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Over the last several years I have conducted many workshops focusing on script analysis, some for professional actors and others for secondary school drama teachers. More often than not when I ask the participants what they look for in a script, those who have an answer usually say something like, “I read the script to get clues about my character,” or “I try and find things to help my actors find their characters.” I suspect that what I have just described is not uncommon. If asked, many of the students you work with would probably come up with a similar answer.

 I’ve also written several articles about script analysis, some for this publication. So, while I might be repeating myself on occasion here, I think learning how to understand a character’s place in the fabric of play is important enough that it demands regular review. Too many actors concentrate entirely on the character they are playing instead of the complete script and the story it contains. The untrained or improperly trained actor tends to think of himself as the center of focus rather than a piece of the puzzle that must fit perfectly into a script’s story. This kind of thinking can keep a play from working effectively on stage. In truth, before any specific choices about character can be made, an actor must be able to visualize the play’s story from the point of view of the audience and keep in mind the ideas behind the script as well. That means he must view the play objectively, taking in the whole story event by event, not just the tale from the perspective of the character he is playing. 

Developing a character to play on the stage, or screen for that matter, combines the following ingredients:

• The playwright’s vision, suggested mostly through words.

• The physical, intellectual, and emotional presence of the actor cast in the role.

• The choices the actor makes for that role—physically, psychologically, and emotionally.

• The physical manner in which the actor carries out those choices. 

Given all these elements, it’s not surprising that no two Hamlets or Ophelias are ever quite the same. To some extent, an actor plays herself in every role she takes on, since it is only through her own intellectual, emotional, physical, and experiential makeup that she can understand and communicate the character she portrays. But as teachers, we must never forget to reinforce the idea that the successful actor’s first step in the process of finding and developing a character is to understand the script.

Before a specific scene can be analyzed, the overall play must be examined to provide the context of the scene’s action. Remember, the given circumstances of any particular scene are dependent on the accumulated circumstances—the backstory—that preceded it. For our script analysis purposes here, I’ve chosen a ten-minute play, Go Look by Christopher Graybill, that offers a clear arc and throughline of action in one scene. Of course, a complete scene-by-scene analysis of an entire play (something we don’t have the space to do here) would create a far more complex arc or throughline of action.

A good ten-minute play—one that features some sophisticated ideas about the human condition intertwined with action, character, and dialogue—operates like a full-length script in that it is often far more complicated than its simple action might suggest at first glance. I think that Go Look is such a play. Though its characters exist only in the script (on pages xx-xx), they clearly have a past (implied through the dialogue), and the actions they display in this scene are greatly influenced by it. 

The throughline of action

Before we begin a close study of Go Look, I want to review the foundation of any sound script analysis: the throughline of action. In spite of misconceptions created by actors on talk shows, character is mostly communicated through the actions actors choose to execute and the manner in which they do them. An audience does not see the biography of the character the actor has created, nor his unspoken subtext. Actions, which include everything a character says and does, are the tangible aspects of any performance. They are mostly generated by:

• determining the given circumstances at any particular moment of the play. 

• asking and answering the “magic if.”

• determining what a character needs and what that character is willing to risk in order to get it.

• playing specific objectives.

• employing tactics selected in order to obtain those objectives. 

By finding and playing the actions dictated from their investigation of the items listed above, your students can create an arc or throughline of action for their characters. This throughline will not only define their characters scene by scene, but will also suggest the changes that their characters undergo in the time that elapses between scenes. This process of creating complexity through simplicity might seem to them like cheating, but as I often tell my own students, good acting is—at least in part—made up of illusion. Besides, working in this manner is far more reliable than trying to magically “become the character,” as so many acting students would like to do. Once again, the qualitative judgment of good acting is better left to the audience watching, rather than to our students’ subjective perceptions of their own work.

Your student actors must take a fresh approach to each scene in which their characters appear, always bearing in mind that the people they are portraying are complex personalities. By focusing on the tasks (objectives and tactics) in each scene, and solving particular problems in efficient ways, they will create a similar complexity in their characters and tell the overall story with clarity. 

However, it’s also important that your students understand that each scene in a play is a story unto itself, and that they must approach every scene analytically in the same way they approach the overall play. A good way to get started on a scene-by-scene analysis of a character’s throughline is to select a scene that is immediately accessible to the actor—one that she already seems to understand. The discoveries made can help the actor to more easily analyze complex scenes that do not seem as accessible at first.

Below you will find a series of study questions that can be used to guide your students through an individual scene. In a moment, we’ll apply these to Go Look. The first six questions focus on an analysis of the overall play; the remainder break down a specific scene. The answers to these queries should lead your actors to an understanding of how the play works, help them develop actions that will convey the story of each scene specifically, and prompt them to create and define their characters. In other words, they will create a complete throughline of action.

Here’s are the first six questions that must be answered when examining an entire play: 

1. What are the play’s given circumstances and how do they affect the play’s action and meaning?

2. What is/are the main conflicts in the play?

3. What is the plot of the play—the sequence of events in detail? (What actually happens from the audience’s perspective?)

4. How does the conflict between the characters relate to the spine of the play? 

5. What is the genre of the play and how does that affect the way the play is acted?

6. What are the most dramatic moments of the play and why?

Now the questions regarding a specific scene:

7. What are the given circumstances of the specific scene? 

8. What actually happens in the scene? Literally, what are the story events one by one?

9. What is/are the conflicts in the scene?

10. What are the most dramatic moments in the scene? What leads up to these moments of drama? Be specific.

11. What is the climax of the scene? Why?

12. How does your character contribute to the conflict in the scene?

13. What does your character need in this scene from the other character or characters?

14. What actions does your character actually perform in the scene?

15. What stands in the way of getting what your character needs?

16. What does your character do to get around these obstacles?

17. How badly does your character need what is needed? 

18. What is your character willing to do to get what is needed?

19. What discoveries does your character make during the scene?

20. How does this new information affect your character? Does it change your character's behavior, way of thinking, needs?

21. What are the specific places in the script where new information is received by your character?  
22. Does this information somehow change what your character thinks and/or feels? Does this news signal a victory? A defeat? A reason for reevaluation? 

23. What internal changes does your character go through at these moments?

24. Can you map a throughline of action for your character now that you have answered the above questions? 

An analysis of ‘Go Look’
All the general play queries I listed, with the exception of numbers four and six, also appear in the scene study questions as well. There’s a reason for that. If we were analyzing a full-length play, those questions would need to be answered in both contexts. But for our purposes, because Go Look is a single-scene ten-minute play, we only need to answer those questions once. Just remember that in a multi-scene play, the questions asked might be the same, but the answers would not.

Two other points before we get started: 

• The analysis of Go Look that I’m offering here is not complete; the answers are only a guide to how you might proceed in your own analysis. In fact, you’ll probably notice that I give progressively less information as I go through the questions. You’re going to get a lot more out of this exercise (and be better prepared to help your students) if you do your own complete analysis of the play. Besides, you may come to different conclusions than I do, even though you’re reading the same play and answering the same questions.

• I’m not advocating this script as a play that you ought to produce with your students or even use for a script analysis exercise. In the first place, it has some off-color language that’s probably not acceptable in a middle or secondary school environment. What’s more, you know your students and your program best; it’s really up to you to choose work—whether it’s a ten-minute play or a full-length work—that is best suited to their skill level and maturity. I chose it because I think it’s well-suited to explaining how script analysis works.

Once you’ve read the script, here’s the questions you need:

What are play’s  the given circumstances and how do they affect the play’s action and meaning? Your students will, of course, need to be specific about the details of the given circumstances in any play or scene in order to play it well. Actors should always refrain from playing emotions directly, but they must always recognize the emotional context at the starting point of any scene and fold into it their work. 

In Go Look the given circumstances—the who, what, when, and where—go something like this: Kath and Danny are a couple in their twenties who have been together for some time. The length of their relationship is not stated, though through implication it is long enough for them to think they know each other well. They are camping alone. It is two a.m. and they are huddled in their tent. It is not clear whether Kath has been awakened by a noise or has heard something as the couple is about to go to sleep. The fact that it is two a.m. ups the stakes at the beginning of the play. It is clear from the opening dialogue that whatever Kath heard has indeed upset her. Danny’s first dialogue, “Hunh?” suggests that he was asleep, almost asleep, or did not hear the noise. 

If the specifics are not stated or implied in the dialogue, the actors are free to make any choices regarding the given circumstances that they choose to. Whatever they select, the choices must be justified by the script, or not contradict it in any way. Given circumstances should be chosen because they help make the story as exciting as possible. If it were up to me, I would have the characters awakened by a noise in the middle of the night. It makes the situation more extreme. A man and a woman awakened from sleep to face a frightening but unknown danger forces them to quickly focus and adjust. To add to that mix, their attitudes about being a man or a woman, and their expectations, fair or not, about how the opposite sex should behave under these circumstances definitely makes for a dramatic scenario.

What is/are the main conflicts in the play? The driving conflict of the play concerns who will leave the tent and risk personal safety in order to save them both from the potential danger outside. Each character’s need for the other to be the one who is braver causes them to use a series of tactics that leads both of them to discover and confess many things about themselves that otherwise might never have been known. 

What actually happens in the scene? Once both characters hear the noise, they debate who will leave the tent to check it out. Kath believes it might be a bear and quickly decides that Danny should go—because he is the man. Danny calls her on her retreat to gender typing, mostly because he doesn’t want to be the one to risk going out into the night. 

Kath admits that she doesn’t really believe there is a bear, and Danny presses her to find out what she does think. Though Kath can’t say for certain, she uses a masculine pronoun to describe it. Danny jumps on this and questions her further. Kath admits to imagining a terror that is more dream-like than real, a terror lodged in primitive or childhood fear rather than a belief that a dangerous animal lurks nearby. This nightmare fantasy, which she has had before (implied in the script) always ends with the creature staring at her from a distance, but proceeding no further. 

Danny presses Kath once more—this time to get her to speculate on what would happen if the creature got her. Kath admits the creature would destroy her, and Danny suggests it is because she allows it to happen—a result of her unwillingness to confront the creature. He tells her she is at fault for allowing herself to be the victim, and he resents the fact that she blames men for her helplessness. 

After the couple hears the noise again, Danny offers his version of the story. It is both funny and scary, ending with the creature pouncing on him. Danny then says he knows who the wild man is and admits to having a violent and frightening rage inside himself that comes out periodically.

Kath, when asked, denies that she possesses such rage, and seems truly upset that Danny has confessed to such feelings. Danny suggests that Kath sees his rage confession as another “man” thing. After a silence, Kath slowly admits to having this kind of anger toward her mother—a mean and controlling wheelchair-bound woman dependent on Kath in part because of her disability. Kath asks if Danny ever has similar feelings of rage toward her (Kath). Danny admits he does—on occasion. Kath accepts the news and is interrupted by the sound again. This time Danny moves to exit the tent. Kath stops him and, after a moment, they leave together. 

As illustrated in this overview of Go Look, by explaining the cause and effect sequence of a play, actors can discover how a playwright has created each successive event out of the previous one. If this seems difficult for your students, try working backwards from the end of the play. The sequence of action becomes even more obvious with this approach and makes it less likely that they will overlook any action points. The net result is your actors will begin to see how they must shape and clarify their characters in the context of the entire play when they begin to put the work on its feet. 

How does the conflict between the characters relate to the spine of the play? The conflict of Go Look leads Kath and Danny into a big argument followed by honest admissions of personal feelings that are less than pretty. Both their confessions suggest that each of us harbors hidden emotions, not all of them pleasant. Some, like rage, are primitive and even violent. Once Kath and Danny are honest with one another, they seem better able to face their fears together— as a team. Though not stated directly, the fact that they leave the tent together at the play’s conclusion carries the idea behind the action. The good script (which I think Go Look is) doesn’t preach, and the action here leads directly to a resolution that allows the audience to draw conclusions about the play without it becoming didactic. 

What is the genre of the play and how does that affect the way the play is acted? The play is scary and suspenseful. After all, it is two a.m. in the middle of nowhere and the bogeyman man may be lurking a few steps away. Most of us have had such an experience in our life and can identify with it. Go Look is also funny. The characters have a sense of humor, and the audience’s empathy for Kath and Danny will probably provoke them to laugh. But the play is also both serious and realistic, which means the actors need to make believable choices. The good actor will discover where the laughs are and make choices that allow that humor to be present without compromising the integrity of the realistic situation.

Now we’re going to skip ahead to the scene questions asked from the point of view of the characters rather than from the audience’s perspective. By the time actors are doing a scene-by-scene analysis, they should be thinking about the conflict generated between their characters. Therefore, they must be considering their characters’ needs and how they can get what they want from the characters with whom they are sharing the scene. Essentially, this means they have to focus on the actions they will be playing.

Here are the questions each actor needs to answer about his character:  

What are the most dramatic moments in the scene? What leads up to these moments of drama? Be specific. By picking out the most dramatic moments of a scene, your actors can look at the step-by-step progression between those big events as a road map leading to big city destinations. Creating a guide like this will build the journey between “cities” so that the big moments will payoff and make the action work to maximum dramatic effect. To better understand what I mean, try listing Go Look’s big dramatic moments in chronological order and consider how this exercise might help an actor shape his work. Doing the same thing with your students, no matter what the play is, will help them better understand how to tell a good story. 

What is the climax of the scene? Why? If we follow the basic rules of dramatic structure, each time Go Look’s bogeyman is heard constitutes a little climax, or certainly close to it. And every time this happens is a bit more climactic than the previous instance, since good dramatic action demands dramatic progression. Besides the basic plot line of “will the main characters be eaten” there is also a sub plot focusing on what each of the character’s metaphorical bogeyman story reveals about him or her as an individual. This eventually leads to the confessions made by both Danny and Kath concerning their previously unspoken rage. Their ugly, revelatory admissions are, in some ways, as climactic as the more obvious plot line and elevate the story above a simple situational play. Kath and Danny’s confessions require that the characters really push each other during the course of the play, so that it is clear to the audience that what they say was meant to have been kept secret. This, in turn, creates big dramatic payoffs for both characters that are both earned and dramatically rewarding. 

How does your character contribute to the conflict in the scene? It is essential that your students learn to make and play the connection between conflict and objective. In Go Look, the climaxes grow out of the logical conclusion to the conflicts. These conflicts are created and sustained by the actors pursuing their objectives at all times. The tactics and objectives played all come from the need to win. In this case, to make the other character be the one to go outside the tent or, in the subplot, admit to what they really feel. The script that the playwright has provided is like a railroad track requiring only that the actors drive that dramatic engine of conflict down the track. When actors play their objectives at all time, they are keeping that engine from veering off the track.

What does your character need in this scene from the other character or characters? Need is another term for objective or intention, and the question has really been answered above. It is hard to separate objective from conflict, and once your students are able to make the connection between the two and use it at all times, their work will invariably become more specific and exciting.

What actions your does your character perform in the scene? This question is really asking your actors to connect all the things they do physically and psychologically in the scene to the objectives they are playing. All the physical actions and dialogue offered by the playwright are intended to help actors pursue and fulfill their objectives. When Kath insults Danny, she is doing it to achieve an objective or she is employing a tactic to do so. When Danny climbs on top of Kath he is doing it to achieve an objective—consciously or not. The actor playing the character makes choices for that character, and does so understanding more about the character than the character actually does about himself. Remember, the actor has read the play and has obligations to the story that must be fulfilled. In life, we don’t necessarily possess an awareness about the actions we carry out, or certainly not at all times. But as actors, we must make choices for our characters that make sense to those watching the play. Unless these choices are thought through and selected, there is no guarantee that the audience will see or understand what they are supposed to.

What stands in the way of getting what your character needs? The acting term here is obstacle—the things that stand in the way of getting what is needed. Obstacles are devices that actors can identify and use to make their characters’ needs more difficult to obtain, and thus increase the conflict or up the stakes in any scene. Fear is a big obstacle in Go Look. Since both Kath and Danny are petrified of what may be lurking outside, each wants the other to “go look.” That simple fact helps provide obstacles for each of them constantly, and helps generate the major conflict in the scene. The other big conflict of the scene, the rage both characters keep buried inside, also comes with a built-in obstacle—the difficulty in confessing the ugly truth about themselves.

What does your character do to get around these obstacles? How badly does your character need what is needed? What is your character willing to do to get what is needed?

These three questions are all closely linked. When your students answer them fully and specifically they should be able to keep any scene exciting. The answers will also help them find choices that will aid in their creation of character. For Go Look, the way the actor playing Kath fights physically and psychologically to get Danny to be the one to “go look” demonstrates character. The manner in which the actor playing Danny uses Danny’s sense of humor to combat Kath and to break her down also demonstrates character. So does his willingness to confess that he has tremendous rage. The tactics chosen by both actors to fulfill their characters’ needs and how they get around obstacles in the way of these needs are conveyed totally through what they say and what they do during the course of the scene. 

There are other questions you could ask as well in regards to needs and getting around obstacles. For example: When and where do the characters touch with affection? How far does each character go physically to get the other out of the tent? When does Kath want to be held, to be kissed, to be loved physically? When does Danny show affection or use his stronger physicality to get what he needs? When does he control Kath with his physical dominance? When with his verbal power? In every case, the tactics selected by each actor to resolve these issues invariably lead to physical or verbal actions that will help tell the story with clarity and excitement while defining. 

I’m going to stop with my analysis of Go Look at this point, and leave you to answer the rest of the questions I originally listed, most of which deal with how characters get and use new information. But don’t overlook answering the last question: mapping a throughline of action for an individual character. As I mentioned earlier, the throughline of action defines a character. If you’ve answered all the previous questions, you should be able to create a complete picture of who the character is and of his or her journey.

Once your students have completed a similar independent analysis of a scene (or a complete short script) you’ve chosen for them, they are ready to begin the rehearsal process with their scene partners for class, or for an actual production. All the choices they have made, of course, are subject to change. If the scene is being readied for class, the actors working together may have drawn different conclusions in their analyses and will have to make adjustments in order to create a shared vision of the scene that works effectively. That is part of the process of putting a scene on its feet. If the actor is developing a role for production, the director, of course, has the final say, and the actors will have to meet the challenge of blending their choices into an effective whole. In either case, the analysis work done can only help the actor bring a sound understanding of the play to the first rehearsal—a grasp that will help everyone get off on the right track and headed in the direction that the engine of every play must travel. 
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