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Relaxation and emotion

An acting teacher returns to the stage, part two

By Bruce Miller

Last spring veteran acting teacher Bruce Miller returned to the theatre as a professional actor for the first time in fourteen years. The experience gave him a chance to road-test some of the ideas and techniques he teaches his students, and to “find out,” as he wrote in our summer issue, “whether I could actually practice the things I preach.” In that first article of a three-part series, he wrote about the chore of memorizing lines. (The play, J. T. Rogers’s White People, consists of a series of long interlocking monologues shared by three actors.) In this article he shares more of what he learned about acting, and teaching acting, by going back to work on the stage.

My principal focus in the first article in this series was on the tremendously important but often neglected skill of memorization. I call it important now, but only as a result of my recent acting experience, when I came to realize that the subject is not given its proper due in the acting class. I was reminded during my journey back to the boards how crucial memorization is to the ultimate success of an actor’s performance, so much so that I offered up some suggestions for classroom activities focusing on this essential skill.

In this article, my subjects will be relaxation and emotion—two other areas that have played a background role in my own classroom and studio work, particularly in recent years. Though there is no doubt in my mind that an actor must be relaxed to perform to his maximum efficiency, I have been willing to sacrifice its primacy in my own studio because there are so many other issues that seemed more important. 

Emotion, or “the dreaded E word” as it is playfully referred to by my students, is the other subject I will be tackling in this article. It is something I have seldom given much direct time to in class on either the high school or undergraduate levels. Emotion, as I explain to my students, should come as a natural result of playing actions fully and completely, but need not and should not be played directly. After my recent experience, however, I feel I must amend, just slightly, my feelings on feeling. We’ll get to that later in this article.

Preparation

When I taught acting on the high school level, I usually started my acting classes with a warm-up, often a lengthy one. In my own training, I was taught that the relaxed body was one that could more easily live in the moment, be spontaneously responsive, and offer up the best possible work. As a performer I believed that wholeheartedly, and I have always made sure that I was properly prepared before I walked onto the stage. 

I never liked the group warm-up, though. It usually made me self-conscious, or distracted me from truly committing to the relaxation exercises. Each of us has our own quirks and I have come to believe that each of us is responsible for finding and employing the relaxation and warm-up regimen best suited to our own personal needs.

After I moved to college level teaching, I eventually eliminated the warm-up from my classroom routine altogether (except for first-year students, as I will explain later). I came to feel that the limited time I had to spend with my actors was best spent on scene work or other meat-and-potatoes content. It just became too difficult for me to give up a third of the class, which is how long it takes to conduct a meaningful warm-up. I rationalized that students needed to learn to be responsible for themselves and that if they needed a warm-up in order to produce their best work for class, that it was their responsibility to take care of that before my class started. Spending less time would only produce a half-hearted warm up and one that was not necessarily suited to everyone. I still feel that way. But going through my recent rehearsal process and performance schedule as an actor reminded me of how important being relaxed and properly warmed-up is.

Relaxation can be defined as the absence of the actor’s greatest enemy—nerves. I relearned a lot about nerves during my recent experience. I was nervous all through the weeks I spent memorizing and preparing for the actual rehearsal process, so nervous in fact that whenever I tried to perform 
my speeches 
in front of my wife, I would lose the lines that I thought I knew backward and forward. Even when I was acting well, the lines would leave me because my nerves would pull my concentration. The day I finally got through all of my part for her was an incredible relief. So you can imagine how nervous I was by the time I actually had to rehearse with a director and other actors. Only my preparation and my total concentration and commitment saved me from losing it altogether. No one knew, fortunately, but I struggled internally, believe me. In time though, I began to enjoy rehearsals and to relax. That’s when the good work really began to emerge.

Fear and adjustment

I have seldom in my life been as scared, however, as I was on opening night of White People. I have always had a bit of stage fright—the kind that would quickly disappear after a few moments on stage—but the fear I felt prior to and during that first performance of White People was in a separate class. 

I felt an incredible amount of pressure after fourteen years away from the stage. As an acting teacher, I had a reputation to protect, and I felt I had much to lose if I failed. I was filled with self-doubt and had deep and dark forebodings about forgetting my lines. (Actually, my fear about forgetting lines was not at all irrational, considering the enormous amount each of us had to remember, the briefness of the rehearsal period, the lack of time spent doing our work in front of an audience, and the fact that there was no place to go to for help if any of us went up on a line, since this was a monologue play without interaction between characters.) 

My fear on opening night was such that I found myself thinking about my lines at almost every moment through my first four of seven total speeches. My words sounded odd to me as I said them, making me feel that I had to closely monitor what I said. I felt like a fighter pilot trying to keep the target properly fixed in the crosshairs of my cockpit display. My performance would drift to the left or right, and above or below the target, as I made the slightest adjustments. I continuously felt that I might spin out of control at any moment. 

The problem was compounded by the fact that the opening night audience responded to everything, and there was an incredible electric energy in the air that night. In the early going, the audience found me hilarious and they seemed to get everything I was saying even before I did. I had to adjust to their responses which, of course, changed the timing of everything, making it that much more difficult to keep the target in front of me. 

I found myself responding to the audience, as well I should, before thinking about doing so. Each of us in the cast spends about a third of the play, five to seven minutes at a time, speaking directly to the audience. So each change I would initiate affected and altered everything in each of my speeches that followed. Then in the later scenes, which are intensely charged with emotion, the audience’s rapt attention seemed to magnify my every nuance to the point that I was conscious of the emotion that was spontaneously coming from me. It crossed my mind that I was pushing to get a reaction, and I began to doubt that what was happening to me would seem real and believable to the audience. Yet they remained totally engaged. I could feel them.

At the end of the play my character’s emotional outpouring reaches a crescendo as he tells the story of his son’s involvement in a racial hate crime. When it was over, there was that frighteningly long silence followed by a thunderous ovation. In spite of the anxieties I’d had all night, the play was very well received and so was the work of all the actors, including mine. In spite of my nerves, in spite of never feeling totally merged into the moments of the play, I came off as relaxed, natural, and spontaneous. (I know this from the audience’s response, from the published reviews, and because people who saw the show and know better than to shuck me 
have told me it is true.) I can credit this only to my ability to ignore the internal distractions and concentrate on what I needed to do. Though my internal experience was certainly not the ideal one, the audience never suspected that I was a struggling fighter pilot perilously close to losing control and crashing.

I believe that meeting the challenge of performance in spite of my nerves was the result of training, self-discipline, and proper preparation for entering the playing area. These are values and skills that are worth addressing in the classroom, even if we cannot fully teach the specifics of how to accomplish this state of readiness. Each of us is different, and each of us must find and put into practice what we need in terms of preparation to produce the necessary work. Though we may not be able to teach each of our students all the things necessary to get them individually to their own state of maximum acting efficiency, I believe it is our obligation to teach them the importance of doing so, and the self-discipline for getting to that point.

The actor’s responsibility

I sometimes notice even with my college students that there is a lack of discipline and preparation prior to beginning daily rehearsals and in performance. Students will show up for rehearsals just at the call time and then not be ready to work when the rehearsal actually begins. In productions I have directed, particularly in plays with larger casts, I have seen noisy carryings-on in dressing rooms that would certainly be distracting to me if I were about to perform. Granted, there are those who need absolutely no preparation before hitting the stage, but I believe the majority of performers need to prepare for their first entrance and stay focused throughout, particularly when doing a serious piece of work. It is an actor’s obligation to himself, to his fellow actors, and to the audience to make every entrance properly prepared to do so. For that reason I always address the cast before dress rehearsals begin. I remind them first of what is expected of them in terms of conduct and then in respect for fellow actors’ work. If they do not maintain a level of respect for each other in the dressing room, they hear about it. If their work suffers on stage because of a lack of preparation, they hear about it. I also talk in class about preparing before performing scene work, and encourage my students to get to class early enough so they’ll be ready when the work begins.

I teach warm-up exercises to my freshman actors as a how-to part of the acting class at the beginning of their first semester. The voice and movement teachers do that as well. I remind students that what they are looking for during their training is a way to build a vocabulary of exercises that will work for them individually as they move toward the profession. I let them know that it is their responsibility to commit to any exercises they are introduced to so they can discover the ones that really are most effective for them. I also make sure to offer up a variety of relaxation exercises, including meditative ones, so that my students are introduced to the range of possibilities. It is important that they know that no one thing works for everyone. In the box on page XX is a list of books that include material on relaxation that has been helpful to me. It is by no means comprehensive, but if your own training did not include exposure to relaxation methodology, it’s a good starting point for your own exploration. 

Finding what works

Each of the three Equity actors who made up the company of White People warmed up before every performance. The youngest of us, a guy in his mid-twenties and three years out of Carnegie Mellon, had his own routine based primarily on Linklater. He had to yell a lot in the play, so he was most concerned with his vocal relaxation and spent most of his time working on his voice. The second actor in my company was a woman in her early forties who was a certified Linklater teacher. She took herself through a complete menu of physical and vocal exercises each night and always recited the lines to her first monologue. I always did my entire script aloud before coming to the theatre, and repeated my lines again on my way to the theatre in the car. Forgetting my lines continued to be a primary concern for me, so it was relaxing for me each day to know that I could still say them all.  I also meditated for twenty minutes at some point before each show. At the theatre, I always got on stage before half-hour to gently flex my voice and to move through my blocking. We performed in a small theatre and our physical action was limited, so my big concern was just feeling relaxed and, of course, the words. The point here is that each of us recognized the importance of relaxation before going on stage. Each of us had our own way of preparing, and each of us adjusted our regimen to the specific requirements of the show we were performing.

Our physical, vocal, and emotional preparedness are all intertwined. If physically or vocally we are tight, it will affect our emotional availability. If emotionally we are not relaxed, it will affect our bodies. Therefore it is essential that we get the whole mechanism down to neutral. I have always done a physical and vocal warm-up before performing on stage. When I am nervous, my voice tends to sit in a much higher range than when I am relaxed. It adds to my discomfort when I notice the thinness of the sound I’m producing. I feel it is less commanding, I feel less in control, and I am aware that my vocal range is compromised. Becoming aware of my tension makes me even more nervous. 

When I am not relaxed, my body feels heavy and unresponsive. I become clumsy and self-conscious. Even the simplest physical task becomes complex and uncomfortable. I remember that in rehearsals, pouring a glass of Scotch required an abnormal amount of concentration. I had to speak at the same time, and it seemed as difficult as juggling four balls and a chain saw while eating an apple. Under these circumstances how could I possibly create the illusion that my character was relaxed? How could I possibly put my energy into communicating with the audience?

As rehearsals progressed, however, I became more and more comfortable with the physical action required of me, and I noted that though my voice might feel reedy when I started out, my concentration was so strong that my voice relaxed and lowered before much time had elapsed. By the time I was well rehearsed, the physical and vocal requirements of the role in the small theatre we were to play in had become insignificant. It was my emotional relaxation alone that remained a concern. No matter how much I warmed up physically, no matter how I got my body and voice to seem relaxed, on the inside was still scared to death, and it was a distraction. Meditation helped, but it did not provide me with a cure. 

In desperation, shortly before we opened I finally asked a therapist friend who uses hypnosis if he had any ideas. He was able to provide me with some imaging techniques that gave me some relief. But one particular exercise involving a combination of deep breathing, sighing, and a set of eyeball rolls actually brought me palpable and instant relief. I found if I did this exercise about fifteen minutes before curtain time it was like taking a tranquilizer. It worked so well that if I did it any closer to curtain time it would compromise my energy level in a negative way. The discovery of this exercise was a godsend. It allowed me to function as a normal human being during the first week of our run when, I’m embarrassed to admit, I would have remained a complete basket case. As the show moved through its run, of course, the realization that I was surviving and actually flourishing allowed me to relax more and more, and by the end of the run, I felt pretty close to normal even before working my warm-up. 

The point of all this is that every actor must hit the stage in as close to a relaxed state as possible in order to be able to produce their best work
. Ultimately, it is the actor’s individual responsibility to find a way to discover and maintain that state. We might not be able to teach each of our student actors how to accomplish such a goal, so varied are our physical, emotional, and vocal differences, but we can make sure that our actors understand that it is their responsibility as professionals to see to it that they can do so.

Going up

In spite of my preparations to avoid it, I went up in a performance during the first week of production. Completely. Though I knew where I was in the story and even why I lost the line, in my panic I simply could not find my way back to the words. I stood there frozen for a moment, but still no dialogue came to me. In desperation, I started to engage in some extemporaneous stage action that seemed appropriate for my character while I ran through the lines of my script in my head. When I finally found the lost string, I began again. My colleagues told me that what I had done covered seamlessly, and assured me that most of the audience did not even realize what had happened. Internally however, I died a thousand deaths. 

By the fourth week of the run, when it happened again, I was able to ad lib the story until the lines came back to me. There was no panic, there was no anguish this time, because I was truly relaxed on stage. My biggest worry (besides looking like a fool) throughout the entire rehearsal period and opening of the show was about my fear of forgetting the lines. Yet, when I was relaxed enough, even the coming to pass of that nightmare became no more than a temporary blip on the radar screen. What I learned then was that the power and effect of being relaxed when performing cannot be emphasized enough.

Relaxation and the E word

I tell my students constantly that they must not focus on emotion. I try to get them to think of emotion as a byproduct of their work. Concentrate on actions and objective, I tell them over and over again. Probably because I’m so emphatic on this point, sometimes my students misunderstand and think I’m telling them that emotion is not a part of what an actor should do. This, of course is not at all what I am saying. What I am saying is that a focus on emotion, at the expense of telling the story clearly and effectively, will not serve the production or the character. But many of my students were shocked when they came to see me in White People. There I was displaying extreme emotion all over the place. The role required it, if I was going to tell the best possible story. The emotion had to be real. It had to be raw. And it had to be reliably there. 

One of the things I came to realize while I was rehearsing and playing in this show is that relaxation and emotion are very closely connected for the actor, and that the ability to attain the former will strongly affect the ability to produce the latter. For me, being able to connect emotionally while on stage depended primarily not on emotional recall, not on substitution, but on relaxation. Here’s what I’m talking about.

Before formal rehearsals began, I would spend a couple of hours every day going through my lines, and, when ready, acting my entire part without stopping. With no one watching I was brilliant. I could find new moments of inspiration every time I went through the piece. Physically I was loose, continuously finding new movement, gestures, and even occasional business that added to my characterization and to the ongoing story. Fortunately, after each run-through, I was smart enough to catalogue what worked and what didn’t, and took a few moments to rehearse those things I had found so they would still be there the next time I worked the piece through. If I discovered things that physically or intellectually triggered emotions in me, and if the emotions were appropriate for where I was going with the piece at that particular moment, I would note the cause and effect sequence and rehearse those moments, too. 

It always helped me if I understood why a particular action or way of saying something triggered a particular emotional response, because that would help me remember it as I moved through the script the next time. This cause-and-effect understanding would help me set up the moment so I wouldn’t have to force it or even think about it the next time. But I was so relaxed during these run-throughs that new things were always spontaneously replacing old things, or depending on how I was feeling on a particular day, a moment might go one way or another. A change in one moment would sometimes affect how the next several might be played out—never, though, at the sacrifice of the overall story I needed to be telling.

Choices in the moment

Let me give you an example. There is a moment late in White People where I am talking about my son, who has committed a hate crime against a young African-American couple. He has apparently written a hate-filled note in which he spells the most common American racial slur incorrectly—with only one “g.” I say the line, “He couldn’t even spell that right.” Sometimes I found myself saying the line with tremendous anger directed at my son, not for having bad spelling, but for everything he’s done. I use the line to attack him. Other times when I said the line, the emotion of self-pity and failure came over me and it produced a completely different moment and showed a completely different side of my character. Each worked well because they 
were emotionally connected and moving. Neither compromised the ongoing story. Since I was well rehearsed, knew what I had to do overall, and was totally relaxed, my spontaneous response took over and produced a lovely moment. What a pleasure it was to find myself working like this.

When I tried to do the same kind of work for my first audience, my patient wife, I was so nervous that it was all but impossible to let myself commit to the moments as they happened. My own concerns about how she would react completely overwhelmed my ability to let things happen. I could barely remember the lines, for god’s sake. Fortunately, though, by the time I first revealed my work to her, I was already so well rehearsed, so knowledgeable about what I was doing, that even though I couldn’t relax and be in the moment, even though I was struggling with my lines, there was still enough core good work there that she was buying, even as I was dying. 

By the third time I attempted to perform the piece for her from beginning to end, I was relaxed enough, at least for stretches at a time, to truly be in some moments. When I got to the big emotional stuff I was so relieved that I began to cry spontaneously with an intensity that I never achieved on stage. It was me crying, not the character, because I was so relieved to have finally been so connected while someone else was watching.

Though I never achieved that degree of spontaneous emotion on stage, I always was able to generate honest emotion without pushing for it, performance after performance, and I believe that I was always able to move the audience in the way the playwright wanted them to be moved. Ultimately it is the actor’s primary job to make the audience feel, not to make himself feel. I honestly believe I never failed to do my job, even when, as on opening night, my inner voice was distractingly all over the place. How well I did it on any given night depended largely on how relaxed I was. When I was relaxed enough to be able to do my job as I rehearsed it, when I was able to concentrate adequately on what I needed to do rather than being pulled by what I was feeling emotionally myself, I could act well. But no matter how much I rehearsed, if I could not relax enough to focus on the essentials of my job, my work would always be less than it might have been. That is why relaxation is essential.

Playing with the audience

As the run progressed, the same kind of spontaneous in-the-moment creativity that I described about my solo rehearsals began to take place in front of and because of the audience. Since the three actors in White People had to address the audience directly throughout the play, we were really engaged in a dialogue with them. Each audience we played to was different, of course, and each responded to our work differently. Playing off the various audiences and their reactions each night helped each of us further define our characters and find new ways of playing moments. As my ability to relax increased, so did my ability to take risks by engaging, challenging, and provoking the audience. 

At the beginning of the run, I avoided looking directly at any particular audience member. I was afraid that what I saw might unnerve me. But as the run progressed, I began using individuals; I tried to provoke them, make them laugh, make them feel uncomfortable, or make them accept me or reject me overtly. When they did so, they would react spontaneously and it was real. I could use that to make my next moment, and I would, sometimes producing new moments that I didn’t know were there, great moments in fact. Sometimes these were moments that could never be repeated; other times what I learned could be applied in a new way with another audience. But all this was possible, again, only because I was relaxed enough to listen with all my senses, just as actors do when they are reacting to each other in a normal play that allows for character interaction on stage behind the fourth wall.

Finally I realized I had relearned for myself what I am always telling actors in my class. You rehearse and rehearse until you don’t have to think about it anymore. You know the lines, you know the blocking, you know the actions you will have to play. You know what you need, and you know the strategies for getting what you need. You have rehearsed it for so long, you know it so well, that it is in your bones. That’s when you forget about it and live in the moment. But what my return to the stage reminded me was that you can only accomplish that goal when you are relaxed enough to do so. And when you can, the emotional truth as well as the creativity that makes acting an art as well as a craft comes most powerfully into play.

What I won’t tell my students, yet

There is a subtle point here, one that I would actually be hesitant to make to my own acting students. From the start of my rehearsal process, I began to make decisions about where, emotionally, my character might be at any given time in the story. I was never married to an emotional response, but my analysis of the story certainly suggested to me where many big moments were in terms of both action and emotion. This came as a result of taking a look at the play from the audience’s point of view, and considering what I might want to see at particular points in the story arc. There will be a lot more on this in the third and final article in this series. 

What my reading told me was that I had to be ready to make the big emotional response at those points, so I found things during rehearsal that would help me get there. In rehearsals, I might make the choice to yell, to drink, to wave my hand, to point my finger accusingly. Sometimes, in my personal rehearsals especially, I forced myself to go for an emotional effect, and I practiced until I could feel comfortable doing so without any pushing. Then the moment settled in, and in time evolved with the genuine feelings that I was producing. 

The truth is I was doing what I tell my students not to do: I was shaping the story arc in rehearsal by pursuing an emotional effect. The difference is that I am a skilled and experienced actor, and I realized that it was part of a process and not going to be the ultimate product. Sometimes our students confuse process with product. That is when the result turns out to be a pushed and artificial package of unbelievable emotional simulations. That is why leading with emotion is seldom a good approach to take with student actors. However, reminding them that they must examine their work from the vantage point of what the audience will see is always a good idea.

A final word on emotion. Our students are always interested in emotional recall and substitution. I will discuss how it is used when it comes up in class, but we never focus on it as a subject. So the question is, did I ever use these techniques while rehearsing or performing my emotional role? The answer is yes. In rehearsals, I always tried to find parallels between my two children in White People, a son and a daughter, and my own fourteen-year-old daughter. When I could find parallels between situations, it helped me understand what my character might be thinking and feeling and doing at a particular time. I used those feelings, when I could find them specifically, for a starting point in my acting choices.  Also, because I had several minutes between speeches in performance, though I always remained on stage, I was able to use things from my own life that emotionally would get me where I wanted to be before I spoke again. I also used what my fellow actors were saying and doing on stage, often emotionally charged things, when they fed into what I was going for. The trick here was that I had time to employ these triggering devices. I never tried to use them as in-the-moment tools. I agree with Stella Adler’s take on these internal acting approaches. How can you be in the moment if you’re busy substituting or thinking about yourself?

In the end though, my experience doing White People was probably not totally reflective of what it might have been like doing another play. A monologue situation is specialized and requires a focus on a set of acting skills that might take on a different order of importance in a play where characters are dealing with each other. Nonetheless, it is part of the actor’s craft to be able to reach into his toolkit of technique and use those things that will best serve him at any particular time. I discovered, happily, that my years of teaching have sharpened and increased my ability to do that effectively.

Next time: those acting tools I do emphasize in class and how those things worked for me.
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