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Tell me a story

Using prose fiction to polish script analysis skills

By Bruce Miller

When I think about the people I have taught over the years and their varying degrees of talents, I come to the conclusion that most people can learn to act—if they can relax enough on stage to be available to react to what goes on around them. Most of us act every day. We play the roles we need to on a daily basis—in order to get what we want, just as an actor does—at home, at work, and at play. We are always acting out roles appropriate for the particular situation. We pursue our objectives and play in our moments. 

Unlike the obligations we have when playing a script however, the objectives we play in life don’t necessarily take us purposefully to any predetermined destination, nor do they often follow the inexorable progression that a good story does. Life can seem random because much of the time it is; the well-written script, however, is not. Real life is not ruled by a playwright’s plan or whim. But acting is. And that’s where most actors run into problems.

An actor must learn to make choices that adhere to the playwright’s plan. She may enhance it, but never ignore it. The script, I tell my students, is like a railroad track, and the train has to stay on the track or it won’t go anywhere. Therefore it is essential that actors be able to read, interpret, and figure out where that track runs and how best to ride it. I don’t think we acting teachers spend enough time developing this skill in our students. Script analysis is essential to the core skill of acting, and we should not assume that students will somehow pick it up along the way. 

Believability is only one strand in the rope of good acting. Telling the story of the play compellingly and effectively are equally important, and both rely on the assumption that the actor can read the play intelligently, interpret it effectively, and make choices based on the interpretation of that work. 

The basics of script analysis include: 

( Finding and understanding the story

( Understanding the character’s part in the story, and 

( Making choices physically and vocally that tell the character’s part in the story effectively.

After analysis comes synthesis: the actor must decide how maximize the conflict she finds in the script, choose specific objectives determined from the conflict, use the words in a way that supports the objectives, create physical actions that communicate the characters’ thoughts and feelings as necessary to the audience, and be in the moments of the play so specifically that she can really listen and react spontaneously.

Script analysis and synthesis are skills that must be developed over time if an actor is going to be effective on the stage. They must be practiced and developed and nurtured, but too often, we as teachers simply assume that these skills will appear sooner or later, sort of like adolescence. 

I have come to believe that teaching our students how to interpret a script and convert 
that analysis into choices is one of the most important tools we can give them. And like the good parents of an adolescent, we must teach our children about their responsibilities and how to meet them even while we encourage a sense of independent exploration. Here is an exercise intended to help the beginning actor realize the importance of serving the material he is using while allowing him to explore that material on his own. It will allow the actor to begin the process of interpreting and making choices without being overwhelmed by the length, density, and complexity of an actual script.

A one-minute presentation

The purpose of this exercise is to get students to begin to understand that the relationship between the script they are working from and the work they ultimately do is primary, not ancillary; and to get them to understand that when they use a script appropriately, it will become a source of choices that help make the work clear and compelling. The exercise also introduces the beginning acting student to the importance of both analysis and synthesis and how to begin doing that basic actor’s work effectively.

The exercise is very simple. Ask your students to prepare a one-minute presentation that will be performed in front of the class. The material should be drawn from one of three sources: a children’s picture book, a novel, or a print ad. Your students should use the actual words from these sources, but cut it and time it out so the selection stands on its own as a sixty-second piece. (Snippet cuts or here-and-there cuts should be avoided. The natural builds in the writing should be respected.) 

The objective for the assignment is to deliver the material as effectively as possible. For me, effective means following the definition of good acting that I give my classes: “acting that is believable, tells the best possible story, and serves the script.” 

It is always up to the actor to interpret that definition in a way that fits the material. It will also be up to the students to decide who the intended audience is and prepare the most effective presentation for that particular target. A children’s picture book, for instance, could be delivered to the actual group of peers in acting class, or it could be delivered as if to an age-appropriate audience of, say, five-year-olds. The actor’s choices would be expected to reflect the audience the student actor is imagining, and feedback from you and (if you allow it) from the class should be delivered with that particular audience in mind.

Each student should be given an appropriate amount of time for preparation and be expected to bring the work to class on the assigned day, having done the necessary preparation outside of class. Following each presentation, the student’s work should be critiqued and the student should be given additional preparation time before a redo is presented. The absorption and use of previous notes should be an essential aspect for evaluation the second time through.

You might want to give a list of possible sources for the assignment or you could choose to leave the selection of material totally up to your students. Providing a list insures that your students don’t unnecessarily booby-trap their work before they begin by selecting material that will doom them. On the other hand, allowing them free rein to choose for themselves gives them the opportunity to begin the process of discovering that selection of material—choosing an effective audition piece, for example—plays a vital part in the actor’s life, and can mark the difference between success and failure.

I recently did this exercise with my freshman acting class, which is full of talented actor-singers, most of whom were “stars” in their high school years. A good portion of them, however, have had no formal training and had been left to their own devices in high school. For some this has meant the development of bad habits or misconceptions about what good acting is. Performing big may have once been synonymous with performing well for them. It no longer is, and being believable has taken on an importance that may have been overlooked in high school productions. 

I decided to take the free rein approach with this class, leaving them to their own devices to choose a children’s book, novel, or print advertisement as source material. Indeed, some students did shoot themselves in the foot by selecting material that was inappropriate or beyond their abilities right now, but each of them learned from their experience, and the class watching from the audience, where one’s IQ is much higher than it is on the stage, learned a lot from the less successful pieces as well as from the ones that worked.

Not surprisingly, what worked best were children’s books. Among the most successful presentations were ones drawn from Horton Hears a Who and other books by Dr. Seuss; Frog and Toad and other books by Arnold Lobel; The Runaway Bunny, Goodnight Moon and other books by Margaret Wise Brown; Brown Bear, Brown Bear What Do You See? and other books by Eric Carle; The Stinky Cheese Man, The Ugly Duckling, and other books by Jon Scieszka and Lane Smith; and works by Shel Silverstein.

Simplicity works best

Children’s picture books are particularly well suited to this exercise in analysis and synthesis because the material is simple, clear, and direct. The writing relies heavily on repetition, musicality, rhyme, rhythm, and the use of clear, specific images. Because of its overall simplicity, students can easily pick up on and use these qualities in the material to build an effective presentation. 

Novels, on the other hand, are much more complex and require a more sophisticated analysis and synthesis. What parts of the text to build on and what to leave alone is far less apparent, and a few bad choices can easily lead to disaster. There is dialogue, sometimes spoken by multiple characters, there are the internal thoughts expressed by each of the characters that must be handled, there is narrative description that must be colored, and there is the narrative point of view that must be understood and somehow conveyed to that audience. Each of these elements is sophisticated in and of itself, but how they interrelate and how the reader must weigh them and use them is even more complex. 

Even more difficult is the fact that many novels, unlike children’s picture books, are not really intended to be read aloud, and doing so can expose weaknesses that the solitary reader’s internal voice can easily ignore or skip over. It becomes the actor’s problem to find a way to make the material work in spite of the fact that it was never intended to be used in a dramatic presentation. 

A print ad sits somewhere in between the two in the spectrum of difficulty. Unlike a television or radio ad, the copy is not meant to be read out loud, so the actor must adjust to a style of writing meant for the internal ear and then make choices that will make it work on the external one. In one important way, though, a print ad makes for an easy assignment, because its primary reason for existence is to sell a product. This translates into a fairly obvious acting objective. The actor, if she discovers this fact, can make her job simple by making choices that help her sell that product. The easy and most effective way of doing so is by finding what is already built into the script—if it’s a well-written ad, there will be lots of things in the copy intended to make the reader, or listener, want or think they need the item that’s being sold. By finding these selling points and shaping them effectively, the actor will likely produce an effective exercise. If she doesn’t, you will be presented with a wonderful opportunity for selling the importance of playing objectives strongly and clearly.

Now lets take a closer look at the challenges inherent in these three choices.

Children’s books

A children’s picture book may be simple and clear, but the elements do not necessarily tell the student actor how to best employ them, nor which of these elements need to be emphasized when, and where, and how. In other words, even when the analysis is relatively easy to accomplish, there is still the difficulty of bringing what has been distilled from that analysis effectively from the source material to the eyes and ears of the listening audience. Finding a way to do so is an essential component of the acting process. The actor must be able to make his script work effectively to serve the play and himself. In spite of a picture book’s apparent simplicity, don’t underestimate your students’ ability to ignore the obvious. Many more sophisticated actors do it all the time. 

Take, for instance, The Runaway Bunny, a lovely story by Margaret Wise Brown. The story has a simple arc that builds musically toward its climax. The build throughout the story is based on an if-then sequence. Baby Bunny, unhappy with Mother Bunny’s control of him, threatens to run off. Mother Bunny tries to show the futility of such an action. The musical repetition builds through a tennis game of “if you do this, then I will do that” that builds toward a crescendo when finally, at the story’s highest point, Baby Bunny gives up his plan to run away. His patient mother has outlasted him in the contest of ifs and thens. 

On her first presentation, my student actor failed to use the built-in if-then builds and wasn’t able to effectively use the images the writer had given her. As a result the story seemed to have no progression. On her re-do the build was there, the images were clear, but Mother Bunny came off as stern and authoritarian, not at all consistent with the loving “I will do what is necessary to protect you” message of the book. All of this was totally clear to the listening class, though not apparent to the actor herself. Nonetheless, once the new set of notes was given, the actor tried it again and vastly improved her work. More importantly, the class could hear what the script had provided, and understood the importance of stressing the words and phrases that make the piece work. The music built into the story that has delighted three generations of children was now apparent. 

In another exercise, the actor reading Brown Bear, Brown Bear What Do You See? didn’t realize that the purpose of the book is to introduce a child to colors. Instead the actor focused on the animals in the book and ended up stressing the descriptions of them rather than the panoply of colors that were being introduced. The presentation seemed to have no point and meandered aimlessly. Once the student began to emphasize the color images, the book made sense and began to take on a charm and shape that was not all apparent previously.

Another student actor chose to wear a hand puppet while performing a selection from Good Night Moon for the class. The conceit was charming but the actor didn’t trust his choice. His puppet bear was reading to the class, but also made sidebar comments to the audience in addition to reading the story. The comments were directed at the college-age audience, and they detracted from the simple charm of the puppet simply 
reading and undermined the natural appeal of Margaret Wise Brown’s story. In the re-do, the actor kept it simple, and his hand puppet bear read simply and beautifully, focusing on the words on the page and going with the unadorned flow of the narrative. The class learned once again that less is more and that simple can be profound.

Novels

Those who brought in material from novels had varying degrees of success, though most if not all improved a great deal from the first try to the second. Novel selections ranged from Roald Dahl and Harry Potter books (the most successful exercises) to The Phantom Toll Booth, a classic of tweener fiction by Norman Juster; The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, from C.S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia series; Christopher Paolini’s fantasy Eragon; and Angels and Demons, by Dan Brown (the least). 

A closer look would quickly tell you that the major factor in this arc of success to failure is the language and the way the authors of each title use it. Dahl’s novels, such as Matilda and James and the Giant Peach, though denser than a picture book, certainly employ humor, musicality, and repetition in ways that lend themselves to oral reading. They also are structured in ways that let the actor who is paying attention see and hear the structure and arc built into the story. It then becomes relatively easy to highlight the text in ways that amplify and support the work.

Take just a few lines from Matilda, for instance, and look how much fun a student can have with it.

“It’s a funny thing about mothers and fathers. Even when their own child is the most disgusting little blister you could ever imagine, they still think that he or she is wonderful.”

The words and phrases that can be played with and adorned stand out like neon lights.

A Dan Brown novel, on the other hand, was never intended to be read aloud and employs none of the aural storytelling devices that are so prominent in children’s work. Character, plot elements, description, and even the narrative point of view tend to be buried deeply in the text, if they are there to be found at all. This will certainly work against the prospects of a beginning actor finding his or her way to clear, compelling storytelling. Nevertheless, even those students working through the clunkiness of a book like Angels and Demons discovered, as did the listening class, that staying out of the way of the narrative, highlighting important dramatic moments without over-embellishing them, and keeping it simple allowed the storyline and what there was of character development to come through. Letting the story work is a good lesson for every actor to learn.

Advertising

Ads are about selling, and the actors who chose to go with the ad assignment, for the most part, forgot on their first attempt to do so, or they weren’t sure what it was they were trying to sell. In every case, once the actors realized what they were selling, their presentations became much more effective. That is to say: once the actors figured out their acting objective, they found many fine tactics built into the ad copy that could give them colors and variety in their delivery at the same time that they became more than cardboard announcers delivering the goods.

Here’s the copy for an ad for Lawry’s Steak and Chop Marinade that one of my students used:

“So what’s the secret to making a mouthwatering, restaurant-style steak on your own backyard grill? First, choose the right cut. With its lean, tender meat, top sirloin is an excellent steak to please just about everyone, and a perfect candidate for marinating.

“Marinades like new Lawry’s Steak & Chop Marinade make it easy to bring the robust flavor of your favorite steakhouse home, with a blend of garlic, black pepper, coriander, mustard, caraway seed, and a splash of lemon juice to tenderize. The easiest way to marinate is in a re-sealable plastic storage bag. Simply place your meat and marinade in the bag and seal, turning occasionally. After marinating, just discard the used bag and marinade. Remember to always marinate in Lawry’s Steak & Chop!”

The first time my student put up the ad, it was unclear what was being sold. Was it steak or steak sauce? The actor was not sure himself. He sped through most the selling points of the sauce without landing one compelling argument for the listener. The second time through, after receiving notes, he painted a succulent picture of barbecuing beef topped with a delicious marinade that even had the vegans among us licking our chops. Note the list of ingredients in the ad and imagine painting the culinary picture of that taste combination. Ummm-ummm. Note also the repetitions of the product name. The actor made good mileage with both the second time through.

This ad came from a Miami online dating website:

“Sexy and Single!!! Looking to meet someone new and interesting to start a friendship that will blossom into a beautiful relationship!!! I guess you can say I am looking for Mr. Right… not Mr. Right Now. I am friendly, intelligent, energetic, funny and love to mingle with new people. My number one priority is college, but there’s always room for that someone special. I enjoy mostly all kinds of activities; movies are great for relaxing, and maybe something like dinner at a comedy show or piano lounge once in a while for variety, but the “average” date is preferable!!! BTW, I have a weakness for dark hair 
guys (Mmm, Mmmmmm!!) So, if you like …  e-mail me accordingly!!”

The actor did a fabulous job of making us believe that the person described in the ad was absolutely real and fabulous. She even made the awkward grammar seem natural and appropriate. She completed the acting hat trick of being believable, telling the best possible story and serving the script beautifully. My beginning acting class was totally convinced that by adhering to this definition of good acting, they too could, with a little work, become the actors they think they might have inside them.

An essential skill

What all of these actors were doing was an elementary script analysis, and then a synthesis of the choices that would best support the objectives they had found in their texts. The importance of this kind of work cannot be overestimated. What the actor says and what the actor does simply must come from what is in the script, whether it is explicit in the dialogue and stage direction or is implied by them. 

Several times in the last few weeks I have watched actors in my scene study class fail to do their jobs in their first read. They were unable to play their climax scenes climactically. A climax scene has a music. It builds, it arcs, it crests. It can be heard in the words, even when the actor is still reading it off a page. There is always music to the building of a fight; the actors are the orchestra but the script is the score and the music raw and alive is there for the playing. Any actor who plays against the music is invariably doomed to be less interesting than she might have been if she had been able to read the music on her own.

Comedy also has a music that can be read off the page. It has rhythm, melody, and a plosive punctuation that any actor would be a fool to ignore. The builds that set up the punchline have to be made, and the punchline has to be punched. Missed timing is missed acting, no excuses. Traditional comedy, the kind served up by the early Neil Simon or a good television sitcom, requires the actor to be a technician more than it requires her to be naturally funny. If an actor can interpret the comic script and make the acting choices that come from that analysis, the funny is likely to take care of itself. 

The exercise above provides a good beginning to this kind of technical training. It allows the actor to begin the process of learning to read the map that will take him where he needs to go. Being able to go with the flow of words the playwright has provided ensures the actor, and his audience, that the journey he takes them on will be a satisfying one.
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