Scene Work in the Classroom

This past season I had the opportunity watch one of my favorite senior acting students take on the role of Anouilh’s Antigone as part of our mainstage season. From the time I began teaching her in her freshmen year, I felt this young woman to be the most gifted natural actor in the class. But this was to be her first major role in a non-musical. Up to this point, her dramatic skills were one of the best-kept secrets in the department. At one point early in her sophomore year, I even had to defend retaining her in our program, so her upcoming lead was giving me a great sense of satisfaction. The anticipation of the moment when the rest of the school community would finally discover what I had known for so long was driving me crazy with anticipation, and I was fully prepared to be blown away by what I saw. Unfortunately, it never worked out quite the way I had planned.

As you may recall, the Anouilh version of the play was written during the Nazi occupation of France, early in the days of World War II, and Anouilh boldly reset his own Antigone in the political climate of the time. Though the heart of the play remained essentially the same as the Sophocles version, Anouilh was able to make many subtle and some not so subtle analogies between the original mythical setting of ancient Thebes, and the occupied France Anouilh inhabited. But the spirit of and heart of Antigone remains the same in both versions.

The eponymous heroine of the play is Antigone. If the play is to work effectively, the audience must love, admire, respect, and most importantly root for its hero, in spite of the fact that most who see the play already know its tragic outcome. That, after all, is the nature of tragedy. Further, in the Anouilh version, the character of King Creon is far more sympathetic than in the Sophocles version, and tries very hard to save Antigone from the destiny she refuses to avoid. The conflict between these two characters, based the issues of state versus family, and civil versus moral law reflects the plight of those who ruled Vichy France very accurately. The contemporary French audience watching back then would no doubt be forced to take a more objective look at the decisions and politics affecting people at the time. But the one thing that never waivers in either version is Antigone’s commitment to her beliefs. It gives her strength over her fears, and allows her to enjoy the beauty of her last moments on earth. It is this inner strength and peace that makes her so heroic. It is this peace and calm that gives the character such power to move an audience.

In the production that I saw, the setting had been changed to some nether world, a place that combined elements of the medieval, futuristic, and ancient Greek - creating an anachronistic setting that was more anarchic than enlightening, and in turn caused the specific references to the 1940’s to be either lost completely or, at the least, confused. Further, in this version, because Creon’s ethical conflict is disassociated from the specifics of Vichy France, it remained vague and almost irrelevant. But more importantly, in the production I saw, Antigone was portrayed as a whiney girl, locked into a decision that she really didn’t want to be making. Though I couldn’t have been rooting more for an actor, by the end of the play I was still totally unmoved, by the play, and more to the point, by either the character of Antigone, or the actor playing her. That my talented young actor came off this way was the only real tragedy I watched that evening.

Of course, in some ways my student can’t be blamed for any of this. But in the final judgment, it remains she who is weighed, judged, and criticized. Every actor is, ultimately, the product or victim of the director and the combined production elements. And the fact is that many of those who saw her work thought my acting student did an excellent job. But it is also true that a significant part of the audience left the theatre either unmoved, or not clear about the point of the whole play, a play that has been making valid comments on the human condition for more than two thousand years. All things considered, my student did fine. But I know, she could have been so much better, not because her director let her down, but because she had the craft to do better in spite of her director’s shortcomings. That, of course, is the lesson of this lengthy opening narrative.

Why Scene Study

The most effective way of training actors is through scene study work. No amount of exercises, improvisation, or theatre games can do for an acting student what going through the process of analyzing, synthesizing, blocking and working a scene can and will do – if handled by the teacher and his or her students effectively. The fact is that no actor is director-proof - unless the actor is able to do for himself or herself, what too many actors expect the director to do. Our job as teachers is to train actors to be able to do for themselves so they are never victims to the failings of a director or a misconceived production. Scene study provides the best arena for this training.

If you are familiar with my other written work, you already know that I have come to define good acting as acting that is believable and tells the best possible story while serving the script. In other words, regardless of the world of the play, the audience must believe the characters they are watching. But it is up to the actor to make choices that are as interesting as possible while supporting the intention of the script. In the example above, the world of the play was never well defined, so a reference to a cigarette, a foxtrot, and a black limousine juxtaposed to a discussion about Greek burial rites can be both confusing and off-putting. An argument about whether a young girl should live or die because of allegiance to state or God should never be less than what it is – a life and death discussion that should keep the characters and the audience riveted and involved. And a play a bout a tragic hero, must have a character who makes choices that make the audience empathize to the point of catharsis, or the tragic elements written into the play are not being served. 

A good play, a timeless play, a play that stays around for two thousand years does so because it works. When an actor makes choices that serve the play, the actor can’t help but stay on track, and the play becomes far easier to act. When the actor understands what is going on in the play, the moments move smoothly from one to another, and everything makes sense with little effort or struggle.  On the other hand, when an actor counters the choices that are built into the script, he plays a risky game, where either he succeeds at the expense of the play, or all go down together.

And so an effective scene study class is not just about memorizing lines and moving around on stage until your actors are comfortable. Rather it is about analyzing the script independently, coming together with a scene partner and finding common ground, developing together the throughline of action, finding the blocking that best serves the story being told, and working the moments, the beats, and then the overall scene until each moment flows into the next. This will happen eventually - because the actors have done their homework, and are now totally listening and reacting to each other, creating for the audience the illusion that it is all happening for the first time.

Partnering 

Off the top of your head, you might think the beginning of the scene study process comes with the selection of material. But, actually, it doesn’t. The proper partnering of your students can be just as important as the material selected, and probably should come first. Students like to pick their own scene partners, sometimes for practical reasons related to their acting development, but probably more often than not, for social ones. They want to work with whom they like or want to get to know better. They want to work with the best actor in the class to be challenged, or with the worst actor in order to look good by comparison. They may want to work with someone who has a similar schedule that will make for easy-to-get-together rehearsal time, or they may not consider availability at all when making their initial partnering choices. 

Whatever the reason, at the beginning of a scene study sequence, many of your students may be all excited at the prospect of working with the partners they have already chosen, and will often have made private deals in advance of your making any assignments. Some of them will have already talked with partners, and are filled with big ideas before you even bring up the topic in class. Sometimes, this approach works well because your students bring an enthusiasm to the work that seems very positive. 

But there are also several downsides to allowing students to choose their own partners. First of all, what about the students who haven’t negotiated in advance? Do they just get stuck with other students that have not jumped the gun? What of their ability to work together well, or their specific needs and problems as young actors? What of the compatibilities of their schedules, commitments and availability? All of these things must be considered, so perhaps, it is best that you work through the process with your students. In some cases allowing your students to work together the way they have chosen will prove to be a good idea, but for others, reworking the pairing to best serve the overall good of your little acting community is probably for the overall good. 

Though it is nice for friends to get to work together, it is important for your students to remember that doing theatre is a collaborative art, which does not necessarily mean that everyone who works together must love each other. It is important for your students to learn the skill of working together with all kinds of people whether they like them or not - because that is what they will have to do in the real world of theatre and, for that matter, in life. Besides, your students should consider the rehearsal process a matter of business as much as fun. It is their business to be able to get their job done, whether the situation is ideal or not. 

You can always remind your disappointed students that there will be other opportunities to work with their first choices later in the term.  Getting the partnering to work for everyone is an extremely important step in the scene study process. As has been implied above, partnering is a delicate balancing act between the instructional needs of your students and their individual personalities. The strengths and problems of your students should be married to partners and material that best serve those needs.

There has been an underlying presumption to the discussion above, so it would probably be a good idea to spend a moment bringing it directly into the light. That presumption is that scene work should involve only two actors. Scene work anthologies consist primarily of two character scenes, and certainly most scene study classes run on that basis. The fact is, hands down, the two-character scene is the only way to go. Playwrights know that a strong conflict between two characters is the easiest for them to handle, and the vast majority of scenes with a clear throughline of action and best suited for classroom use are two-character scenes. As each additional character is placed into the framework of a scene, the difficulty establishing and playing conflict as well as maintaining a clear arc in the storyline increases geometrically. Why should we as teachers, choose to complicate a process that is already difficult for beginning actors in terms of both analysis and execution? Besides the more students you place into interpersonal dynamic, the more difficult the process becomes. It’s hard enough to make it work with one scene partner, why add to the burden?

Selecting the Scene

Well-selected material means challenging work that can help students focus on acting problems specific to their needs. In the beginning of the year, if you don’t know your students well, finding the right material can be a difficult challenge. If you’re beginning a semester with this kind of situation, you might want to start with open scenes - scenes that are written as exercises and do not come from an actual play. The dialogue will be simple, and the given circumstances will require no script analysis. Any choices made about given circumstances will be made up by your actors. This simplicity will make it easier for you to get a handle on the most basic acting problems each of your students face. 

Every student actor we work with has individual strengths and weaknesses, and the material chosen for scene study should be chosen with these strengths and weaknesses in mind. The fact that two students who have different strengths and weaknesses may be working together complicates the selection process, and if we are not careful, the chosen material may be very good for one student actor but not well serve the other. 

The logic so far seems to suggest that we, as the teachers, should be doing the selecting. Ideally, that is probably correct. However, that presupposes that we as teachers have both a fabulous body of plays that we are totally familiar with at our fingertips, and that we have the ability to find and match plays instantly with the needs of our students. Obviously, for most of us, this is not the case. Over the years, I have built up an enormous repertoire of plays and authors that I have discovered work exceptionally well, and that cover the myriad problems that most of my young actors should be working on. The lists found in my book, The Actor as Storyteller reflect this fact, and may, by the way, prove useful to many of you. But I still find it daunting when new scenes are to be assigned in class to see all my students circling around me, calling out for me to instantly offer up the perfect suggestions. “Comedies!” “Something dramatic for me and Liz.” “We want to do a love scene, something real gushy!” My usual response is to tell them to back off, and then I take some time with the names of partners to compose a list of two or three suggestions for each pairing. 

Regardless of what titles we offer up to our students, it is incumbent on us to be as absolutely familiar with the material we are selecting as we can be. It is our responsibility to have, if not all the answers, at least enough answers about the plays and scenes chosen, so that we can get our students on the right road quickly, and keep their journey with the developing scene forward flowing and steady. If we cannot do this, then our students’ frustration and boredom level with the scene will be reached before they get enough marrow out of the process. 

It takes time and energy to analyze, memorize, and block a scene. If your students are already bored with the material before the point where they understand it enough to make significant in-the-moment discoveries, it is unfortunate. When that happens, you’re forced to turn to a new scene and start the process all over without their getting the satisfaction of truly feeling like actors. If you choose to press on with the scene in spite of this onset of ennui on their part, you risk losing their enthusiasm for the process and the good will and support for the rest of the class who will have to watch the non-progressing scene in class too many times. In short, there is nothing worse for students than repeatedly bringing in a scene that does not grow, and grow in the direction that makes it work dramatically.

Bottom line, the selection process is a balancing act. If we do choose to select scenes for our students, we must do it very carefully, so that they bring the same level of enthusiasm to the work that making their own choices might have brought. If you opt for allowing your students to participate in the decision making process, the best compromise is probably the one mentioned above - offering them suggestions to choose from. That way you maintain the power to find an assortment of scenes that contain the kinds of challenges your students need. It also subtly forces them into reading several scenes and doing at least some preliminary analysis – the active kind referred to earlier. By making initial suggestions, you also prevent your students from going to material that they may find interesting as readers, but material they don’t really have the necessary skills for at the moment.

One of the most popular ways for finding scenes comes from the use of those scene study collections that fill the shelves in the drama sections of most well-stocked book stores and possibly your shelves at home and at school as well. These are great in the fact that you and your students have at your fingertips pre-chosen scenes from good plays. By good, I mean plays that work dramatically when performed on stage. We are not necessarily talking about great dramatic literature here; we are talking about plays that have been written by playwrights who understand how to write effectively using conflict – the engine of drama. In turn, the editors have chosen these particular scenes because they know the plays and scenes work, at least on the printed page, or potentially when performed. Many of these scenes will work well for students too - once the students understand what the words on the printed page have to offer.

Students should be encouraged to find and read plays on their own. They should also be reading those plays in a practical, actor-effective way. Passive reading is not a practical way for actors trying to find material. Your actors must be conditioned to read actively – ever asking questions about what is happening in the action, how the play works, the cause and effect nature of the events the characters go through, and questions regarding all the other “basic elements of drama.” If they don’t develop the habit of reading potential dramatic material in this way, more often than not, they are likely to pass over excellent plays and scenes much too often - simply because they are unable to recognize the scene’s potential. I can remember back to my early days of searching for a good scene to work on. How often would I reject a scene only to discover later, when someone else was doing it, how great a scene I had chosen to eighty-six. I had been reading like an English major, perhaps, but not like an actor.

Now the question about reading the entire play should be addressed. It is a given that any scene from a play must be considered in the context in which it appears in that play. A scene taken from a play comes after the previous action in that play, and before the action that follows. An understanding of the given circumstances of the particular moment in which the scene takes place is absolutely critical to making the scene work. The summaries provided in most scene study books are simply inadequate, certainly for beginning actors, to find the specifics of the circumstances of the play and scene to be worked on. When students can’t enter the scene with the necessary understanding, they may simply be unable to make the scene work, because they don’t have enough information to make choices that will let the scene work.

Some scene anthologies, like the recent Duo, for instance, claim that the scenes they have selected can stand on their own - out of the context of the play they come from. This may be true, and for some work, the teacher may want to have their students consider a particular scene out of context just to focus their students on making choices that allow a scene to work. Generally, I am not in favor of this approach. One of the hardest things for actors to do, in my opinion, is to make good choices – choices that spring from a careful analysis of the scene in context, choices that make the scene work, yes, but also contribute to the overall flow of the script. If we skip this part of the process, and focus only on making a scene work out of context, I fear we may be encouraging our student to disregard their overall obligation – to tell the entire story in a compelling and clear way.

If the concern is simply to make the scene work without having an obligation to analyze a full-length play, then I’d prefer to see students working on material that comes from one of those ten minute play collections, like the ones published by Sam French - collecting the best of Actors of Louisville’s commissioned short plays. Many of these plays are excellent plays, and perfect for classroom use. Like longer plays, they have a beginning, middle, and end, clearly defined characters, specific circumstances to justify, a strong, and almost invariably climactic plot useful for the big choice, but don’t require an understanding of a much larger context. This kind of material may be a good second step for scene study, following the open scenes recommended early on.

Ultimately, though, I believe our student actors should be put in the situation of dealing with an entire play, and facing the traps and pitfalls they contain. For instance, beginning actors sometime think that it is their responsibility to tell the entire story of the play while working on their scene. Since the classroom audience may not know all that came before and all that will come after, they feel it their obligation to retell the entire story of the play in the scene. This must be avoided. Our actors must learn to make choices in a scene that reflect what the characters they are playing know at that particular time. It is so easy for the young actor to play the scene with what he or she knows about their character from a reading of the entire play, putting in knowledge and understanding that their characters do not yet have - because their journey in the play has not taken them to that place yet. Since ultimately, it is our purpose with scene study to train actors so that they can survive a rehearsal process of a play, or make choices that reflect the out-of-sequence shooting schedule of a film, it seems critical that we reinforce the notion that what happens on stage happens in a particular and very specific context.

Now that we have gotten through the philosophical aspects of choosing material, let’s return to a discussion of the selection process as it regards the specific acting needs of our students. Here are some examples of the kinds of acting problems our students have that might require a specific type of material. Each problem is followed by a scene quality that might help the student work on that particular problem.

Believable on stage, but can’t make the story clear for an audience – a simple clear-cut cause and effect scene – one where discoveries or new information arise continuously

Inability to make big and compelling choices – a scene that is a climax from a play

Makes everything big, but nothing seems real – a scene where the actor must strongly need something from the acting partner; a non-climactic scene

Doesn’t listen on stage, acts in a vacuum - a scene that requires mostly reacting to the acting partner

Cannot look at or touch scene partner – a scene that requires eye contact and intimacy

Acts only from the neck up – scenes with little dialogue requiring a lot of physical action

Cannot physically use space or set effectively – a scene set in a realistic space where dialogue comes out of believable ongoing business i.e. cleaning up after a 

Meal

Cannot play an objective – a scene that has an obvious, single, clear, conflict. 

Cannot play the positive (pursuing an objective in a way that is likely to get it) – an argument or discussion of an issue scene.

Cannot do one thing at a time – a scene with a simple, clear-cut objective to play and a step-by-step progression

Does not finish an action – a scene where what is done physically is more important than the dialogue

Focuses only on spoken dialogue, not on action of story underlining dialogue - a scene where the actor does more listening, yet has a big arc or throughline to travel during the scene 

Emphasizes the wrong words when saying dialogue – a scene where most of the dialogue is in reaction to what is said

Cannot color words to make them specific and personal – a scene that contains dialogue consisting of lists

Cannot distinguish between what is important and what is not – a conversation scene

Cannot memorize, or cannot memorize accurately – a scene where physical

 Action is as important as dialogue

 As you learn to think in this way, your categories of problems as well as your library of possible scene solutions will develop over time.

Choosing a Cutting

It is probably a mistake to allow your students to do scenes that are longer than five minutes. To make five minutes worth of material work takes an enormous amount of time, energy, and thought, though your students probably won’t be thinking in those terms until they have gone through the scene study process several times. But by establishing that criteria at the beginning, and sticking to it, you can insure that your students put their time and energy into what is most important.

What we want in a scene for our students is one where there is a clear-cut developmental sequence. Since the playwright knows that conflict is the engine of drama; consciously or not, that playwright develops on the printed page a situation where each character needs something from the other and pursues that purpose or objective in the scene. Obstacles and resistance that will make the scene interesting to work on and watch are, no doubt, built in.  It is the progression of the scene, however, moment-to-moment, that really makes any scene come alive - from the discovery of the problem, to the development of the conflict, to the strategic maneuverings of the characters to fulfill their needs and resolve that problem. This sequence unfolds brick by brick – one moment, one beat, at a time. Each new moment is built from the previous one, and unless actors learn to respect this fact, they will never find out what is in each moment, and learn to develop the next moment from the previous one.

Students, on the other hand, want to do entire scenes. It gives them a sense of closure. It makes them feel like they have gone through an entire little play with their scene partner. Unfortunately, scenes where they can immediately feel this way are usually more than five minutes long. Unfortunately, when our students tackle more than five minutes of material, it ends up being too much to work on. Because students have a limited time to rehearse and feel that they must cover the whole scene, they end up not working moment-to-moment. Invariably, they run the scene together, ask each other “how it was for you that time through?”, discuss a few notes, and then simply run the whole scene again. This rehearsal approach ends up reinforcing exactly the opposite approach they should be developing. 

I suggest that you be very firm about the five minutes or less rule. A scene does not have to start at the beginning of the actual scene to make it an effective teaching device, nor does it have to go to the end. What is important is developing the throughline of action in the scene a moment at a time as described above. If students are allowed to ice skate through a scene – simply run through it from beginning to end - they will never learn the importance of making moments, they will never learn to connect with a scene partner, they will never learn to listen and react effectively. We must continually encourage our students to work toward this goal. By insisting on five minutes rather than the entire scene, we encourage our students to prioritize effectively, and work brick by brick.

A note for clarity here. Scenes should not be cut internally in order to keep them to five minutes. Skip several beat at the beginning of a scene, or stop several beats before the end, but do no allow your students to mess with the structure that the playwright has created. If you allow your students to cut internally, they might be destroying sequential links that are absolutely necessary for making the scene work dramatically. We must always assume that since the scene selected is from a good play written by a skilled playwright, everything that is in the scene is there for a reason – even if we don’t at the beginning of the process know what that reason is. Therefore, it is incumbent on us to assume that by cutting, we may be destroying a necessary link for making the scene work.

Preparing for the First Read

All right, the partnerships are made, and the scenes are assigned, now what happens? I suggest that before you send your students off to rehearse, you start with some rules that will provide your students with an understanding of your expectations - about the process and about the product they produce. Here follows some excerpts from the guidelines I use in my class. They may prove helpful in your analysis of what a successful process will require in yours.

· Scene study is a partnership; make it work.

· If one partner screws up, you go down together.

· You will treat your partner with respect.

· You will be treated by your teacher as a grown ups. It is your responsibility to act as such. 

· You are responsible for making and keeping rehearsal appointments.

· You are expected to be prepared on the day your work is assigned to present.

· The time you spend in preparation depends on the time you need in order to come in prepared.

· Prepared means meeting the obligation of the assignment to the best of your ability.

· No excuses, just the work.

· Your ability or inability to memorize is your personal problem or burden. No special treatment because it takes you longer. Being prepared is part of the game.

· Discuss all given circumstances and agree on what they are. Do not discuss your objectives, just play them.

· Don’t direct your scene partner.

· The focus of the work is process, not product. Improvement, not perfection is the goal. 

· Learning something new is more important than getting it right.

· Criticism is medicine. Learn to love taking it.

· An artist learns more from fixing mistakes than by getting praise. 

· Criticism must focus more on what is not working than what is. 

· Don’t try to prove you’re right; it’s a waste of time.

· You act for an audience; make it work for them.

· Your audience is usually right.

· Don’t waste energy trying to convince your audience that they are wrong. It only makes things worse.

· The goal of going through the scene study process is not to produce a perfect scene, but rather, to practice working through the various steps in the process, and, through practice, get better at each.

· Don’t judge yourself on the work of the day. Look at the growth pattern.

· You learn more from working than watching. Prepare the work, work often and grow.

· If your work is not prepared, don’t waste the class’s time. If work is unprepared or a scene that is scheduled for a day is not put up, there may be no alternate games or exercises provided. The importance of preparation and responsibility is as important as any other aspect of the process of acting. Your work ethic affects everyone else in theatre. 

I always allow my students to decide for themselves when they will work in class. They know their schedules and obligations better than we do, so I trust that they will make better decisions than I will. However, once they commit to a presentation time, I hold them to it. One of the biggest crimes a student can commit in my acting class is not putting up on the day assigned and leaving me with a hole to fill. Sometimes, a life emergency does occur, but I try to make my students be responsible for getting a replacement team to go in the place of the pulled work. If you really maintain this discipline and give big fat zeros when your students let you down, you will probably find that the no-show scene situation quickly becomes a very small issue.

Sometimes, however, students who are unprepared will try to sneak by you by attempting to put up work that is not prepared. Most of the time it clear a few beats into the scene whether it has been properly rehearsed or not. In that situation you have several options. 

You can deal with the work as is without questioning the preparation. Most of the time when a scene is not properly rehearsed, there is so much to say about it, that the criticism itself will inspire the acting team to come in prepared the next time. No further comment needed. If the same thing occurs the next time, however, it’s probably time to address the issue with your actors. Or, after the scene has been presented, you might acknowledge the fact that the work is not prepared properly and give a warning about next time.  Then give your notes and/or work with the scene, but in a less open and generous fashion than you might otherwise employ.

You might stop the scene as soon as you are sure it has not been rehearsed, or you might refuse to work with the scene once it has been presented. Particularly, at the beginning of a semester with a new class, these kinds of reactions can be an effective way of dealing with the preparation problem. It quickly establishes the fact that your students’ progress and development is in their own hands. If scenes do come in that are unprepared, it is important to establish that this is not acceptable. If you choose not to work with the scene, or if the scene that is supposed to be presented is not ready, another way of making a point is by not filling the time with an alternative acting exercise. On occasion, I have even dismissed the class if there is no other work to be seen. More often, however, I will spend more time on the other scheduled work, or open time up for monologues in process. I will seldom go to theatre games, or other activities that can be perceived as “fun for everybody,” because it allows the negative impact of lack of preparation to be dismissed too easily. 

If you establish your expectations clearly at the beginning of the semester, in all likelihood, those who take the work seriously will get on board immediately, and those who might have taken it less seriously, quickly get the message.

How often should students put up their scenes? Obviously, the answer depends on the size of your class, the amount of time you have with the class per session, and the number of sessions you have with them per week. Since the variables may be tremendous, I’ll just offer up the following. Working often is essential to the forward progress of a scene. If students wait for too long between put-ups, they will either forget the essential commentary from the previous showing, or end up remembering inaccurately, and focus on the wrong things in their next set of rehearsals with their partners. It is human nature to delay working for the next time until later rather than sooner. If your students are not required to go again as soon as possible, you’re liable to run into this problem.

You’ll probably want to give your student acting partnerships a week or so to read their plays and scenes, do the necessary analysis, and prepare for their first reading in front of the class.  The analysis they do should follow the guidelines set up in the previous chapters. For convenience sake, I will repeat the scene study preparation questions listed earlier.

1. Describe the given circumstances of the scene based on your reading of the entire play? 

2. What is the story of the scene? Literally, what are the story events one by one in a cause and effect fashion?

3. What is/are the conflicts in the scene that make the scene work?

4. What are the most dramatic moments in the scene?  Why? How does the script build to these moments? Be specific.

5. What is the climax of the scene?  Justify?

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

7. What does your character need (objective) in this scene from the other character?

8. What are the actions your character actually performs in the scene? Literally list the things he/she does – physically and psychologically?

9. What prevents your character from getting what is needed?

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

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

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

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

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

15. Identify the places in the script where new information is received by your character? 

16. How does this information change what your character thinks and/or feels?  Does this news signal a victory?  A defeat?  A change in the way the character deals?  

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

18. Score the throughline of action for your character based on your answers to the above questions?  

I refer to the first presentation of work as the first read because I do allow them to read the scene with their scripts in hand. However, there should be no confusion. This is not a cold read – a reading of a scene that has not been prepared. That is not the case here at all. The first read is a presentation that totally reflects an understanding of the scene overall and moment-by-moment. I expect my actors to be listening, reacting, and fulfilling their objectives. They should be making discoveries, playing off the new information, and adjusting to their victories and defeats. 

The only significant difference between what is required here, and what will be required for the next time up is the blocking. Your actors can remain seated for the first read, and by doing so will have the burden of acting the scene physically saved for the first time truly up. This lack of blocking, however, does not mean that your students should ignore things that happen physically in the scene. They must accommodate for any physical action that does occur in the scene. Otherwise, their acting choices and use of dialogue will not make sense. 

Before sending your students off to rehearse, just one more thing. Remind them that even though they are doing only one scene from the play, they should not feel any obligation to summarize the whole play in this scene. In other words, their choices for the scene should be no different than if they were doing the whole play. They should not try to make choices to convey information that would have been brought out elsewhere and that may be necessary for our understanding of the overall story. This kind of information can be explained before they begin their scene. They should rehearse the scene making the same choices they would make if they had just completed the previous scene in context and were about to follow the scene they will do with the next. 

More on scene study in the next chapter.

