Tools for Making the Work Specific, Believable, and Real

Relationship, Location, and the Physical Self

Those given circumstances – the who, what, when, and where - of any acting situation help actors narrow down the infinite number of choices available to them at any given moment of their stage life. This, in turn, allows them to begin to zero in on the acting obligations they must fulfill. But to a young or inexperienced actor, even this distilling process may yet leave far too many possibilities to see clearly the best dramatic road to travel on. As I have pointed out many times earlier in this text, it is the choices that our students make,  choices that are dramatically effective and that best serve the story being told, that turn them into the best kind of actors – actors that well serve the playwright’s script.

In earlier exercises, we have explored how using given circumstances can help an actor bring into focus the essentials of a dramatic scene. Now it is time to introduce three more tools that can help your actors isolate and employ essentials that can help make their scenes work more effectively, and probably deepen the work they will be creating. 

Acting with the Physical Self

Using Prop and Your Body to Tell the Story

I often hear my conservatory actors discussing the youth oriented dramatic shows they watch on television, and what they say about the acting on those shows is often very critical indeed. They complain vehemently about the work they see on Felicity and on Party of Five, and reserve their very special venom for the less well acted shows like 90210. Often, it is the writing or the life choices of the characters, rather than the acting itself, that my students are finding fault with. At other times it is the upspeak delivery (Valley Talk) or flatness in the vocal choices of the TV performers that grates on my young actor/critics. But I have never heard any of my students complain that they don’t believe the physicalization of the actors they are so critical of. In movies and film, as we all know, it is very much what the actor does rather than what he/she says that counts. Yet, ironically, many of my own actors have difficulty doing the simplest physical things on stage in a believable manner without a lot of prompting or re-rehearsing.

In the last several years, I have noticed a significant increase in the number of students who are unable to say lines and do things with their bodies in an integrated way. For some of my actors this results in an inability to deliver lines in a consistently believable manner - because they haven’t discovered the action that motivates the saying of those lines. These actors find themselves forced into arbitrarily trying to discover a reading that works. They are handicapped because they are acting only from the neck up. For others, this same lack of integration between the neck up and the neck down results in acting self-sabotage. For them, believable line readings are sometimes destroyed by the fact that what they do from the neck down is far less convincing than the verbal delivery from above.

More significantly, I have noticed that an increasing number of students are entering our program totally oblivious to the fact that what they do physically during a scene is every bit as important a tool for telling the story as the written dialogue. They fail to understand that physicalization is part of the actor’s toolkit, and that by consciously choosing effective movement, gesture, and business, they could both reveal character and carve out wonderful moments in an ongoing throughline.  Sadly, this physical perspective on acting is totally alien to their way of thinking – at least at the time they enter our program. Fortunately, once they are exposed to thinking in terms of physicalization, they immediately grasp its importance and usefulness.  But for many students, it remains hard to come up with the physical actions that might very well solve their acting problems, and, for some, even harder to execute these choices in a believable manner.

So what follows is a sequence of exercises that require students to think about telling their stories in terms of the physicalization they employ. First and foremost, these exercises require students to think about their blocking – their chosen movements on stage, the gestures they use to communicate their stories, and the business they must create to keep their stories believable and clear. Secondly, through the physical use of props, your students will discover that their acting can be made clearer and more specific, and at times, more emotionally involved - because the connection they make between themselves and the props they work with often leads directly to such a result.

Let’s start this sequence with an introduction to the use and power of props.

Hug a Pillow/Mug a Pillow

Purpose

This exercise is intended to demonstrate to your student actors that a physical action applied to a prop can both let the audience know what a character on stage is thinking and feeling, as well as help create those feelings in the actor executing that action. Further, the feelings generated are invariably more believable, more heartfelt, and more connected with the ongoing action of the scene than when an actor tries to conjure feeling directly. Your students should also learn that dialogue is not a province of its own separate from the physical action of a scene, but, rather, is a partner to the action, connected by and to it through the given circumstances of the story being told.

Method

Round One

Ask your students to bring in a pillow or stuffed animal from home. The pillow or animal brought in should be on the sturdy side and in good shape, as you will come to understand in a few moments. If it’s a stuffed animal or pillow that has personal meaning to your actors, all the better.  At the time you begin, you may want to go around the room and allow each of your students to describe the connection or relationship they have with the stuffed partner they have brought with them. You might get responses like “it’s the pillow I’ve slept on since I was four,” or “this is the stuffed animal my late grandma gave me and I’ve been sleeping with it since I was a little kid.” When your students have comfortably adapted to the presence of their own prop and are comfortable with seeing everyone else with theirs, you are ready to begin. 

Ask your students to hug their prop, really hug it with commitment. Make sure they all fulfill this obligation. It may require, especially for the guys, several attempts. When everyone has fully committed to the activity and is satisfied with what they have done, discuss the results with your class. Expect that several of your students will report surprising reactions.

Discussion

When your students are discussing the history of their pillow or stuffed animal before the first round begins, you may notice a physical connectedness between your students and their prop as they speak. A way of looking at the object as they speak, a particular kind of touching as a personal history is revealed may make clear that there is genuine affection between the speaker and his/her object. You may want to try to make your students aware of this phenomenon and have them pay particular attention for these telling gestures – gestures that contribute to making clear the relationship between each speaker and his/her inanimate companions. This will help your students come to realize how important physical work can be to their acting.

Once the exercise begins, it should become instantly clear to your actors how much emotional power can be contained in a committed physical gesture like hugging. Most of your students will probably be able to report that hugging their prop with commitment produced a spontaneous and strong emotional return in them. If your class is mature enough to handle it, you may want to have them try some person-to-person hugging as well. It will quickly tune them in to the power of full commitment to physical action on stage. Remind them how often in their acting, they choose to act a hug rather than actually doing it, how often they act reading a book rather than really reading, how often they act looking for something rather than really looking. This is an incredibly important message to get across.

Round Two

In this round, ask your students to pound their pillows or stuffed animals with their fisted hand. Really pound them with commitment. Make sure each of your students is at a safe distance from the others so only the pillows are the recipients of any fists of fury. It may be a good idea to have your students on their knees with their props on the floor to insure accuracy and strength of delivery. As your students are pounding, you may want to coach them by telling them to really hate their pillows, really want to hurt their pillows badly. Again when you are sure there has been full commitment, end the activity. This time you will no doubt find that the boys have less trouble committing to the exercise. When the room has settled down and the heart-rates are once again approaching normal, begin a discussion on what your students observed during the activity and what conclusions might be drawn from their shared observations.

Discussion

Anger is an emotion that is almost always connected with some kind of physical action. The very nature of anger demands a physical outlet. Trying to conjure anger in the abstract, or any other emotion, for that matter, is infinitely harder for most actors than finding the action that conjures up that emotion. Besides, abstract emotion does not forward the story being told. But an action that serves the forward motion of the script that has an emotion attached to it invariably makes clear the work being done in a context, and invariably makes the work exciting for the audience as well. You may want to sidebar your discussion to other physical actions that clearly, specifically, and dramatically communicate anger in a storytelling context. You may also want to try some. It will make for an exciting and informative class.

Round Three

This time ask your students to “caress” their pillows or stuffed animals. You’ll probably need to give your class a pep talk before hand. Loaded words like “caress” can spell danger to the less mature actors in your class, and for them, the desire to keep away from anything approaching real commitment to the activity will be strong. It becomes your responsibility to make sure that before beginning everyone is on board, or that those who cannot seriously make and fulfill the commitment, sit this one out. Otherwise, the disruption during the exercise will prevent your other actors from getting the maximum benefit from engaging in the activity. 

When the exercise has begun, as with the previous exercise, you may want to coach from the side by encouraging your students to imagine someone they love and pretend that the prop is actually that person. Remind your students that the receiver of a caress need not be a lover if that is too much for them to handle. A caress can be given to any loved one – a parent, a sibling, a friend - in the right situation. Who is receiving the caress might, in turn, affect the manner of the caress as well as the location that is being caressed. A caress to the cheek of your daughter may be different than a caress to the cheek of your girlfriend. A caress of an arm, on the other hand, may be executed differently than a caress to a neck, etc. Different types of actions might be associated with different parts of the body. Suggest to your students that if they imagine a specific situation as well as the specific reason for the caress, their work is liable be more connected and full. Also suggest that they arbitrarily change the manner in which the stroking occurs and observe what differences result, if any. Keep reminding your students to make mental notes as they work, about what they are thinking and feeling.  As in the previous exercises, discuss their observations and help them draw conclusions about what they observed.

Discussion

This round is really about reintroducing the concept of choice and specificity. In the earlier rounds, your students should have already discovered the power of committing physically to an action. But now, rather than simply coming up with and committing to that action, they are being asked to select a way of executing that action that tells much more specifically what a character is thinking and/or feeling. It should also tell an audience something more specific about the nature of the relationship between the character and his/her prop. Too often actors, and especially beginning actors, rely on the first choice that intuitively comes to mind or body, and if they are given no negative feedback on this perfunctory choice, that is the choice that will remain throughout the rehearsal process. This round of the exercises should focus your students’ attention on the fact that choices can be defined and refined so specifically that they can truly become artistic contributions to the work. Not every choice, you can help them come to realize, is a result of divine inspiration. On the contrary, art is often the result of that magical collaboration between craft and spontaneous in-the-moment emotional interplay.

Round Four

In this round you will ask your students to return to the caress of the previous exercise. Only this time before beginning, ask them to fully imagine a specific set of circumstances for the activity – who they are, who the pillow is, the location of the activity, the time, etc. All of this information should be very specific for them before they begin. As the exercise unfolds, keep reminding your students to be specific, not only in the manner of caressing, but also in the location that is touched. A caress of the cheek may be different than a caress of the forehead or arm, for instance, and, as mentioned in the last round, a caress takes on a different quality depending the relationship between the characters, and when and where the action happens. 

When your students have finished the activity, ask them to completely change the given circumstances they are working with. After several changes in the given circumstances, stop the activity and, as in previous rounds, discuss the observations and draw conclusions about what your students experienced. This exercise can be repeated with the hugging and the punching actions as well.

Discussion

This round is a further refinement of the work begun in Round Three. In this round, because you are setting up the parameters beforehand, your students must think about a lot of things before they can determine how they will carry out their assigned physical action. Each of the w’s in the given circumstances can and should have a profound influence on the ultimate choices being made. Is it a caress in the dark or light, in the bedroom or the public library, by fifteen-year-olds or fifty year olds, etc.? The more specific your actors can make their choices, the more telling the executed choices will be, for them and for the audience. It is important for you to make your students understand that by narrowing down the categories of choices available to them, they are creating an environment that will better allow them to recognize or discover that best possible choice. This choice may be planned or spontaneous, but by narrowing down the possibilities they insure that the choice will appear. 

Round Five

For this exercise, ask your students to repeat the first three rounds of the pillow exercise listed above (the hugging, punching, and caressing without and then with the given circumstances) with one additional requirement. This time while engaging in each activity, have your students recite a nursery rhyme as if they were saying the rhyme to the pillow or stuffed animal. Instruct your students not to worry about the recitation or the words per se; instead they should focus on their action and their reason for engaging in the action. When all of the actions have been completed, you should once again direct a discussion, focusing on the interconnectedness of words and action during the exercises.

Discussion

The addition of dialogue in this round points up a very important concept. Plays and scenes are not about dialogue, they are about the story being told. Dialogue is a tool for telling the story, and is no more or less important than other story telling tools the playwright may use at any particular time. Hugging, pounding, and caressing are all strong actions, and when a character on stage is doing any one of those activities, chances are the dialogue falls behind those actions in terms of storytelling power and focus. 

Your student actors should find that their nursery rhymes are shaped more by the wake of the physical action being executed than by the content of the words themselves - because the dialogue they must deliver is less dramatically important in the context of the story than the action is. On the other hand, they will probably also discover that saying dialogue while committing to an action directed at an object (or person) gives the words a power and an immediacy – in accordance with the action being executed and the need being pursued. This need will come out through the dialogue more strongly, more specifically, and more spontaneously than when the words are considered separate from the action taking place. In other words, the nursery rhyme will be enriched by the context of the scene as well as the subtext that the given circumstances have provided. This is an enormously important concept – a concept essential for understanding how a scene works when reading it on the page, and making the choices that will eventually bring the scene to life on the stage.

 Conclusions

The exercises above are not meant to suggest that any time your students want to make a strong moment or scene they should run for the pillow. The objects your actors eventually choose for a scene must be organic to the work they are developing and to the script it draws from. But there can be no doubt that when actors use the props available to them with commitment and in a well thought out fashion, their use can complement, add to, and help to reveal the story that is unfolding as well as reveal important character information.

In the exercises described above the prop pillow really served as a substitute for other things most of the time. But even though the hugging, caressing, and punching was not about the stuffed animals or pillows per se, the specificity your students brought to their props helped make their acting both clear and exciting. 

Now here are some additional exercises that employ the concepts introduced above, but require your students to use their props directly. For these, your actors will need the same kind of commitment and specificity about the props they select that they gave to their pillows in the previous exercise. In addition their selected actions will need to communicate who they are while at the same time tell their stories - just as they did in the later rounds of the above sequence.

Props and Common Senses

Purpose

Business, any ongoing activity that actors engage in during the course of a scene, often entails the use of a prop. Creating believable business on stage can be more difficult than it appears, especially for today’s “from the neck up” actors. But, in spite of the difficulty your students may have with business during scene work, its mastery can add enormously to the believability and interest factor of what they do on stage. The purpose of this exercise then is to get your students to tell a compelling story while using a prop. The exercise requires your students to think in terms of a sensory perception that can be communicated to an audience only through selected physical actions.

Method

1.Have your students select a piece of business from the list below, and then create a one-minute exercise in which they tell a story that involves one or more of their senses.

Drinking liquor

Drinking a soft drink

Eating a particular food

Eating a meal

Smelling something foul

Smelling something pleasant

Touching something that is sore

Touching something that feels good

Looking through a telescope, microscope, binoculars

Listening to something through headphones, through a wall

2. Have your students repeat their exercise after getting feedback from the class and reworking their piece to include criticism and suggestions. They should try to get even more specific about the details of their choices. Have the class compose a list of detail questions that can be used by each actor to make their exercise as specific as possible.

Discussion

Your students will be amazed at how the attention to detail in planning and execution of this exercise will improve and deepen what they do and what they feel. The more detail that actors provide themselves with, the more specific and clear the results. Is the apple they choose to eat mushy or hard, sweet or sour, big or small, etc.? How do they feel about apples? Do they like them, hate them, or love them. Are they hungry, or not? You get the idea. Your students should find that this attention to detail stimulates real feeling in them, and their truthful behavior should result in an exciting pieces of work for them and for the audience watching.

Character Business

Purpose

This last exercise is one that will allow your students to apply what they have learned about props and business to an actual character from a play they have been studying. The choices they will make for this exercise will need to be connected with what they know about the character based on their reading, and must be supported or implied by the script. The unspoken scene should somehow illuminate the character being portrayed while being consistent with the story as written.

Method

Ask your students to create a one-minute silent scene based on a character and prop from the list below, or from other suggestions you may offer. The story your students create should be consistent with the given circumstances of the play, the scene, and the character. Make sure your students have carefully read the play they select, and have paid particular attention to the scene that has inspired this new addition. Your students should write up a detailed score that breaks down all the physical actions they will execute during the exercise in chronological order. This will help them build a scene that has a beginning, middle, and end. It will also ensure that the story being told is clear and interesting. The scene should be well rehearsed before it is presented in class.

Laura, The Glass Menagerie, a glass animal

Elizabeth, The Crucible, a poppet

Abigail, The Crucible, a poppet

Macbeth, Macbeth, a dagger

Lady Macbeth, Macbeth, a dagger

Juliet, Romeo and Juliet, a vial of poison

Romeo, Romeo and Juliet, a vial of poison or sleeping potion

Blanche, A Streetcar Named Desire, a tiara

Jerry, A Zoo Story, a knife

Peter, A Zoo Story, a knife

Willy, Death of a Salesman, a rubber hose

Kate, Death of a Salesman, a rubber hose

Biff, Death of a Salesman, a rubber hose

Othello, Othello, a handkerchief

Desdemona, Othello, a handkerchief

Iago, Othello, a handkerchief

Discussion

After each presentation, the class should discuss all aspects of the performance. Was it believable, interesting? Did it make clear some new elements of character, or specifically bring out traits that were already known but not previously seen in the play as written? What new elements of character were demonstrated? How was this accomplished, etc.? What things were not clear? Could be improved? Suggestions for doing so. Other?

Conclusions

If the actions your students selected and executed were consistent with the characters they were playing, those actions probably helped make the overall story clearer and revealed new aspects about their chosen characters as well. Further, the use of props probably helped connect your students with one or more of their primary senses in a way that imagination alone probably would not. 

Hopefully, this sequence of exercises made your students more aware of the fact that props can stimulate emotion as well as the senses. In turn, this stimulation will often result in exciting and believable acting choices that are both specific, and unexpected – adjectives guaranteed to generate interesting actors telling interesting stories - stories that well serve and enhance the plays they are working on. This of course is the primary obligation of all good actors.

