Instant Acting

In recent years my focus as an acting teacher has shifted toward a heavier emphasis on script analysis, far more work on physical action, and, more recently, on the necessity of listening effectively on stage. For a long time now, it has been my opinion that student actors give a lot of lip service to the script, but in actuality spend very little time and effort learning how to convert what sits on the page into effective tangible work for the stage. They seem to prefer to believe, no matter how much evidence they see to the contrary, that good acting choices and execution will come to them spontaneously and magically. Yet, their eyes and ears when watching their peers certainly suggest otherwise. 
Worse, when they do make the attempt to analyze their scripts, many students stumble as they try to convert their understanding into effective physical choices and objective playing. Their bodies consistently betray them, and even if they generally understand what they are supposed to be doing in the scene, they are unable to articulate their actions and carry them out specifically. The result is often befuddled, unclear work. In short, they generalize what they are doing and they trip over their bodies. Then, when they finally conquer these obstacles -- with the help of their teacher and through much repetition -- that final mountain to climb – living in the moment and reacting spontaneously -- often remains something to be wished for rather than attained.
To better address the issues of the current crop of actors I work with, I have shifted my emphasis with beginners. I now spend far less time doing exercises and games that introduce and approximate various concepts from the acting tool box. Instead I focus more on making my kids do actual acting work with the body – exercises where they must find and use physical actions to tell the story and where they must create moments physically and believably. I also begin doing work with scripts much sooner than I used to. I generally start with the analysis of short plays that all the students read and analyze together, and then have selected students work scenes from those plays. That way all the students can evaluate the effectiveness of a particular acting pair working through the problems of a scene. With this approach, the students observing can employ their own analysis skills to the work others are doing. Starting scene work sooner also gives my students more time during their training to spend on converting analysis of a script into the physical choices that will become their acting bread and butter. I believe that as a result of this shift, my freshman BFA’s have become more efficient about analysis and synthesis of the work sooner.

To clarify – more efficient does not mean efficient. Not all of them are. They are better sooner, but many of them are a far cry from good at analysis even two or three years into their training. The fact is that learning to do analysis well is a long term process -- one that takes an enormous investment on the part of the individual actor. As teachers we can lay down the ground rules. But actors themselves must find the discipline to learn how to ask the right questions and come up with effective answers to those questions. If they choose to skip steps or generalize in their work, we cannot hold the gun to their heads forever. 
But, even those who become proficient at analysis are not necessarily good at going moment to moment in their scene work or when they are asked to do a cold reading. Many of these actors are too much in their own head to be truly available to their scene partners. And the truth is that at professional auditions, directors and casting agents will be looking for the actors who can do just that. So this year, I have also spent more time doing listening work with my freshmen. You can read more about that later this spring in an upcoming Dramatics article.

There is a paradox here, I’m afraid, one that I am still trying to work through myself. On the one hand, I want my students to be able to analyze a scene, and from that analysis come up with actions to play that enhance the story of the scene and the characters being played. In order to do this, actors must be able to come up with physical actions and specific objectives to pursue at every moment they are working. Taking this analysis and finding the conversions require thought. It asks actors to work from their heads. On the other hand, I want my students to be able to listen to each other on stage – I want them to be outside of themselves, focused on their scene partners, ready to respond in the moment. And that’s the paradox. The demands of the first part pull the student actor away from listening, but being in the moment does not necessarily result in making choices that will forward the story provided in the script. How can we teach our actors to stay on the railroad track provided by the script at the same time we ask them to react spontaneously? I’m not sure we can. They might just be one at a time processes, but if they are, which do we teach our students to do first?
The scene study rehearsal process, at least as I have been teaching it, focuses first on analysis, then on synthesis, and finally on listening and reacting. For homework my student actors are expected to take apart the play and scene, know what the given circumstances are, look for the stakes, isolate the conflict, and make choices about objectives. They find the big moments, and come to understand the arc of the play and the specific scene. Then the actors come together and agree to give up their individual understandings of the play and agree on a new shared one. At the point where they bring in their first reading to class, they are supposed to be listening as well, but too often they aren’t. They are far too occupied with their preconceived choices and especially with saying their lines correctly. They are far to preoccupied to be concerned with listening and reacting. I will beat them up over this, of course. But a first read is usually filled with issues to discuss. Things like a lack of choices, bad choices, and small choices to mention a few.  
Once notes are received and agreed upon, the actors will rehearse, looking to find the physicality of the scene they’re working on, based on given circumstances and on their set arrangement and prop selection. They will integrate all this with their individual objective playing and their line delivery in conjunction with the physicality that will help them get those objectives. They will need to think about appropriate movement, gestures and on-going stage business. 
Then, after all that is accomplished, I will usually shift the focus to listening. After two or three weeks of working on a scene, I will tell my students to back-burner their choices and concentrate on being in the moment. If all the other stuff has come together and has been well prepared -- and that’s a big if -- then all that work should be in my actors’ bones and muscles. And, like a well-rehearsed dancer, they won’t have to think about all that stuff. The problem arises when some of those students can’t get out of their heads and do the listening. But, it is those who can who inevitably rise to the top. The others, even when their analysis and synthesis skills are solid, will still look like they are acting – if they can’t learn to trust themselves to being in the moment.
So there I was nearing the end of last semester, playing idea ping-pong inside my head – torturing myself about whether I should have started with listening or analysis. K-nip! Analysis puts beginners too inside their heads. K-nop --listening and being in the moment forgets the tribute owed to the script. K-nip, k-nop, k-nip-k-nop -- back and forth across the interior net of my mind. Then, suddenly, it came back to me. That book. By Jeremy Wheelan. The one he wrote some 15 years ago called Instant Acting. I had even suggested its use in an article on listening several years ago. And over the years, I have suggested it to others on several occasions, but I’ve only used it sporadically and rarely myself, and certainly not recently, and never with a freshman BFA class. I wondered whether trying the process would do anything to solve the paradox I’ve been struggling with. In the past, I had used it as a listening exercise, one that also helped with physicality, but I had never considered it in terms of its potential for absorbing the script as well.  Nonetheless, I thought it might be worth a try. 

And what I found out was that it works. Miraculously! It addresses all three of the basic acting issues I and my students continue to struggle with. 
Please note that what is described below is how I worked Instant Acting. Only after I finished the exercise with my students did I go back and read Whelan’s actual set-up and process – which is not quite what I did, and, for all I know, might even work far better than mine.

Instant Acting

Purpose

To get student actors to physicalize their actions effectively during a scene.

To get student actors to listen and react effectively during a scene.

To get student actors to find and execute choices that tell the story of the scene believably and compellingly while serving the script.

Method

The class should be divided into acting pairs, and each pair should either select a scene from a full length play to be worked on or work on one that you assign them. The play must be read in its entirety before any work commences on the scene itself. You should make clear to your students that a scene from a play is dependent on what comes before and after that scene, and any scene from a play is a stepping stone in the dramatic progression of the overall story. An actor must make choices dependent on the actual circumstances surrounding the scene selected. Making choices as though the scene were in a vacuum goes against what actors must do when rehearsing and performing a play.
The actual scene that will be presented in class should run about three to five minutes in length. That gives your actors plenty of time to get a good dramatic arc going, but is short enough to allow them enough rehearsal time to fix up the problems for a next put-up. It also prevents a single scene from using up too much valuable class time. Students should actually time out the scene during their early readings to insure it is within the time frame. Their sense of three to five minutes is likely to be inaccurate if they leave the timing to guesswork. The chosen scene need not go from the literal beginning of the scene to the literal end. In other words, students may start their cutting mid scene and end it before the scene is actually over.  Students should, however, start their scenes at the beginning of a beat and end it at the end of one. It is very hard to start a scene effectively from the middle of an action, and frustrating to end it arbitrarily with no sense of closure. Be sure to remind your students that they are to make no interior cuts of the selected scene. If the playwright is a good one, lines are there for a reason, and arbitrary cutting can result in an unintended removal of important rungs of the dramatic ladder that could come back to haunt your kids.
Your actors should do their individual homework to prepare for the scene as they would normally. When your actors come together to rehearse, they should agree on all given circumstances of the scene. They should also decide on the set arrangement and props they will use, so that they will have some tangibles in their minds about how the scene might look when actually performed. Students should then read through the scene a few times to get their reading of the scene smooth and unhalting. Once your actors are satisfied with the flow of the scene – ready for the big deal part? -- they should record their scene into a tape recorder. That’s right – they should make a tape of how it sounds.
Your actors are now ready to rehearse the physical action of the scene. They must do so while their tape of the scene is running. They should not say their lines during this process. Instead they should listen to the tape very carefully and respond to what they hear with any physicality that occurs to them. In other words, they should be putting all their energy into their physical actions, moving through the physical requirements of the scene using what they are hearing on tape as their impetus for movement. They will co-ordinate their physical life in conjunction with what they are hearing on the tape. They should also be responding to what they see each other doing as they move through the scene. The physical actions they see each other perform should influence what they are doing as much as the dialogue they are hearing from the tape recorder. 
As your students continue to work through the scene, their understanding of it may change. Tell them that they may rerecord the scene as their understanding changes and, hopefully, grows. They should not, however, speak during the actual rehearsal of the physical actions of the scene. Once your students are satisfied with the physicalizations they have developed, they will present the scene in class. If there are specific due dates for the assignment, then the students will prepare in accordance with their obligations for presentation. They should be reminded to work in a space that approximates what they will have available in class, and they should use actual props in their rehearsal. They should also be sure to bring to class all set pieces, props, and costumes items that they have used in their rehearsals. It might also be advisable for them to bring in their own recorders as well, so that the sound approximates what they are used to. If this is not possible, they should check all sound levels in class before beginning the presentation of their scenes.
Once an individual scene is presented, the scene should be discussed for its effectiveness. You might want to consider any or all of the following questions for discussion with your class:

Was the scene clear? How and why?
Was it compelling? What made it so?
Was it believable? Why or why not? Was it more believable in some spots than others? Where and why?   
Was each individual actor’s work believable? Compelling? Clear? Why or why not? Where was it particularly so? Why? Where did it fail in these areas? Why?
Did the scene have a specific and clear dramatic arc?

Were moments clearly defined? Did they have beginnings, middles, and ends?

Was the blocking effective? Why or why not? Where was it particularly so?

Did the actual movement help make the story of the scene clear, compelling, and effective? Give examples.

Was there ongoing business in the scene? Was it believable? Did it add to the unfolding story? Help make clear the conflict? Add believability to the work? How so?

Were the actors physically expressive? More expressive than in previous work? How so?

Was the recorded dialogue believable? Effective? Why or why not? How did this impact the overall scene? Did the physicality make up for any lack in the pre-taped dialogue? How so? Did it inform the dialogue? Did it make the dialogue clearer than it might otherwise have been? Did the story come through more through the physicalization or through the dialogue? Did the physicalization seem to add more than in scenes more traditionally rehearsed and presented? Etc.
Once notes are given, ask your students to rehearse the scene again. When they bring it back this time, there should be no tape accompaniment. All dialogue will be spoken in the traditional way. You may repeat the discussion process and note giving.
Discussion

When I first tried this technique several years ago, I was very skeptical. I was concerned that by not emphasizing the analysis part of the work up front, students would be wasting their time. I anticipated that their individual reading of the play and scene would be so off, that the work they came up with would have little relevance in terms of what they should actually be doing. I assumed that the intended story provided by the playwright would be forgotten or ignored. This fear was dispelled when I saw the work produced. I discovered that what my students presented was, at its worst, no further afield than the typical choices they were making when working on scenes in the standard way. And in several cases, the students presented a better rendition of the story than they would have under the more traditional approach. I’m not sure now why I didn’t keep using the approach on a regular basis. I suspect that I thought that approaching scenework in this fashion was somehow like cheating. It skipped over much of the prep work that has become so much a part of what I consider a trained actor’s responsibility.

The results were similar when I tried the exercise most recently. In fact, I’ll go further than that. The work was generally more specific, more clear, and had higher stakes than a typical first up. The physicality was more clearly defined, and was more useful in telling the story of the scene and of the characters. What I worried would be lost in terms of using their brains in analyzing was more than compensated for by my students’ more intensive and productive use of listening – listening that often seemed to produce spontaneous and appropriate reactive physical work. But, what amazed me even more than the moment-to-moment listening that went on, and the far more expressive and clearly rendered physical choices that were being made, was the fact that my actors really seemed to understand the unfolding story. And since they understood it, they were able to make organic choices that clarified and heightened the important ingredients of the story. Keep in mind that to compensate for the fact that I feared that working this way is somehow cheating, I told my class that they were individually responsible for doing the necessary homework. I believe they did. But one way or another, the results spoke for themselves. 
In case you’re thinking that I have stock in Whelan’s Instant Acting book, or am considering starting a franchise, I promise you that I’m not. Those of you who have read my articles over the years know that I’m pretty hard nosed about the need for homework, and not one who particularly goes in for hyperbole. But I gotta tell you, I was truly shocked in a positive way by what I witnessed when my freshman kids put up their Instant Acting scenes last semester. Let me give you just a couple of examples. 
One of the first scenes I saw was from Nice People Dancing to Good Country Music, a local color comedy by Lee Blessing. In the scene I saw, a former nun who had been asked to leave the church (because of an uncontrolled case of Tourette’s Syndrome) is exploring her sexuality with a local cowboy a little short on IQ points. The cowboy is putting on the moves while the ex-nun is torn between wanting to explore physical romance and being too afraid and shy to do so. The scene is potentially hilarious. The reason that watching my freshmen’s work impacted me so strongly is the fact that the same scene had recently been done by two of my fairly skilled sophomores. (I had not recommended this scene to my froshies, by the way – they chose it on their own, totally by coincidence.) My sophs had had a great deal of difficulty with the physicalization, and the actress playing the ex-nun had problems figuring out where she should avoid and where she should respond to the cowboy’s advances. It took my actors three times up to get the right mix of comedy and edginess, and they were still not totally there on the movement aspects of the scene even when it was put to rest. They had developed some wonderful bits, but it did not all flow together believably, nor had it totally found a consistent tone. They still had spots where they seemed to be acting rather than reacting in the moment.
The far less skillful actors, however, came in with a scene that physically was totally believable, and it was absolutely clear that the nun was interested but not certain how to pursue her exploration. It was also very clear each time her mentally challenged cowboy suitor said the wrong things. They seemed to be listening to each other. The actor playing the cowboy had wonderful control about how he pursued her around the set physically, and he did so with great ease. What the scene was missing were the funny bits and the life-and-deathness that can make borderline farce so hilarious. But the fact was, situationally, their work was so clear and so filled with specific moments that it was already working. It would be an easy adjustment to take it to another level. And in fact, they quickly did on their next showing.
The other scene that I wanted to mention was a scene from Danny and the Deep Blue Sea by John Patrick Shanley. (Again this is the scene the students came up with on their own from a large list I provide them.) This is a very difficult play. It requires proper casting physically and an insight into kinds of people very far removed from the world that most of my students live in. The characters in Danny are uneducated, inarticulate, totally non-introspective, and alienated. They are abusive and have been abused. They are not used to expressing themselves, especially about feelings, and even less connected to the showing of any kind of affection. Danny is basically a brute, who because of his growing isolation, is finally realizing this. Roberta, who is talking to him in a bar and beginning to come on to him, is so alone and has been so emotionally wounded that she finds Danny a totally attractive package. In the cutting my froshies were doing, Roberta comes on to Danny while Danny, though attracted, tries to push her away.
The actor playing Danny was totally wrong for this part. Skinny and unthreatening, physically small and weakish, smart as a whip, and with quick verbal response patterns, there is no way this kid could have made this script work. And yet he did. His choices physically and verbally suggested the character he was playing. His scene partner, an attractive, mild-mannered and sweet looking blonde, made me forget her looks and physical manner as she doggedly and fearlessly continued to pursue Danny. She acknowledged the danger of doing so, yet chose to risk provoking this male animal in human form. I could see the internal conflict as she did so. Though too gracious for the role, she played out her objectives clearly and took in each moment before reacting. So did the guy playing Danny.  I got the scene in spite of their miscasting. The truth is, the kid playing Danny did not have the looks to make his Danny physically imposing or threatening, but he played the scene as though he did, and his partner reacted as though he did – thus creating an illusion consistently maintained. I was, therefore, able to follow the scene – and so was the class. We were able to forget about the miscasting and simply watch the story unfold.
I have used this scene three or four times over the years, but always carefully, and for the right combination of actors. The material is Chekhovian in some ways. There is a great deal of subtext being played out, and the actual dialogue does not provide the storyline. The actors must – through what they do physically and how they say what they say. I have seen far more experienced and better-cast actors victimized by the demands of this play. Yet, these kids managed to make it work. I’m sure they would not have been able to do so had they been working in the traditional manner. They understood the story, made physical choices consistent with that story, and listened and reacted moment to moment. This scenario played out in various degrees in every scene that was put up. I should also point out that the results I witnessed were produced in far less time than it usually takes to produce the scene work in class in a traditional manner.  So why is this?
Conclusions

I think the answer lies in listening – listening with all the senses.

When we watch a play or a film as audience members, or even when we read a book, we understand the unfolding story without a lot of active thinking. We are listening and watching carefully. Sure, if plot and character elements are purposely masked or skewed, we ask ourselves questions as the story moves forward, but essentially the plot pulls us along without the necessity of active thinking on our parts. We intuit what we need to. For the most part though, we are listening actively and observing. On the other hand, when we, as actors, are asked to analyze a plot and take it apart, it is a far different matter. We are suddenly being asked to look at a plot as scientists, or mechanics. Listening carefully is being replaced by a totally different manner of approaching a story. Most actors are not prepared or able to do this effectively, certainly not at the beginning of their training. It takes many of us a very long time to master this skill. Some of us never fully do.

But I now realize that Instant Acting allows the actor to bypass, to some extent, the analytical aspects of acting and makes up for it by better employing what the typical actor has been conditioned to do – listen to the unfolding story just as we do as an audience. When my actors were asked to listen to their own recording of the scene, they began to listen in the same way they do when they’re watching a movie, and intuitively that listening converts into following along with the story as it unfolds. As a result, they get the story. Once they get the story, they can make choices that help tell the story efficiently. 
This “getting the story” is enhanced because they are listening with all the senses – they are actually able to take in what their scene partner is doing up there on the stage with them. Their focus is in the moment rather than on trying to figure out what to say, when to say it, and how to say it. Instead, they can truly focus on what is going on physically and react to it. Further, because they are getting all aspects of the story, they can test the storytelling against what they are hearing on the tape. If what they hear on the tape falls short of their clearer idea of how the story goes, they will want to re-tape it and now be able to do a better job of it.  In other words, they can hear whether their objectives, tactics, and vocal responses on the tape match a believable and compelling rendering of the story that is far clearer to them than it otherwise would have been. Is this process cheating? I’m still not sure. But all I can say is – it certainly produces good results in terms of product. 
I should also point out that the turn-over time between the first put up and the last was less than a week, but all of my students knew all of their words stone cold. The combination of listening to themselves and re-taping as their understanding grew combined many mnemonic forces that helped them learn their lines far more efficiently and with far more effectiveness. I should also point out that in spite of the moratorium on saying the words while doing Instant Acting, several students were mouthing the words unconsciously as they moved through their scenes. They were so connected to the words and actions together as a unit, I suspect, that the lines simply came fluidly and naturally along with the physicality. They were well on their way to integrating dialogue and physical action – one of my major goals as a teacher. 
In summary then, by using this approach, my students produced clear, compelling, and accurate renderings of the stories they were telling. Their chosen physical and psychological actions were believable and clear as well as useful to the scene. And their moment-to-moment work was based on listening and reacting, thus making the whole process seem far more spontaneous than a traditional approach generally produces. Maybe this is why Jeremy Whelan chose to call his book Instant Acting. Should this system replace the more traditional approach? I don’t have an answer at this juncture, but I know that I will introduce Instant Acting to my students on a far more regular basis simply because it works. And what works should become a part of any actor’s tool kit.
