Murder!

The previous exercises in this section have all dealt with that basic engine of drama – conflict. Each of the exercises should have demonstrated that the good story invariably arises from the interesting situation created when character objectives are played out in opposition on the stage. The Power Game pointed out clearly that when objectives become strong and specific, actors transform into interesting characters by virtue of the tactics they use and the actions they take, as perceived by an audience. Musical Chairs and Stealing Scenes, add to this basic premise by requiring actors to define and refine given circumstances, and by requiring a specific commitment to tactics, logical progression, and the use of physical action to make clear the story telling process.

The exercise called Murder! (also known as Mafia and Wink, depending on where you hail from) uses all the tools we have been working with throughout this section and adds the ultimate twist – the one that guarantees maximum dramatic potential. Neither the actors playing out a scenario involving murder, nor the audience watching it can fail to be drawn into this kind of situation - because a question of life and death is at its very core. The value of making every acting situation as close to life and death as it can be has been one of the basic acting tenets of this book. At this point, no one would argue with the premise that it is the actor’s responsibility to make the stakes in every dramatic situation as high as possible. But Murder! offers the ultimate stakes as a built-in ingredient. What happens when an actor must literally respond as though his or her life is in jeopardy?

From its beginning, the movie business has relied on the fact that life and death situations capture both an audience and their pocketbooks. From Jaws to Titanic, from Alien to Scream, from Silence of the Lambs to Speed to Gladiators, the question of “who will survive” has been a bankable magnet to lure huge audiences. So common is this dramatic situation in film and television, that the difficulties inherent in acting in these kinds of situations is often underestimated or disregarded altogether by both audiences and, more to the point, beginning actors. The following homicidal exercise can go a long way to reverse that trend, at least for the actors playing it.

Purpose

Murder! can and will reinforce the importance of the tools previously presented in this section. These tools include the use of conflict, objectives, tactics, given circumstances, logical progression, the magic if, and the use of physical actions, etc. The game of Murder! will also develop in the student/actors playing it, a better understanding of the power and effectiveness of using high stakes in any acting situation. The game will also expose them to the necessity and difficulty in keeping those stakes seemingly real while playing the given circumstances.

Round One

Method

The object of the game is for the selected murderer to kill as many players as possible before getting caught in the act. For the rest of the players, the object is to survive for as long as possible by actively avoiding being killed. A murder is accomplished when the murderer winks at another player after eye contact between them is firmly made. After a five count, the player winked at must die by dropping to the floor. The game continues until all players have been killed, or until a player who has not been winked at attempts to identify the murderer. When a player thinks that he/she knows who the guilty party is, that player may stop the game in order to make an accusation. If the accuser is correct, the game is over. If the accuser is incorrect, the game continues, but only after the accuser publicly drops to his or her own death in a humiliating and public suicide while everyone watches. 

Begin the game by asking your students to sit in a wide circle. When they have done so, ask them to close their eyes. While their eyes are closed, remind them that even though they may be familiar with this game, it is now being played in an acting class. Ask them to regard the exercise in acting terms rather than as a party game. Suggest that this means they must focus on what they are doing or choose to do in a manner that is different than the way they have played previously. Ask them to use their acting compasses – that definition of good acting - and apply it to the situation at hand. Once you have made the point that the activity is no longer a simple party game, inform your students that you will walk around the circle several times, and that during your journey you will touch one of them on the top of the head. The person who is touched will be the murderer once the game has begun. Be sure to continue circling for some time after you touch someone so that no one gets a clue as to the identity of the murderer. When enough time has elapsed after the murderer has been selected, ask your student to open their eyes and stand. When you give them the signal to begin, they are to wander around the playing area (defined by you) in a random manner. The murderer should try to develop an effective strategy for killing without getting caught. The game proceeds as described above.

Discussion

In the first round, your students will focus on eye contact, either making it, or avoiding it depending on whether they are murderers or potential victims, and on whether they like risk taking or like to avoid it. In all likelihood, their mood will be spirited to giddy. The game will strike them as silly or fun, and some of your actors will be self-consciously thinking about what they will do if they are winked at. The manner in which they circle will probably in no way reflect the given circumstances of the game – that one of them is about to be murdered. So far so good. They haven’t yet learned that a murder is about to take place (because as characters in an acting situation they have not yet learned what the script contains), so their giddy self-consciousness is not completely out of line. However, all that must change, once the first person is killed and drops to the floor.

But it probably won’t – at least not for most of your students. Usually, when the first person drops to the floor, that actor will either be laughing, or overacting. The dying moment will be executed by the winked-at actor with a total disregard for the reality of the situation. Worse, everyone else will start laughing as well. Many of your students will make lightly critical or humorous comments about the supposedly dramatic action that has just taken place around them. (This kind of reaction will most likely be repeated when the first wrongful accuser has to die in front of the rest of the class.) At this point you could either start taking notes on the violations of reality that you are witnessing, or you might make some sidebar comments that ironically comment on what you are seeing. You could also halt the game to make comments, and then allow it to pick up from the spot from where you interrupted the action. If you choose the first method, you will have a lot to talk about when the round is over. If you choose the second approach, some students might be able to adjust their playing in accordance with the point you are making, but most will self-consciously continue to play by commenting on their work and on the fictional situation they are failing to respond to. If you choose the third approach, you can discuss violations of reality on an ongoing basis, by stopping the game as necessary.

Concentration, playing the given circumstances as they develop, and a recognition of the major dramatic events invariably become the focal points for discussion in this first round. For our purposes here, I’ll take you through a likely chronology of the game if you choose the “stop and go” approach. 

Because students know the game before they begin, some will start laughing immediately – at the moment they start walking. These players will need to be reminded to focus on the situation as though it were a real one. In other words, they will have to respect the given circumstances necessary for taking the game seriously, or create a set of circumstances so that they don’t walk around simply waiting to be bumped off. Even if some of your students can’t get past the fact that this is an acting exercise, they must still make one of two choices if they are going to create a reality for themselves. These choices boil down to one - they have no foreknowledge that someone is about to be killed, or two – because they know someone will be murdered, they will focus away from every other player in order to avoid being winked at. 

Once they are all on board with a set of circumstances that allows them to concentrate and play their objectives, the game continues until the first murder. At that point it is likely that the victim will laugh as he/she falls to his/her death, and it is also likely that others will join that bandwagon. You students will need to be reminded that murder has been committed and that this is a big news item, and a very serious one at that. How would someone react to a murder in such close proximity?  Your students will need to begin to make appropriate choices. The actor who is actually killed, on the other hand, must be made to realize that his/her murder is a wonderful acting opportunity. How should he/she, could he/she, die in an interesting and effective manner? 

Those who witness the death will have to respond to what they see in a manner appropriate to the kind of death witnessed. Is the death process gentle, painful, long, short? Is a wink like being shot, poisoned, or strangled?  Does the manner of death suggest natural causes or murder? How do the remaining players react to the body? What do witnesses do with and about the body? Deal with it somehow? Step over it? Your students may ask you for advice. Try raising given circumstance questions rather than giving a solution. You want to encourage your actors to develop their ability to make choices that are believable and interesting. In this first round you need not spell out given circumstances for your students to play, but you should encourage them to make believable choices given the far out circumstances confronting them.

Here is an example of what I mean. In reality, people who find bodies strewn on the floor around them would probably speak to each other, attempt to call the police, or bond in some common action, etc.; but in this first round, no group improvisation should be encouraged, and talking between students should not be permitted. It will only spark bad acting with hammy, bad dialogue. However, the fact remains that bodies are strewn on the floor. Should students simply step over them with obliviousness bordering on the psychotic, or should they take in the horror surrounding them? Which is the better choice? Which is more believable? Which is more interesting – both to play and to watch? These are the kind of considerations they should be making as the game continues.

As each additional person is murdered, the stakes get higher, the given circumstances become more acute. When the first death occurs, a reasonable person might conclude bad luck, accident, or even “vendetta not involving me” was the cause. But as the body count increases, all actors must confront the fact that they are in as much danger as those who died before them. It is the responsibility of each actor to demonstrate this logical throughline of thought and feeling by their physicalization. How can each of your students make choices that reflect the increasingly dangerous reality confronting them? 

In addition, each time someone dies, it is a major news event, a discovery that each surviving actor must see, come to grips with, and react to. As the realization of personal danger increases, what tactics will each player use in order to survive? Those students who simply continue to randomly walk through the space are not playing the given circumstances in a believable or compelling manner. The question is what would a person do, were that person in similar circumstances to those unfolding in the game? Remind your actors that feelings alone will not read to an audience; nor will they move the story forward. Stanislavski’s “magic if” can and should be applied at this point, so that each of your actors can find something to do while continuing to move through the playing area.

The first time the game is played, the murderer will probably not get past five or six murders before the culprit is identified and the game is over. At that point, you can lead a discussion summarizing and reviewing the acting points that were brought out by the game. It is probably a good idea to try the game two or three times played in this way before complicating the situation. During each repetition of this basic format you will no doubt see improved acting moments, better concentration, a clearer development of the unfolding story, better deaths, higher stakes, and a bigger variety of reactions to the victims as they drop to their death. In short, your actors will be starting to make the transition from playing a game to acting a story.

Round Two

Method

This round can be played in the same manner as the first round. However, unknown to the players, this time when you select the murderer, pick two or even three rather than a solo killer. Do not announce this fact; do not in any way indicate that the game will be slightly different. Just allow the game to unfold. There should be several significant differences this time through.

Discussion

A multi-killer game will be far more exciting to play and to watch. The element of surprise and spontaneity will make all the difference. Much of what happens will have an air of uncertainty and desperation, qualities not unlike what the response to an actual murderous situation might be. More of this round will seem both dramatically effective and real – two strong pluses in theatrical work.

The selected killers will quickly become unsure about their role in the game. When players who they have not killed begin to drop, your murderers will quickly go from confident, to confused, and then to desperate. At first, they will not be sure whether to stop killing because they might be wrecking the game. But as they think the situation through, they will usually decide to continue on, in spite of the fact that there must be another murderer. Usually, they will actually pick up the pace of killing while trying to either kill rival murderers or discover who they might be. The murderers will also be unsure as to whether they can be killed by another murderer. This will add to their desperate confusion, and likely ensure that their killing pace stays rabid. They may also try to ask you if there can be more than one killer, and if so whether one murderer can kill another. Remain sphinx-like, and let them discover their own answer through their actions. Some interesting variations will occur.

Meanwhile, the rest of the players will have little opportunity to think about what they should be doing. The frantic pace of the game this round will have them dropping to the floor so rapidly that much of the self-consciousness that marked their behavior in the first round will disappear. This time, because of the spontaneity, they will simply die when killed, relying on their impulses unfiltered by a judging brain. Over all, their deaths will be much more effective. The same will be true for their responses to the death of others. First of all, the pace of killing will be so much more intense than in Round One, which will be surprising to them. Secondly, this element of surprise will cause reactions that are far more believable and interesting than in the first round, and probably will parallel likely responses that might occur if the situation were a real one. It would certainly seem that way to an audience, if one were watching. 

As the round progresses, several players may realize that there is more than one killer, which will force them into trying to find a more active strategy that might keep them alive. These strategies include a stronger attempt to locate the killers, and a general avoidance of their fellow players. The result of the ensemble’s group reaction will be the creation of a nightmarish atmosphere that would be extremely interesting for an audience to watch. You will also notice that both silence and active non-verbal responses are far more apparent this round, adding to the sense of fear that is being created. All of this, you will want to talk about with your students.

Your actors will be very excited after playing this first round of multiple killer, and will happily discuss what they went through during the course of the game. Once you have isolated all the significant acting elements that made the round work so effectively, try another game with multiple killers, instructing your class to try and use all the things that worked so well previously. Of course, it will be much harder this time to create or, more to the point, recreate all the elements that worked the last time through. But that is, after all, the job of the good actor. An actor in performance is rehearsed and knows what will happen next, but it is his or her job, to stay in the moment and act and react with combination of knowingness and spontaneity that makes the work exciting, yet clear and effective. When the round is over, you will want to make and reinforce this very important acting concept. You may repeat the Round Two scenario until it starts to grow repetitious.

Round Three

Method

This round is an improvisation that allows dialogue and direct interaction between all players. The scenario is just like the basic plot for the movie House on Haunted Hill. You will have the opportunity to play ghoulish party host, Vincent Price (my reference is to the original movie, not the recent remake). Before the game begins, ask your class to select roles for themselves to play at the party they are about to improvise. They may choose to be partygoers, musicians, cocktail waiters with hors d’oeuvre, bartenders, etc. The more specific they are, the better.  Make sure that there are an ample number of party guests among the participants, and ask your actors to define their characters as much as possible on short notice. Also make sure that job distribution is reasonable so party activities are well balanced. Once your actors have decided on their roles, a murderer should be selected by you in the manner described for previous rounds. 

When the selection is over, have your cast begin an improvisation in which they are all strangers who have been assembled in a large room for a party. They are awaiting the arrival of their host. Allow them to begin to chat and do things that they would do at a real function. When the time seems right, make your entrance as the host. Tell your guests that you have invited them all to spend the night in your mansion, reputed to be haunted. At the stroke of midnight all doors and other venues for escape will be locked. Those who survive the night will be paid $1,000,000 when the morning sun appears. Until that time, they are all to enjoy themselves or go about their business at the party you have thrown for them. Then leave.

Your students are now locked in the party chamber, and the murderer can begin to do those crazy little things that by now your players are familiar with. The game is played in the same manner as previously. However, now that dialogue and role-playing are elements, the reality of the situation can and must be better maintained. Feel free to interrupt when violations of logic occur, or when dramatic possibilities are ignored or improperly responded to. The game and improvisation continues until all are dead, or the killer is discovered. 

Discussion

The given circumstances and permitted dialogue of the improvisation in this round vastly increase the number of choices available to your actors, and will make for a far more complex and interesting story. But these factors will also increase the ability of anyone watching to make judgments regarding the logic, dramatic effectiveness, and believability of choices made. Further, because dialogue will now be permitted and heavily employed, what your actors choose as their objectives and how they pursue them will become, not only more important, but obvious to an audience when they fail to do so, or fail to do so effectively. As with previous acting exercises, this round of the game should focus on choices that best tell the unfolding story - choices that make that story clear, believable, and exciting for an audience to watch.

In earlier rounds, for instance, after the first murdered players falls to the floor, each actor would independently come to the conclusion that there is murder afoot. That might happen immediately or after a few additional murders occur. Once the conclusion is made, that actor’s objective becomes simply to stay alive – perhaps by avoiding eye contact or by trying to become invisible. In this more sophisticated variation, that kind of response simply won’t do. Once the first murder occurs, dialogue automatically makes the response a group one, and all subsequent plot progression continues to require a group dynamic. Your players – partiers locked up in a room together – will argue over strategy, develop alliances, make discoveries, draw conclusions, and try and fail as an allied group, or as groups in competition for control. 

All acting choices in this round will have to take in the reactions of all others. There can be no acting in a vacuum. In this situation, anything said or done affects the others in the locked chamber. In addition, in this round, there can be no oblivious stepping over bodies. Those that die have been living, breathing acquaintances or friends, and as human beings with faces and personalities they must be dealt with as people –victims to be dealt with under very strained and trying circumstances. You may stop the game whenever your actors fall short of their obligations. When you do so, be sure to discuss what went wrong, and lead your actors to tactics and choices that will get them back on track.

Take, for example, the moment of the first killing. In earlier rounds, it might have taken some time for all players to realize and deal with the fact that someone has died. Dialogue and given circumstances require that in this improvisation, everyone will immediately realize that a death has occurred and will have to deal with this fact as a group activity. Your actors will have to make choices that are consistent with reality. What would be done if at a party someone drops over? One or more guests would try to call for medical aid, perhaps. Finding and using a phone would become an issue. As host, you may have to reenter the scene if and when necessary to keep the plot contained within this room. Perhaps you have removed all phones before your guests entered, or perhaps no phones can pick up a signal. For your actors, a failure to find a phone must be handled as a new discovery and as an obstacle that must be overcome. As the second body drops to the floor, the communal discovery and growing dread must be played out. Each time a new discovery is made, a heightened set of stakes must affect the choices that will now be enacted by each of your students.

Your murderer, on the other hand, will have dialogue and given circumstances to hide behind while playing out his/her objective. In the improvisation, the murderer has the ability to seem like part of the group, and use that façade to find opportunities to kill, kill, kill! A murderer might choose to blend into the crowd; another might shy away; and still another might become a leader in the unfolding social dynamic. At any rate, what players say and do will be judged by the other actors and the audience watching, so the murderer will have wonderful opportunities to develop a throughline of action.

The important point in all this is the fact that Murder! the game has become secondary to the story unfolding on the stage. The game will now be only a device to give your students the opportunity to do all the things that actors would have to do if this were a scene from a play, rather an acting exercise. Whether the dialogue is provided by a script or improvised as it is in this exercise, actors will be required to make choices consistent with the logic and power of the unfolding story. The given circumstances, reactions to the big plot events, and the tactical choices demanded by the life and death situation at hand will have to be acknowledged and handled by your actors. 

Conclusions

Ultimately, good actors know the story they are a part of. They learn to recognize the throughline of action of the overall story, and their part in that story. They know also that by identifying the conflict in any particular story, they can determine an objective to play that will serve the unfolding story. They can further delineate the tactics they will use by analyzing the given circumstances and by asking themselves the “magic if.” They will respond to and make mileage out of victories, defeats, discoveries, and new information while making choices that are as exciting as the situation and the characters they are playing will allow. And they will do all of this while responding in the moment. Murder! gives student actors the opportunity to recognize and develop all of these necessary actor skills without having to deal with a script. 
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