Character Roll Call

by Bruce Miller

Watching great character actors like Daniel Day-Lewis or Robert Duvall transform themselves from role to role so that they are barely recognizable, yet totally believable can be a thrilling experience. For many of us who know a little bit about acting, this kind of work takes the top tier in the acting pantheon. Not only are actors such as these believable and clear in their work, but who they are as personalities in their own right completely disappear within the physical transformations these actors seem to undergo. Anyone who follows Daniel Day-Lewis from part to part can’t help but marvel at his chameleon-like changes. From Christy Brown in My Left Foot, to Hawkeye in The Last of the Mohicans to John Proctor in The Crucible, to Bill the Butcher in The Gangs of New York. It’s hard to believe that this is the same actor. In every case, the most notable changes are in the way a character actor transforms physically and vocally. But once the looks and voice changes are noted, it becomes more about the things the actor chooses to do as character and the manner in which he does them that really defines a character for an audience, and ultimately this aspect of any performance becomes its most important element.
For that reason, asking beginning acting students to think in terms of inhabiting characters before they can play their characters’ actions can be very dangerous, if not impossible. Fully transforming into and inhabiting a character is a goal that even many fine actors never fully attain, and others experience only intermittently. Yet that does not keep them from being fine actors. Young actors often operate under the misconception that they must literally become a character in order to do the role well. But as with the playing of emotion, the actor’s primary purpose is to make the audience believe, in this case that he is the character, whether the actor fully believes it or not. The test is ultimately with the audience, not with the actor. 

Still many young actors assume and presume that total transformation is what good acting is all about. How often do I hear young actors talking about their characters as though they were some tangible entity hanging in the closet waiting to be put on? And how seldom do I hear young actors talking about the actions of their characters and their purpose in revealing the story of the play. Yet, for the most part, it is 90% the actions actors choose to play and the manner in which they carry out those chosen actions that communicate character to an audience. By action I mean both physical and psychological – the former, what they choose to do physically; the latter, what they choose to pursue as goals during their stage time.
Here is an example of how I introduce this concept to my class. I sometimes step outside my classroom and knock gently on the door, perhaps three gentle taps. I then enter the room walking slowly without looking at my students. When I reach my chair in the front of the class, I slowly sit down, and finally look up still avoiding specific eye contact. Without any discussion, I leave the room for the second again, close the door, and knock boldly three times in quick succession. I reenter the classroom, this time walking briskly and looking all the while at my class. I wear a broad smile and my eye contact invites the class to join in my merriment. I sit in my chair quickly, and cross my legs, never once taking my eyes off the class. I commune for a moment with my students and try to share a specific moment or two with various individuals, all without speaking, of course. Then suddenly, I bound from the room again, and repeat exactly what I did the time before except for one thing. This time, instead of smiling, I glare openly and specifically at my students through the entire action sequence. Only after this third time through do I ask my class about what the nature of those entrances told them about my character, or characters – characters not clearly formulated in my mind, by the way.  Despite my incomplete characterizations, my class is ready to describe my former personae based simply on what they saw. I was a milquetoast, I was Mr. All American, I was a serial killer. This demonstration quickly reveals that character is determined by an audience more through action than by any other means, and that simple suggestion goes a long way toward stimulating an audience’s desire to fill in the details of what a performance might leave out. 

My introductory demonstration can easily be turned into a classroom exercise. Here’s how.
Select several volunteers and ask them one at a time to knock on a door in order to gain entrance. After each student executes the knock, ask the rest of the class to describe what the knocker is like, and to support their opinions with analyses of the actions they saw and heard. After all of the students have performed, try the exercise again, but this time ask the knockers to carefully select a particular knock in order to communicate a particular type of character. This time the knock should be very specific and reveal much more about who the knocker is. Repeat the discussion as described in the first round and insist that opinions be well supported. The kind of action chosen and executed for the exercise is the physical kind.
Now have two students improvise a conversation. Instruct the first actor to try to make his scene partner feel good. Instruct the second actor to try to make his partner feel bad. In all probability the first actor will seem upbeat and happy and the second actor downbeat and angry – if they focus on their objective, or psychological action. This may even lead each of your actors to smile and frown, respectively, because those physical actions are outgrowths of the psychological actions being played. 

In the demonstration I described earlier, my smile during my second entrance was the result of my psychological action or objective to make my class feel comfortable, and the frown during the third entrance came as a result of my psychological need to make my class feel intimidated. If you try this exercise with your students, be sure to make it clear to them that you are not asking them to play an emotion, you are asking them to play an action which may in turn lead to an emotion. But the important point to be made is that playing an action will suggest character as well as giving each of your actors something specific to do in the scene. Because of their chosen actions, certain character traits will seem to develop without any attempt at becoming a character. And that is 90% of the character game.
 Of course, the other 10% of character is communicated to an audience through costume and other externals like how a character moves and speaks and looks. But looking like, speaking like, and moving like a character is far from a guarantee that the audience will understand the character or his purpose within the framework of the play. In spite of this fact, most untrained actors put all their efforts into the 10% and allow the other 90% to happen by chance, inspiration, or as a result of repetition. Unfortunately for them, characters are, for the most part, revealed by what they do and how they do it, not by how they look or walk, or even talk. 
Here is an exercise to better make the point. It is a perfect opening exercise at the beginning of a semester, or at the beginning of a unit focusing on the subject of playing character.

Roll Call

Purpose

To demonstrate that character is most effectively and reliably displayed through a careful selection and execution of actions, not by magically inhabiting a character.

Round One

Method

In the first round of Roll Call ask each of your students to answer “here” when their name is called. They should answer as themselves as though attendance were actually being taken. Ask the class to observe each other very carefully during the process, and to make determinations about each class member based on their observations. They may even take notes if they wish to in order to better help them remember what they have observed.
Discussion

If you do this exercise at the beginning of a semester with a new class, the results will be obvious and instantaneous. Based on what is observed, the class will draw conclusions from their limited first impressions – based on what they see each student say and do during their brief moment in the spotlight. It is likely that the majority of the class will report on the same few students. These students will be the featured subjects because they did something noteworthy when it was their turn to say “here.”  The rest of the class will probably be quickly forgotten in the discussion. It may have been a gesture that made particular individuals stand out, or the way the scripted word was uttered, or it may have been something in the exchange that went on between you as the teacher and those individuals as the students. 
If a particular student was singled out as a result of the fact that she drew attention in an unbelievable way – in a way that would not be accepted in an actual classroom setting – that should be noted and the class should be instructed to refrain from that kind of choice in any future sequences of the exercise. It should be explained that the intention of the exercise is to create an acting situation that is fully believable, not to get a laugh or draw attention for its own sake. 

After general comments have been made, ask the class what they learned about each other in terms of who they really are - based what was observed. In acting terms, this is a reference to character. This question may prove to be a tough one. There may be very few conclusions drawn because each student’s response to the roll call was intended only to inform the teacher that he or she was present. There was no attempt to convey more information than this, and anything more that the class observed will not have been a result of a particular choice being made. It is very likely that the surmises the class makes will be inaccurate. You may want to ask any member of the class being discussed whether the conclusions drawn about them are on or off the mark. This too, will make for an interesting discussion.
If the exercise is being played by a group that already knows each other, then any comments made should be based only on what was performed during the role taking. It will also prove interesting to poll the class as to whether they agree or disagree with the conclusions being drawn from a particular student’s set of observations. Be sure to note how an audience can sometimes see the same thing, but draw different conclusion on what they saw. It may also be necessary to remind your students that they should not be drawing conclusions from what is already known about a student rather than on what they see during the exercise. Remind your students that an audience does not have the luxury of bringing back story about an individual into the theatre. Any impressions made should be based totally on what was seen in the moments actually presented.
When the discussion is complete, your class will probably agree that its ability to demonstrate character under the circumstances of the first round of the exercise was sketchy at best. Too little time and too little opportunity to inhabit and communicate character. Of course, as the exercise will point out, there was also no direct attempt by your actors to establish character – in spite of the fact that each of your students is the character he or she is playing. Obviously, then it takes more than being character to communicate character.  You’re now ready to try the second round of Roll Call.
Round Two

Method

For this round of the exercise, ask each of your students to think of a dominant personality characteristic they possess. It could be anything from shyness to egotism to a great sense of humor to sadness or cynicism. Once they have pinpointed this characteristic, ask them to come up with a single physical action demonstrating this quality that they could believably execute when their name is called during the next round of attendance taking. The key here is twofold. First your students will have to come up with an action that actually suggests the quality, which, depending on the characteristic, could be difficult indeed. If a student cannot come up with an action to represent the characteristic, by the way, allow him to change his chosen quality. The idea in acting is to always make choices that can be carried out successfully. 

The second task is keeping in mind the word “believable.” Whatever actions your students select to perform, they must fit in believably during the roll taking. A chosen action must seem natural. It must also respect the balance of the overall exercise. It other words, an individual’s chosen action must not cause an untoward shift in the exercise to being about them at the expense of the rest of the class. The roll should be taken in real time, and the individual moments in the spotlight should take no more than real time would allow.

Discussion

In this round of the game, your class should have a much larger body of work to discuss. Because everyone in the class will have to make choices, chances are even if not every choice is absolutely clear, far more of them will be interesting because thought went into their selection. Further, more of your students will probably be willing to guess at the personality characteristics being suggested through the actions presented, because this time through they are more than random and spontaneous reactions of the moment. In other words, because of the specific choices of action, character will begin to emerge. This is a theme that you can develop through a discussion on what worked and what did not and why. Again you will want to encourage your class to discuss what they saw, how they interpreted what they saw, and how what was seen compared to the intention of those who performed those actions. 

Additional discussion on the issues of believability and working as an ensemble will probably also be useful. On the issue of believability, you might want to consider the following questions: 
· Were your actors able to execute actions that seemed real rather than acted? 
· Did the choices come naturally out of the situation? 
· Did the scripted “here” sound consistent with the actions being played and reflect ongoing progression in the scene? 
On the issue of ensemble: 
· Did there seem to be a natural flow from one student to the next? 
· Did students listen and react even when it wasn’t their turn to perform in the spotlight? Was their listening consistent with whom they are in real life since they are playing the character of themselves? 
· Did their time in the spotlight demonstrate their personality trait without any extra mustard? 
· Were they able to take their moment in real time and without commenting on their work? 
All of these issues and many more can become a springboard for further discussion.
A critical part of the discussion above should include the subject of maintaining the action of a character when not in principal focus. In life, no one stops being who they are when they are not speaking, yet so often we see young actors who come to life only when they have lines. How silly. Each time an actor responds as character, executes an action, carries out some business, or moves toward or away from someone or something; he is adding to the audience’s perception of character. In fact, the illusion of character is created for the audience by the sum total of all the actions an actor executes as that character. The audience watching will put together the kindness shown here, the anger demonstrated there, as well as the intelligence or whimsicality of other moments and mix all the pieces into a complex whole, just the way we do in life. If an actor comes alive only for his spoken moments, he can never expect to be fully believed or to produce a fully realized character.

When the discussion is completed, you may want to try going through this round of the exercise again in order to incorporate the notes that your students received. The same procedure as the one described earlier can be followed. 
Round Three

Method

In this round of the exercise, ask your students to take and moment and come up with a strong personality trait that they can translate into a physical action or series of actions. Tell your students that they are now free from the strictures of trying to portray themselves truthfully. They are now free to step outside of themselves and be more creative. For convenience sake, you will probably want your students to retain their names just to keep your roll calling efficient and easy to handle. If you prefer, however, you could create a faux list with the names your students have come up with for their characters. Insist that any chosen names be believable, consistent with the characters being played, and not distracting. That caveat should minimize the number of Jim Nasiums and Al Catrazes attending that day. Repeat the process and the follow-up discussion as described above.

Discussion

Since your students have now been freed from any introspective self-analysis and the self-consciousness that could come from having to expose any personal characteristics, there should be an even wider range of characters responding to your attendance taking. If you feel that this variation on the exercise is not great enough, you could set up more specifics for them before they begin. For instance, you might say that your students must portray first graders, or sixth graders, or college students. You might, if you’re brave, say that they must become seniors in a remedial class, or an ESL class. You could suggest that the class portray students in a one room school house at the turn of the century, or a classroom in a totalitarian state. The basic rules of the exercise still apply, but each of your students will now have to adapt his or her playable characteristic to the circumstances being dictated. The follow-up discussion this time can include subjects like style, indicating rather than doing, playing quality rather than action, and several other topics that will no doubt appear as a result of refining the given circumstances.
Round Four

Method

In this round of the exercise, your students will have an opportunity to incorporate a more complex sequence of physical actions in order to demonstrate character. This time ask them to go to the blackboard and write their name after saying “here,” and then return to their seats. Since they will not be playing themselves, it will be necessary for them to be quite clear on the personality characteristics they are portraying and how these characteristics reveal themselves in the following parts of their sequence

· in their reaction to their name being called 
· in their getting up 
· in their journey to the board 
· in their writing on the board 
· in their return to their seats 
Again there will be a tremendous temptation to “act” or to get a laugh at the expense of making believable and clearly executed actions that come from well selected choices. Remind your actors that they must make choices that students would actually make in the given circumstances. If you choose to, you can further refine the given circumstances as you did in the previous round of the game.
Discussion
The way people move, their tempo when they move, how quickly they react to their name being called, whether they look at the teacher when they move toward the board, whether they look at their classmates as they move to the board, how they write their name, and the manner in which they return to their seats will profoundly effect how they are perceived. Each of the elements making up their total physical actions will tell the audience something accurate or misleading; depending on the quality of their choices and execution, and the small combination of actions or combinations collectively will do the same thing. For that reason, it is imperative that your students think through their sequence before attempting to do it in front of the class.

This exercise actually is a good one to begin in class but extend as a homework assignment. It is an excellent culmination of the previous rounds of the game, but after going through this round in class, it will probably become apparent that much more work could be done. It will also become clear that some of this additional work will be far better if some rehearsal time were spent on refining it. For that reason, it might provide the framework of a good homework assignment. 
Ask your students to write down a short character description (a paragraph or so) as part of their homework before attempting the exercise itself. Then ask them to actually write down what they will do when they present their Roll Call contribution in class. They could do this as a guide before they begin to rehearse. Or they could do it after they actually settle of their sequence for presentation. One way or another, by asking your students to write down what they will do, you will know whether your students have rehearsed and whether they have rehearsed what they said they were rehearsing. Be sure that when you give the assignment, you warn your students to do what they rehearsed. More times than not, veering from the rehearsed game plan will lead to disaster. Besides, ticking to the game plan is also a good habit for them to learn. It is part of the disciple that a good actor must master. When the prepared roll call has been completed in class, discuss the results and compare those results to the previous unrehearsed roll calls that were done in class. Then, of course, help your students draw conclusions about this part of the exercise and from the whole sequence of Roll Call.
Conclusions

By the end of this sequence of exercises, your students should be pretty well convinced that character can be created through a series of actions without the need to somehow completely transform themselves into the character being played. It will also demonstrate that successful acting is much more likely to result from a careful analysis and planning than by simply relying on intuition and spontaneous brilliance. Of course, the acting process reserves a special place for those who can live in the moment and react, but relying on that alone is not something that most actors can afford to do.

One aspect of this exercise can be misleading, however, if you do not address it at some point. Though Roll Call is focused on communicating the concept of character through action, it might also imply, incorrectly, that actors should go on stage and simply play character, rather than making choices that will help tell the story of the play. In fact actors should play actions that help them obtain their acting objectives (or psychological actions) and be doing so at all times. When actors do so, they will be doing their part in order to get the story across as well as creating character. Ultimately, the actor as character must not only say “here” and walk to the board and write his name, he must also be doing so in order to fulfill some need of the character, whether the character is aware of it or not. In turn, playing this psychological action helps reveal character and forwards the story. In the next issue of TT, we will explore the relationship between psychological action and character more specifically through additional character exercises.
