, intensity, and rate of speech seemingly without effort from one syllable to the next.  They rarely phrase consciously; rather they apparently develop their phrasing through years of experience with classical works and a sustained awareness of the value of spontaneity, naturalness, and a commitment to the dramatized situation.  Training programs in speech phrasing aim at enabling actors to expand the pitch range of their normal speech from the normal half-octave to two octaves or three, to double their clear-speaking capacity from 200 words a minute to 400, and to develop their ability to orchestrate prose and verse into effective and persuasive crescendos, diminuendos, sostenutos, and adagios just as if they were responding to a musical score.


	Projection, which is the final element in the delivery of voice and speech to the audience, is what ultimately creates dramatic communication; it governs the force with which the character’s mind is heard through the character’s voice, and it determines the impact of all other components of the actor’s voice on the audience.  Anxiety and physical tensions are the great enemies of projection because they cause shallow breathing, shrill resonance, and timid phrasing; therefore, relaxation and the development of self-confidence become crucial at this final stage of voice and speech development.





If emotion is a state, the actor should never take cognizance of it.  In fact we can never take cognizance of an emotion when we are in its grip, but only when it has passed.  Otherwise the emotion disappears.  The actor lives uniquely in the present; he is continually jumping from one present to the next.  In the course of these successive presents he executes a series of actions that deposit upon him a sort of sweat that is nothing else but the state of emotion.  This sweat is to his acting what juice is to fruit.  But once he starts perceiving and taking cognizance of his state of emotion, the sweat evaporates forthwith, the emotion disappears and the acting dries up…We cannot think “I am moved” without at once ceasing to be so…. no one in a theatre should allude to the fragile phenomenon, emotion.  Everyone, both players and audience alike, though under its influence, must concern themselves with actions.


							Jean-Louis Barrault





THE ACTORS’ STUDIO


	The most influential school of acting in the United States has been New York’s Actors’ Studio, which was founded by director Eliz Kazan and others in 1947 and achieved prominence following the appointment of Lee Strasberg (1901-1982) as artistic director in 1951.  Strasberg, an Austrian by birth and a New Yorker by upbringing, proved a magnetic teacher and acting theorist, and his classes revolutionized American acting, producing such notable performers as Marlon Brando, James Dean, Julie Harris, Paul Newman, Geraldine Page, Shelley Winters, Al Pacino, Ellen Burstyn, and Marilyn Monroe.  Director Frank Cosaro now heads the Studio.


	The Studio is not actually a school, but rather an association of professional actors who gather at weekly sessions to work on acting problems.  The methodology of the Studio derives in part from Stanislavski and in part from the working methods of the Group Theatre – a pre-World War II acting ensemble that included Kazan, Strasberg, and playwright Clifford Odets.  But Strasberg himself proved the key inspiration of Studio teaching and of the American love affair with “method acting” attributed to the Studio work.


	Strasberg’s work is not reducible to simple formulas; for the Studio is a working laboratory, and the Studio work is personal rather than theoretical, direct rather than general.  Much of the mythology that has arisen about the Studio – that actors are encouraged to mumble their lines and scratch their jaws in the service of naturalness – is quite fallacious.  Strasberg was a fierce exponent of firm performance discipline and well-studied acting technique; insofar as the Studio developed a reputation for producing actors that mumbled and fidgeted, this seems to have been only a response to the personal idiosyncrasies of Marlon Brando, the Studio’s first celebrated “graduate.”


	Strasberg demanded great depths of character relationships from his actors, and he went to almost any length to get them:  


		The human being who acts is the human being who lives.  That is a terrifying


 circumstance.  Essentially the actor acts a fiction, a dream; in life the stimuli to which we 


respond are always real.  The actor must constantly respond to stimuli that are imaginary.  


And yet this must happen not only just as it happens in life, but actually more fully and more 


expressively.  Although the actor can do things in life quite easily, when he has to do the same 


thing on the stage under fictitious conditions he has difficulty because he is not equipped as a 


human being merely to play-act as imitating life.  He must somehow believe.  He must some-


how be able to convince himself of the rightness of what he is doing in order to do things fully 


on the stage.


When the actor explores fully the reality of any given object, he comes up with 


greater dramatic possibilities.  These are so inherent in reality that we have a common phrase 


to describe them.  We say, “Only in life could such things happen.”  We mean that those things 


are so genuinely dramatic that they could never be just made up.


	The true meaning of “natural” or “nature” refers to a thing so fully lived and so fully 


experienced that only rarely does an actor permit himself that kind of experience on the stage.  


Only great actors do it on the stage; whereas in life, every human being to some extent does it.  


On the stage it takes the peculiar mentality of the actor to give himself to imaginary things with 


the same kid of fullness that we ordinarily evince only in giving ourselves to real things.  The 


actor has to evoke that reality on the stage in order to live fully in it and with it.


						Strasberg on the Actors’ Studio, Robert Hethmon�








One time I had this scene where I was to walk into this actress’ dressing room and say something like “I love you; will you marry me?”  We managed to make it better by having the girl go into her bathroom and close the door and I had to say those lines to a closed door.  I learned to work with counterpoint.  To make the material more interesting I would find ways to create obstacles for the character - frustrate him in what he wants to accomplish.  That makes the character more sympathetic, because everybody understands frustration.


									Jack Lemmon
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