Billy Bob Thornton has become one of my favorite film actors. Since I first became aware of him in Slingblade, a film that he wrote, directed, and starred in, I have become more impressed with is range, truthfulness, and courage as an actor in each film I see him in. The man is a risk taker and a true chameleon. Even in mediocre movies like Bandits, his character work is so impressive that it literally elevates the movie, and his roles in films like A Simple Plan, Monster’s Ball, and The Man Who Wasn’t There truly made my jaw drop in admiration. However, in spite of the high esteem I hold for his acting, he may be the last actor on the block that I would want to bring in to speak to my own students. Regardless of how he may dazzle me on screen, after hearing what he had to say on Actor’s Studio, and watching out takes from the distasteful but hilarious Bad Santa, Billy Bob is, well, frankly, a bad role model – and not because of his take on Santa, his personal life, or his film choices.

In spite of being a first rate script writer himself, Thornton apparently doesn’t hold much respect for the script (at least the movie script). In his interview with James Lipton, he openly admitted that he doesn’t like to be too familiar with the script before he shoots a scene. It takes away from his sense of spontaneity and improvisation. He’d rather use his instincts than what the script provides. The outtakes from Bad Santa seem to support this. The footage reveals Thornton changing the dialogue from take to take, often with hilarious results. Who then could argue with his talent or with his success?

My problem with his approach is that, first of all, it will not work for the stage, and second, it will not help an actor who is still learning his craft master the skills he will need. These skills can only be developed through learning to analyze a script and then learning to make choices based on an understanding of that script. Let’s take a look at the first point. In film, the script is not considered sacrosanct. The writer sells his work for a relatively large chunk of money knowing that the payment received marks the end of her control over that script. Once the film is being made, it is the coin of the realm to change dialogue and story or eliminate pieces of it altogether -- if the director and/or actors think the film is being improved by doing so. Once the film is being shot, the director and his producers have total control over what will be done in order to produce a finished product. In theatre, it is the complete opposite. The playwright may not make much money, but her copyright ensures that what goes up on the stage will be what she wrote. No changes to the script can be made without her expressed approval to do so. That means there is no way around what is written on the page – at least in terms of the dialogue. The ultimate production will be intended to serve the script, not undermine it

Now the second point. Given that most young actors learn their craft through doing theatre and in the theatre the script cannot be violated, it is incumbent on the actor-in-training to learn how to use the script rather than how to ignore it, circumvent it, or change it. But far more importantly, a good script invariably holds the key to your students’good performance. If your students can learn how to mine what is in the script, they will be on their way to creating a good performance every time they begin a new job. If they do not learn this vital skill, there will be a trail of hit-or-miss work that will not help them to be reliable as actosr or give them the confidence and control of craft essential for good work. The improvisational work that Billy Bob Thornton shoots for is fine for film where you get an infinite number of chances to produce something the director likes, a moment at a time. But in theatre, the lights go down and you’re on – only one chance to get each moment right as you move on to the next one – all the way from beginning to end, each moment affecting somehow the next.

The point is – if your students can learn to do the work necessary to produce consistently good theatrical performances, then they can easily adapt those skills later and be as in-the- moment improvisational as they or their director requires. But if they don’t know how to learn to use the script now, it is unlikely that they’ll ever learn it later.

In a recent article that appeared in Dramatics Magazine, I outlined my experience as an actor returning to the professional stage after many years away. I had been cast in a play called White People, a play with three characters, each speaking directly to the audience for about 35 minutes each. Though the three share the stage, they do not interact with each other, only with the audience. The production had a one week rehearsal period including run-throughs and preview performances. For that reason, I had to work mostly on my own before actual rehearsals began, and what I brought in for the first day of rehearsal was pretty close to what I performed a week later. In other words, for the most part, I was self directed. I had to be able to analyze my part independent of the director, and plan out my performance based on my analysis.

How would your students fare in such a situation? Do they have the skills to examine a script and to determine their obligations in service of the script and its story? Would they be able to develop and hone their characters in such a way that their work will be compelling, yet consistent with what the script and the director are doing? The situation is not as unusual as it might sound. In fact, in today’s theatre market, short rehearsals periods are common, and actors are expected to be able to bring in the goods. There may be little time for improvisation, trial and error, and exploration. The question is -- can your students do it on their own? If they can’t, then you might want to consider spending more time now with them in developing this critical aspect of their craft. It requires that they be able to read well and actively. It requires that they ask the questions necessary of the script and of the playwright who wrote that script. If you begin with the premise that everything in a good script is there for a reason, it will give your students the impetus to hold what they see on the page in the high regard necessary to do their job as actors effectively.

My part in White People consisted of seven monologues. In reality, the piece is one long monologue interrupted several times by another character’s speech. But the seven pieces, as I learned in my reading, actually fit together perfectly as one long piece. In other words no time elapses from one piece to the next. 

Below you will find my opening speech. Without any further information from me, have your students read it carefully and see what they can learn about the given circumstances (the who, what, when, and where of the script). Just use the script and see what they can come up with in regard to the story and to the character. As they read, have them underline, highlight or jot done phrases that give them clues as to the given circumstances. When they have accumulated their lists, you might want to have them write out a profile of the person these clues add up to. You can compare notes after they have read the piece and worked on the piece. Tell them they will probably want to read many times – enough times to be able to come up with the goods. Tell them to consider themselves a detective on the case.

(The finale of Pulenc's "Dialogues of the Carmelites" swells as MARTIN BAHMUELLER, in an office way up high overlooking the waterfront in downtown St. Louis, is carried away by the music. It is very late Sunday night but he is impeccably dressed; blue shirt still pressed~,-red tie knotted perfectly. He yells to us over the opera.) 

"

MARTIN

I always turn it up! Right here! It's these nuns right at the end of the show, marching off to get killed for... Who knows! Heads on the block: chop-chop! One after another! 

(The music is reaching the climax.) 

Listen to that! Those voices! You can feel those voices right up your spine. Can you feel that? OK! OK! Here's where one of them gets whacked! Listen, listen... 

(The blade falls.) I love that! 

Music like this, it's like food. You understand? Shove it in your mouth, suck on  

it, chew it- It feeds you! And the best part- the best part is I can't understand a word. Totally clueless! But, you see, it's not like life. You don't have to battle to think clearly, fight to understand. I mean, you’ve got nuns, you've got an ax: what more do you need? It's just about the music. You listen to this, you escape. Just for a moment, language isn't important. Words, actions-- choices- don't matter. For me, right now: 

(He cuts the music off) 

That is magic. That is to be treasured. 

Now, if I could get Steven (my eldest) to listen to this! He's into all this "new" music. All this hard-core-head-banging... Whatever! Sounds like the music I listened to when I was his age, just a lot worse. Upstairs, door locked, screaming along at the top of his lungs- Who knows! You're fifteen, that's what you do now. Oh! But the way the boy is dressed! 
(He is searching for something.) 

Let me show you a – I mean, buzzed head, steel toed boots: you’d think he was in the Gulag, for Christ’s sake. He... 

(He stops.)
Forgive me. This is not the way I work. Please. Walls bare, desk clean: no distractions.
 (He continues searching.) 

I should have had this done hours ago but loose ends, cases to turn over- I don't know how long I'm going to be gone, till everything's...run its course. Came in tonight, before the Monday morning crunch. Need to make sure I'm gone before the- Oh! 

(He holds up a framed photo.) 

Well, here's his sister. Unlike her brother she dresses like a human being. Mary Esther's three years younger. It's amazing how much she looks like Barbara. Mary Esther flew back to New York early this morning. Staying with her mother now, just for a while. Till it's all right for her to come home. I call them the "Mayflower Twins": green eyes and that beautiful blond hair that babies are born with and, somehow, the two of them kept. It's the "Blue Blood " in their veins. Barbara can trace her family tree all the way back to Plymouth Rock. I always told her I married her for her genes. Said I needed girl like her if I was gonna get kids from good stock. Mary Esther's smart as her mother, too. Best in her class (Braces now. Hates it. You know the story). I watch her sometimes. Sitting in the car, she's crossing the school yard. She walks with purpose. Twelve years old and she has a sense of life, of its possibilities. You can't teach that. You can only sit back and... 

, 

(He stops abruptly in mid-sentence.) 

Listen to me! Listen to me, now! This is more boring than talking to my accountant! Even the associates here couldn't feign interest in this. 

Oh, you should see them! They're in here all day, like a revolving door. Kissing my ass, trying to impress. Two years I've been here and they're still trying to get a handle on the Big Shot from Back East. Figure out how this Brooklyn Boy ticks. Everyone so eager, so chipper. Always bringing me gifts. Bottles of Missouri Wine, Cardinals baseball caps. As if I were some alien from a different planet, never heard of these things. 

But what I find interesting- amusing- is their notion of what is acceptable to wear. They're up here in this glass mountain top working for me ten, twelve-- What?-sixteen hours a day. Yes, casual is good, casual is nice but this is not their home. We are not here for TV and a barbecue. My first day, I come up here: people wearing loafers, khakis, polo shirts- Things for which they should be shot. I assure you, not anymore. 

Now you look at me. You see Egyptian cotton, French cuffs. It says I make money. If you could see my boxer shorts you would know I make a lot of money. This is because I understand The Rules. First off, the suit is cotton or it is wool. Notice the word “poly" did not enter the equation. 

(He gestures to his shirt sleeves.) 

We are not in Kansas, we are not baling hay, these stay down. The knot is tight, half Windsor. The shirt is white, starched (blue if you're needing a boost). No- I repeat-no button down. Button down says I am wearing Fruit of the Loom briefs and they are stained." 

This is the uniform! Seal of approval. City of two and a half million people, "Gateway to the West," you think they would know how to dress. You think they would understand the power  of conformity. 

(He gestures to his suit.) 

This is not about looking good. Please. It's about That Which Is Reliable. About 

The Need for Trust. You're down there, two a.m., raining, cold, who do you run to? Who do you ask the time, for a dollar, for help? You look at me, you know I'm not going to knife you. I'm not going to stomp your face, slit your throat, laugh about it. This is what I tell my associates: 

"The color of your face, doesn't matter. It's the uniform that is safe." 

I remember back to my school days in English class; probably eighth grade or so, when we had to read The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. Some of my favorite parts of those stories usually came at the beginning, after the new client had just left. It was then that the great detective would tell Watson all about the individual who had just departed -- based on deduction and inference. What Holmes used to do was not that far afield from what an actor must do when he analyzes a script for clues to story and character by trying to determine the given circumstances -- based on the evidence at hand in the script. Here follows my list of clues to the story, based on the speech as written above. I have probably missed some things that your students will uncover and visa versa. You can compare notes later, or if you have done this in advance of your students (a good idea), see how you and I compare. You will notice that beside the clues I uncovered, I have jotted down some notes (based on deduction and inference) about what I believe the clues suggest. This would also be a good idea for your students to do.

(The finale of Pulenc's "Dialogues of the Carmelites)- He likes opera. He may be cultured. But why this opera? Is it consistent with Martin’s personality, or did the playwright have something more specific in mind? I’ll have to look into this further.
an office way up high overlooking the waterfront in downtown St. Louis – a power office up high with good view. The guy is important or rich.
It is very late Sunday night – weird time to be working 
is impeccably dressed- clothes are important to him. It’s late Sunday night, for goodness sakes.
Heads on the block: chop-chop!- Sort of a low brow response to nuns being executed. 
Here's where one of them gets whacked. – More of the same; surprisingly, he seems more working class here than cultured, but he certainly doesn’t seem to care that we see that in him.
Music like this, it's like food. The simile suggests that he is in need of something at the moment to sustain him, suggesting that the calming effect of music is at the moment like a basic need. What is his problem?
You listen to this, you escape. Just for a moment, language isn't important. Words, actions-- choices- don't matter. For me, right now: - strongly suggest that he has a big problem at the moment.

(He cuts the music off)- actions as written by the playwright are not random. Why did he cut the music off at this particular spot? Needs to be investigated. 

That is magic. – a moment where words, actions, and choices don’t matter is to be treasured and is magic. He must be in a situation at the moment where words, actions, and choices matter greatly, and he needs a respite from those things. He is in the midst of a dramatic situation. Not surprising, of course, after all, this is a play and plays are driven by action. An actor must learn to look for these things.
He's into all this "new" music. All this hard-core-head-banging
buzzed head, steel toed boots; you'd think he was in the gulag – his son is on the goth side; the music he listens to is loud and disruptive. This obviously rankles, but Martin seems to be trying to come to terms with it, rationalizing it. 
This is not the way I work- the implication is that he likes neatness, organization, but his workplace has been disrupted and is out of joint. He has lost control to some degree. The question is “why?”
I should have had this done hours ago but loose ends, cases to turn over - I don't know how long I'm going to be gone, till everything's...run its course. Came in tonight, before the Monday morning crunch. Need to make sure I'm gone before the- he interrupts his thought, or it is interrupted. What causes this? The speech here is filled with clues to the given circumstances. There are no definitive answers, but there are certainly many puzzle pieces. Why is he turning over cases? Why is he leaving? Why does he have no idea how long he will be gone? What must run its course? Why must he be gone before he is seen on Monday morning? It is important to keep in mind that plays, unlike life, are not random. They are organized by the playwright even when they seem random. What connections can be made between the things we know? Can I infer that there is a connection between what has happened to cause his departure, and his son who has been mentioned several times?

Oh! – something has happened in the moment. An “Oh!” is a reaction to something specific. What is it?

Unlike her brother she dresses like a human being – seems to imply that Stephen is somehow subhuman, and or certainly held in less regard than Esther.
Mary Esther flew back to New York early this morning. Staying with her mother now, just for a while. Till it's all right for her to come home. – the question is why did she fly to New York to stay with her mother temporarily, and how is this connected to Martin’s departure from the office.
"Mayflower Twins": Martin seems to highly value being attached to WASP roots.
beautiful blond hair - Martin seems to highly value being attached to WASP roots.
 "Blue Blood " - Martin seems to highly value being attached to WASP roots.
Plymouth Rock – Martin seems to highly value being attached to WASP roots. 

I always told her I married her for her genes - Martin seems to highly value being attached to WASP roots. What do these references suggest about Martin? About the play’s action? The play’s overall idea or themes?
Best in her class – Martin seems to take great pride in his daughter’s academic standing and success. 
Twelve years old and she has a sense of life, of its possibilities. – suggests that Martin admires the American values of choice and success and wants to see that quality in his children. Esther’s approach to life contrasts with son Stephen’s anti-phase – his gulag dress and hostile music.
Kissing my ass, 
trying to impress
Big Shot from Back East. Figure out how this Brooklyn Boy ticks. – can infer from these references a large ego, an enjoyment of position of power, and a delight in being the center of attention, especially when he connects his current position to his formative roots. Note how Brooklyn plays against the roots of his wife, the blueblood.
They're up here in this glass mountain top working for me… - again the image of being on top of the mountain as others below work for him – to infer that he relishes his power is not a big jump.
My first day, I come up here: people wearing loafers, khakis, polo shirts- Things for which they should be shot. I assure you, not anymore. – suggests that clothes are important to Martin and that appropriate dress is an essential part of doing a particular job well. The manner in which he indicates that his staff now dresses to his taste suggests that he brooks no resistance and has little patience for differing points of view. This is inference but it is supported by what follows.
You see Egyptian cotton, French cuffs. It says I make money. If you could see my boxer shorts you would know I make a lot of money. This is because I understand The Rules. – this reinforces the previous note in a specific way. The reference to rules suggests a rigidity about conformity, societal norms, and status.
This is the uniform! Seal of approval – again this reinforces the previous note.
You think they would understand the power of conformity. – a further reinforcement, but Martin also seems surprised that others don’t realize this or in other words that others’ attititudes could differ from his own.
This is not about looking good. Please. It's about That Which Is Reliable. About The Need for Trust. -  is his concern about dress really not about vanity at all? I’m not sure yet. I do not have enough information. Does “reliability” refer to what the clothes tell us? I believe it does, but I will want to find more about this? Does “trust” relate to reliability? I think it does, but I don’t know him well enough yet. If this first speech of Martin’s were the entire role, I would make choices now. Since that is how we structured the exercise, I will draw conclusions based on inferences that are not quite congealed. But I can make the case based on everything else he has said prior to this. There is vanity I think, but he also does consider dress to be suggestive of a lawyer’s trustability and reliability in the same way the uniform of a policemen would.
"The color of your face, doesn't matter. It's the uniform that is safe." - There is a reference to race here. What is that all about? What does it tell us? I think it tells us, since the playwright put it there, that race is on Martin’s mind. After all, what is the name of the play?
All right, now that we have gathered all this information just by examining the words of the script, what have we learned about Martin, his situation, and the rest of the given circumstances of the play? Have your students study their clue sheet and (if you like, the one above) and have them try to make a composite. Have them put what they have learned into a few paragraphs that, when read, will get to the essence of who Martin is and the situation of the play as they understand it. When they have finished, compare their composites to each others, and to the one that follows:
Martin Bahmueller is a powerful and high profile middle-aged lawyer in charge of a large firm with many associate lawyers under him. He is very well-to-do, opinionated, and judgmental. He thinks that he is right about most things and does not brook others’ opinions too easily. He is separated from his wife and has two children who live with him. His workplace is located in downtown St. Louis and his own office stands high above the city and overlooks the Mississippi. Martin is from Brooklyn originally, and probably still shows traces of this in his speech and in his manner. His dress, top of the line, probably is an attempt to compensate for this, but is also part of the uniform of reliable lawyer that he feels is essential to his success. He likes classical music and opera, but he does not know a great deal about it. He is probably self-taught and it is something he probably has picked up as an adult. He listens to this kind of music in times of stress, and likes it because it provides him an escape from the dominant logic-driven side of himself, and allows him to escape his mind that is always going at high gear. 

It is late on a Sunday night, and Martin is packing his belongings after working several hours on cases that he will be turning over to others. He is leaving the firm, at least for the moment, and must be out of the office before work begins on Monday morning. He does not know when he will be returning. His office is a mess, and he hates that fact. Whatever has caused this turn of events has affected his entire life. His twelve-year-old daughter, Mary Esther, an excellent student, is moving temporarily back to New York to live with her mother. His estranged wife, Barbara, is a genuine WASP, a fact that is a source of pride for Martin, and is obviously something that he values greatly. His daughter, the image of his wife physically, is a favorite of Martin, and unlike his son, who is going through a rebellious stage, is on track to have the kind of success Martin most values. On the other hand, Martin is somewhat forgiving of his son and tries to rationalize that he was not so different when he was fifteen, the age of his son, Stephen.

Martin was hired for this job because he is a “take charge” kind of man. In the couple of years he has been here, he has made great changes in the way the firm conducts business and in the manner that those who work at the firm conduct themselves and present themselves. He is proud of the changes he has made. Nevertheless, there is a bit of resentment in him for the Midwestern mentality of those he works with, and believes that these values will keep the firm from reaching the excellence of the best eastern firms. He certainly believes that you are how you appear. 

How did their summary analyses compare to each others? To mine? As I reread the one above, I got a sense of Martin and an inkling of his situation. I have the beginnings of a profile to build from. But, ultimately, it will be my responsibility to tell the story of the play and of my character through what I say and do. If I were to go back and read over the script again, it would be awash in what I have learned about the character and situation through this process we have just gone through. However, we are far from any finish line yet. In spite of having so much more information, I have yet to begin the process of finding the actions of my character, physical and psychological, nor have I begun to determine how I will say the lines that should effectively reveal the story and my character. It is my actions, ultimately that will reveal character, not my adjectival description. Adjectives provide qualities that cannot be played directly. But actions can. From the well chosen action, an audience can distill quality. But attempting to play a quality will not get the story told.

Thus far, because I have asked you and your students to read Martin’s first monologue as though it stood alone, you and they could not possibly have gotten all you could from what is there. A playwright structures his work carefully, incrementally, so the onion skin of story unfolds to an audience in the most interesting and compelling way possible. But an actor you must know the whole story before she can begin to make choices. It is your students’ job to find a way to maximize the conflict, to make the stakes as high as possible, the needs as great as possible. Though they will have to live in the moment and never know more than the character they are playing does at a particular time, their choices must derive from knowing the whole story and maximizing the story at each moment. For that reason, I am going to give you one very important piece of information that is revealed in the play, five speeches later. The news is this: Martin’s son Stephen has been arrested for committing a brutal hate crime against a young African American couple. Even now he is being held in custody by the police. Have your students reread the monologue with this vital piece of information in mind and see how the speech has changed, intensified, become more clear and compelling. How Martin’s objective in telling this information is more apparent. Remind your students that the higher the stakes, the better the story. 

With all this in mind, have your students go back to the monologue once again and begin to look for the following:

· major moments of interest that can be played through physical actions

They will need to start thinking of the piece in terms of what the character does – physically as well as what he is going through psychologically and emotionally. 

· the journey that Martin makes during the length of  the piece?

What is he like at the beginning of the piece? By the end? What is the specific route that caused these changes in him? A good story always has a good arc, plot-wise and character-wise. It is your students’ job to find that journey. Have them try to discover the moment-to-moment route the character travels. 

· specific islands of import in that journey, places where moments can be made, revealed, and/or portrayed dramatically? 

A found moment gives an actor the opportunity to reveal something specific about his character or the story, and offers him the opportunity to communicate that information to the audience through a well played action. Can your students locate points where the actor as character can reveal the discoveries he is making, the victories he is sharing, the defeats he must deal with? 

Ask your students to jot down any notes as they occur to them. Tell them to mark up the monologue as needed. Remind them that it is their job to tell the story of this monologue clearly, and compellingly. Their journey through the arc of the monologue will be marked by the moments they can clearly make for themselves, but more importantly for the audience. The choices they make for their character must serve to maximize the story being told and to bring out the ideas about the world that the playwright is asking the audience to consider. 

Finding Major Moments

Let’s take a closer look now at some examples of the kinds of moments that J. T. Rogers gives us in his White People. In Martin’s first speech of the play, for instance, he mentions that he has a daughter who:

 “. . . flew back to New York early this morning. She’s staying with her mother now, at least for a while, until it’s all right to come home.”

Since these lines come very early in the character’s arc, their importance would be unlikely to land heavily in an audience’s mind. They would have too much to process as Martin begins to address them. The audience would be forming first impressions and taking in a general reaction to Martin’s looks, the way he speak, etc. But the lines themselves do raise issues. Why was Martin’s daughter flying back to New York? Why was she staying with her mother now, for a while? Why was it wrong for her to be here now? Why might it be all right later? These are important issues, certainly for Martin and for the audience, but the audience is not likely to be ready at this point to address them. They have too much to process.

However, despite the audience’s focus, this information about losing a daughter is certainly painful to Martin and a big news item for him. The script makes only a vague reference to this something going on – this something that is happening within an indeterminate  time frame that will be resolved up the road - the how and when unknown. But for Martin, this too is obviously a big deal. But the lack of detail may let it get by the audience. As an actor, however, I am obligated to play the given circumstances, though the script tells me that I must do so in a way that does not sabotage the playwright’s storytelling choice - to withhold information now, for a pay-off later. 

Martin also tells the audience the following information about packing his office late on a Sunday night: (the bolding is mine, not the script’s)

I should have done this hours ago, but loose ends, cases to turn over. Don’t know how long I’m gonna be gone before all this runs its course. I came in tonight before the Monday morning crunch, got to be gone before the…

Look at all the veiled information the playwright and the character have provided here – that he must turn over his cases to someone else, that he  is leaving the firm for an unknown amount of time, and that he has to be gone before he is seen here at the office. This is all major, but since no context has yet been developed and the audience has not yet been hooked into the character or situation, most of the information will slip past them for now. However, these facts are extremely important to Martin – in fact in his life they are cataclysmic. He is being forced to leave his position. He is packing up his professional life and doesn’t know when, if ever, he will again be able to unpack it. In each speech, as the play progresses, more and more plot pieces are laid out on the board, and little by little, pieces here and there start to fit neatly together.

Notice what interrupted Martin in the quote above the preceding paragraph. It is the picture he finds of his daughter or perhaps his wife and daughter together. What impact will seeing his daughter -- a daughter who has just left him and returned to New York to be with her mother, his estranged wife – have on him? Martin also shows the audience a picture of his son or, depending on how it is physicalized, at least starts to. What might the impact be of looking at his son have on him? Is he looking at a picture of his son as he looks now or is it a picture from a more innocent, more happy and hopeful time? Which is a better choice? Your students must think in terms of telling the best possible story. How will their choices be demonstrated to the audience?

Finding the Arc and Objective
How will Martin relate and address the listening audience overall. What emotional undercurrents will be his as he reports on the unraveling of his life? How can the actor portray these kinds of victories, defeats, discoveries in the ongoing moments of the play? It is essential that your students keep in mind that it is the actor’s job to tell the story of the play and the character through actions, not simply by revealing emotions. This will lead them to a whole new level of inquiry. 

Why is Martin addressing the audience in the first place? Yes, it is a convention of the playwright to have his character break the fourth wall and address the audience, but, for the actor, there is still the matter of justifying the playwright’s choice. In fact everything a good playwright does in his work is there for a reason. And it is always the actor’s job to determine that reason and use the answer effectively. If Martin speaks to the audience, the actor must determine his need for doing so. What is it that Martin is seeking from his audience of listeners? The actor playing Martin must know this. Ultimately, it will give the actor purpose and help him find ways to deliver his lines effectively and compellingly.

Martin is sharing his thoughts and, as a byproduct, his feelings, to a group of intimate strangers. What is his need to do so? The actor playing Martin must come to terms with this question and he must find his “objective” for doing so. In other words, what does he want from the audience? What does he need from them. Once the actor can answer this question, it will give him the foundation for the way he handles his entire relationship with them, the way he addresses them. Once the actor playing Martin has an objective to play, any emotion attached to his purpose will be able to come out as a result of the played actions, rather than as a limiting and undirected be-all and end all in itself. Though the situation is emotionally fraught for Martin, playing emotions directly will not help the actor build an arc of story that will be clear and compelling in a step-by-step fashion. But playing the need and finding tactics to get what is needed from the audience will.

Next time, we’ll take a closer look at the bullet points listed above as we examine another telling monologue by Martin later in J. T. Roger’s play. 

