The other day in class I listened to a beautifully performed monologue by one of my students. This particular monologue did not come from a monologue book, nor did it come from one of those collections containing those oft repeated original pieces to be used for auditions. The material I heard struck me as fresh and dramatically rich, not so much because of the dialogue in the speech itself, but rather, because there was an almost singular connection between the words and the actor who spoke them. Part of the monologue went something like this:

When my father died, he left me his abacus, its beads faded by time and use. He left me his bible, earmarked to his favorite verses. He also left me his Cadillac 

DeVille convertible from 1960. When my father died, he left me his dentures still in his glass by the sink, and he left me the elephant head he won for me at a poker game at county fair. When my father died, he left me a face in the mirror that was his as well as mine, and he left me the ghost that stands behind that reflected face. When my father died, he left me heartbroken and helplessly alone…

As the memory of each item washed over the speaker, she verbalized it, and 

she seemed to change in accordance with the personal meaning that each item held for her. As she journeyed through her list, more and more colors were revealed - because each item truly held specific meaning for the her, and the memories associated with each item returned to her as she spoke the words. For this actor, the words had become almost tangible images, and those images were rich, because they were personal and specific. This, needless to say, is the ideal marriage between actors and the words they use.

Ironically, for many of our students, this is not a “needless to say.” In an article in the Fall 1999 issue of Teaching Theatre, I discussed the importance of using words effectively, and of the insensitivity so many young actors today have regarding the words they have been given by playwrights to say. I offered in that article several ways to get students to begin using their words more effectively. In this article I will offer another sequence of exercises that, hopefully, will bring your actors along that trail.

The segment of monologue reprinted above is actually the product of the exercise I am about to describe. The dialogue was composed improvisationally by a class playing the exercise, and refined only slightly by the teacher for the written presentation here. If you look closely at the monologue, you will find that the items left by the late father of the speaker are arranged in alphabetical order, a mnemonic device to help each of the actors remember the listed items in their chronological order. Any similarity to that childhood game “When I Went to the Store I Bought…” is entirely intentional, and that game is actually the inspiration for the exercise described below. It is also the way this word and acting exercise sequence begins.

When I Went to the Store I Bought…

Purpose

The purpose of this series of exercises is first - to help students better connect the words they use as actors with the objectives they choose to play. Secondly, it is intended to help young actors deepen the meaning of the words they use - for themselves and for the audience that hears them. Words can be powerful tools for the actor, but too often words alone or in combination fail to be fully used by the actors saying them. 

Round One

Method

Before beginning the first round of this exercise, remind your students that they are about to begin an acting exercise. Then say something like the following:

Remember the game “When I went to the Store” that you probably played when you were just a kid? That’s the game we’re going to play now. The first player will begin with the phrase “When I went to the Store…” and come up with an item that begins with the letter A that can be found at the store. The second player will repeat the phrase and item and then add an item that begins with the letter B. Each actor will in turn repeat the phrase and the previous items and add a new item that begins with the next letter of the alphabet. The game continues until a player gets stuck and cannot remember the next item in the list.

Discussion

It is important that you state clearly in your introduction that this is an acting exercise. The reason for that is that your class will immediately forget that it is. Instead they will focus on the memory aspect of the game, and play it simply as a contest. All their energies will go into remembering the items; none of their energy will go into making the recitation of the list interesting or meaningful, as an actor would be responsible for doing. When the game finally halts because of the memory burnout, remind your class that their focus as actors should have been on communication. Their purpose or objective was to make the listener understand the significance of the words – both in terms of the specifics of the items, and to what each of the items purchased meant to them. 

In real life each item would mean something to a speaker talking about those items. Each item would have a particular appearance, smell, weight etc. Which of the characteristics would have been most significant to the speaker and why? What would have been the attitude of the speaker to each item on the list, etc.? The more specific each answer is to the actor, the more colors available to the actor when saying the word. Of course, it is also true that in life a quart of milk or a piece of cheese might not be fraught with dramatic import. But, it is an actor’s responsibility to make his or her life on stage as dramatically interesting as possible. In other words, could a container of milk possibly be significant? Of course it could. Could a round of cheese be terribly important to the speaker? The answer is yes, and for an actor it should be as important as possible. The actor must use a personal set of given circumstances to ensure that an importance is created and maintained.

On the other hand, it is also true that if each item on the list has equal dramatic importance, or if the items are mundane but played as earth-shattering, the developing monologue could turn out ridiculous. The selection and accumulation of each alphabetical item being added to the list, then, must be considered in a context beyond the fact that it follows the previous item alphabetically. 

Finally, the fact is that in an acting situation, this list is being communicated to someone and there must be an underlying reason for the saying of it. Suggest to your actors that it is their responsibility for finding an intention or objective for communicating the list to a listener, and the more specific and stronger the reason, the more dramatically effective the reading will be. Remind your actors that the reason should be somehow connected to the listener. In other words, what does the speaker want or need from the listener that justifies his or her communicating the shopping list to him or her. Obviously, the higher your actors make the stakes, the more likely they are to make the reading effective. This is the kind of acting craft stuff you should discuss with your class before beginning the next round.

Round Two

Method

Reinforce for your students that in this round, they are not to focus on or worry so much about remembering all the items. Your class can even provide the speaker with the next item if the speaking actor indicates the need for help. Side coaching is fine since the focus should really now be shifted toward using the words rather than on remembering them. Coach your students into visualizing each item using all their available senses before they actually say the word. Tell them that by giving themselves this kind of preparation time, they will be allowing their imaginative processes to work. Amazingly, the more senses they involve in their preparation, the easier each item will become to remember, and the more filled and specific the phrasing of each word will likely be.

Also ask your students to come up with a gesture for each new item added – a gesture that somehow encapsulates physically what that item means to them. In other words, for each item mentioned, there should be an accompanying physical action. The gesture can be broad or realistic, but it should not be arbitrary. If, for instance, the item is brussel sprouts, the gesture might be fingers to nose indicating an unpleasant smell. If the item is a can of cleanser, a rubbing motion might accompany the saying of the word. As a result, the exercise will include both a list of word items shopped for and a series of physical actions that play in sequence, and parallel the actual delivery of the words. The game is over when the speaker, even with help, either can no longer remember the next item, or the list becomes so long and unwieldy that it simply makes sense to halt the game. Discuss with your class what they observed in each other’s work. Then discuss what they learned about acting in general, and about their own work.

Discussion

After the experience of the first round, you will probably notice a marked improvement in your students’ ability to focus on and use the words and images this time through. There will probably be colors, levels, a use of subtext, and a clear connection between the speaking player and the listening group. To put it another way, there will be an observable effort on the part of the speaker to make the listeners understand the images as they are seen and felt by the speaker. This need to be understood will make the entire list become far more dramatically interesting than it was in the first round.

In addition, the use of physical action or gesture for each of the items on the list will palpably help every speaker. The use of physical actions will make each item clearer and more real for the actor and, therefore, clearer and more specific for the listeners. A commitment to the physical action invariably affects an expressed word by making it, as a result of that physical commitment, more colored and more specific, even without intellectually thinking about the word. This concept was explored in an article called “Hug a Pillow, Slug a Pillow” that appeared in Teaching Theatre Winter ’00. As a quick example try saying the word “love”. Now say it while stroking your cheek gently. Which love was more filled? That is the principle behind using the gestures. The physical commitment will help your student actors find an assortment of subtextual colors that they might not reach simply by using their brains.

Round Three

Method

Before beginning this round, it would be a good idea to lead a discussion about the actor’s responsibility to the playwright and to the overall story contained in the words of a play, a scene, or, as in this case, an isolated monologue. A playwright who uses a monologue in a play, for instance, has a specific dramatic reason for putting that monologue into the work. Too often young actors consider a monologue as an action stopping excursion, away from the central story, written to show specific character and emotion, but not adding directly to the flow of dramatic action of the play. But the good playwright has written that monologue as part of the ongoing action - action that may expose new depth and levels of a character, but never at the expense of the ongoing journey of the story.

This round of the exercise then is intended, not only to simulate what an actor would need to do in a play, but stimulate a recognition of what a good playwright invariably does for the actor in the script. Therefore, it becomes your actors’ responsibility to find a way to make the list they will be creating possess a dramatic progression. In order to do so, your actors will have to address all the issues they would consider were they working on an actual monologue from a play. In addition they will have to think as a playwright thinks, by offering up items on the shopping list that help create that playable dramatic progression. There is no room in this round for simply adding an item because it begins with the next letter of the alphabet. Instead, each added item must contribute to the unfolding story. For that reason you may want to allow your students to use adjectives and adjectival phrases that strengthen the dramatic power of the items offered up. Make sure, however, that each new item contributed comes before any descriptive flourishes. An item with description might then go something like this: “When I went to the store, I bought an apple, rock hard and fragrant, and I bought a bag of beets to make borscht for grandpa, and I bought a container to keep the beet soup warm .” 

In order for an eventual list to actually work dramatically, your students will need a game plan to keep in mind. The game plan they should consider is consistent with the game plan that most acting situations require - because the most useful tools of acting are the ones that are invariably called for over and over again. Your students will probably want to consider the following topics: 

· the given circumstances

· the conflict surrounding this speech

· their objectives for citing this shopping list

· the reaction of the listener or listeners that affect the speaker during the speech

· the throughline or journey made by the speaker during the speech

Discussion

If the above sounds easy to your students, they are, of course, mistaken. Play writing is seldom easy, and in a way, you will be asking your students to do just what a playwright does, but each of them will be making his or her playwriting contribution with only a moment to think. Even though there will be no pen to paper or typing involved, the selection process necessary to make this round work is much like the process of building that a playwright would no doubt go through were he creating this particular shopping speech for a play. It is important for your students to understand this from the outset, because if they do, they are likely to produce some very interesting and usable material. Note that in the borscht example mentioned above, even with only three letters of the alphabet accounted for, a throughline of possible dramatic progression is already being established. 

Now let’s examine how each of the above listed topics might be considered and used.

Given Circumstances

You might ask your students if they can actually recall a time when they told someone about the items they purchased on some shopping junket. Some of your students probably will be able to do so. The reason they can remember doing this is likely related to the fact that it was a very successful or unusual shopping engagement. Terrific bargains, unusual items, and unexpectedly finding just the things they wanted or needed. Or, even better, things they didn’t know they wanted or needed, but when they saw them, instantly recognizing them as such. Or, as in the borscht case above, the shopping list might have an important, specific purpose. 

These are the kind of circumstances that make for good dramatic writing and, in turn, good, compelling acting. After all, plays are written, not about the ordinary, but about the extraordinary. A good realistic play, though seeming real, focuses on events selected and controlled by the playwright that somehow manage to be life altering. Otherwise, the material will not hold an audience. Your students must consider this obligation of good drama before they offer up their contributions to the shopping list monologue. No matter how good they are as actors, they will probably not be able to keep the stakes high if they have to tell only about the Q-Tips and raisins they purchased. If Q-Tips and raisins are the topics of discussion, they had better be special Q-Tips and raisins.

Conflict

Any situation becomes more interesting when some kind of conflict is involved, and this is especially true of an acting situation. But what kind of conflict could be associated with a description of a shopping list? That’s where head-first acting comes in. If conflicts are internal, then what could be the problem between the speaker and the fact that she went shopping and purchased these items? If the conflicts are external, somehow between the speaker and listener, or between the speaker and a non-present party, how could or would that affect the speaker; and more importantly, how could this conflict be integrated into the acting situation? These are the questions, you and your students should consider before actually playing out this round of the exercise.

Suppose, for instance, the speaker is an overweight person talking to her support group. Or a bulimic speaking to her therapist or a few intimate friends who are dubious about her claimed recent improvements? What if the speaker is a poor person who has only recently had the opportunity to shop where the bounty of the well-off has been experienced, and feelings of joy and guilt intermingle? How about a foreigner who has never experienced the range of choice in shopping available to an American? How might this affect the speaker internally or set her off from those who have always unappreciatively lived in this manner? As you can see the possibilities are endless, and each can have a profound influence on how the eventual list might be delivered.

Objectives

As your students should well know by now, conflict and objective are closely associated, for the conflict set up by the playwright leads invariably the need, intention, objective, or action that the actor chooses to play. In this shopping list situation, the questions include what does the speaker want to make the listener do? How, by virtue of sharing the shopping list, does the speaker want to change the listener? What does the speaker want the listener to learn as a result of describing the list of purchases? There is no single specific answer in the abstract. But, if you reexamine the hypothetical situations offered in the given circumstances and the conflict paragraphs above (take the bulimic, for instance), then a logical decision for the purpose of making the speech can be ascertained by the actor who has to deliver it. This kind of consideration should be an important part of the choice making process of any actor trying to interpret a script.

Using Reactions of Listeners and the Throughline

I have lumped the last two bullet items from the list above together because they are interconnected. How the listener or listeners respond to the speaker will invariable affect the way the next item on the list is presented by the speaker, and, in turn, will help create a dramatic throughline - the journey that the speaker makes during the course of the monologue. A dramatic situation becomes effective when the speaker delivering the monologue changes during the course of the speech as a result of the conflict he or she faces during the journey. The victories, defeats, new information, and discoveries made during the journey, self-made, or created through the interaction with the listener/s, each help alter the speaker in some way and create the dramatic journey necessary to good writing and acting.

If the bulimic is sharing her shopping list with her support group, their reaction, positive or negative will no doubt affect the way she delivers the items on her list. If the speaker is an obese person who has fallen off the wagon and is sharing the shopping list with her support group, her initial enthusiasm might be sharply curtailed as she faces the disappointment and hostility of her listeners. Or, perhaps, her description of the food items purchased becomes a wish fulfillment for her listeners and inspires the speaker to put cherries and whipped cream on  the word pictures painted, so to speak. An immigrant’s view of an American  supermarket might open the jaded eyes and ears of listeners who have long taken for granted the bounty available to them. It might inspire the speaker to make absolutely clear to the listeners what it is she saw when going to the store. Suppose the speaker is explaining to her relatives how she made and delivered the borscht that grandpa hasn’t had in 60 years? In each of these cases the speaker/listener relationship offers up wonderful possibilities for dramatic throughlines.

Whatever your class comes up with for given circumstances, you’ll probably want to do this round several times, first compiling the usable shopping list of items. Next, adding and modifying the descriptive phrases to go along with the actual list items, and finally trying to develop that throughline that will make the list dramatically effective. Once the list and its modifying phrases have been compiled, and even worked on, you may want to assign the group-composed monologue as an individual assignment. If you choose to do so, each of your students can work on the piece independently, rethinking the given circumstances, objectives, etc. and working to make the shopping list into a compelling dramatic piece that will stand alone. Have your students bring in their work at the designated time, and see what they come up with.

Additions and Alternatives

The shopping list exercise may prove to be too challenging for your particular students once they are ready for Round Three. If so, you may want to move on to one of the following options:

When I get out of school, I’m going to...

Or, as in the example in the introduction

When my father died, he left me…

These opening lines are far more provocative than the shopping list and will likely positively jar the imaginations of your students with less prompting. If so, feel free to use one or both of them for Round Three consideration. If, on the other hand, you decide to stick with the shopping list, the above suggestions will take the exercise in new directions when you are ready for them in a Round Four. You will probably discover that both new first lines conjure up strong emotion-laden possibilities for your students to play out.

Conclusions 

Whether you ultimately do three or more rounds of this exercise, or pick and choose, you will find that as a result of doing them, your students will have developed a better appreciation and facility for using the words a playwright provides. Our students must learn to examine the playwright’s word choices themselves, as well as each word’s relationship to the words that surround them. They must also learn to examine the playwright’s words in the dramatic context the playwright has provided - if they are eventually going to be able to deliver their dialogue with maximum effectiveness. The ‘When I Went to the Store” exercise should reinforce to your students the power of a playwright’s words when they next return to their scripted material. This recognition of and facility with the playwright’s primary tool, of course, is a cornerstone of a good actor’s art and craft.

