Words to Paint a Thousand Pictures

By Bruce Miller

The other day I overheard two Freshman acting students who were not from Miami discussing Hurricane Floyd’s imminent arrival. Here in Miami, it was quickly becoming an almost panic situation, and to these two non-natives, the atmosphere was clearly growing very scary. The pair were talking about death and devastation, and their eyes and body language clearly reflected their fear. Yet, if I had been listening to their dialogue without watching them as well, I frankly would have become bored almost instantly. Their phrasing was flat, the tails of their sentences ended in upward inflections, their choice of words was cliché ridden and delivered for the most part colorlessly, and any potential dramatic progression in their phrasing was interrupted by an infinite number of place-holding “likes” as in, “It’s like getting like really scary around here.”

If the language use I’ve described above sounds familiar to you, then you probably face the same dilemma that so many acting teachers face today - trying to make young actors embrace one their most, if not the most, important tools – the use of language. We have heard over and over again in recent years that the generation we are teaching today is part of a visual rather than aural and oral tradition. They have grown up on movies and computer games, not on books, theatre, and radio. Even the music of the current generation is built as much on the visual aspect provided by MTV videos as it is on the music and lyric itself. In a way, we should be grateful for rap music, even if we hate it, since its core is dependent on a lot of words that must be listened to carefully.

We can rationalize or lament our students’ inability to use language well in their every day life, but what do we do about the fact that they bring this insensitivity to their acting work? In general, today’s students are oblivious to the specific meaning, power, nuance, subtext, and poetry of words as they are used individually and when strung together by the dramatic wordsmith – the playwright. Clearly, for theatre acting this is an untenable situation. Plays, modern or classical, clearly rely primarily on the dialogue the playwright has used to construct the work. This dialogue, even when sounding like ordinary speech has been specifically selected and shaped by its author to produce an effect. Flat reading by actors in a work by Shakespeare will quickly drive an audience toward the exit signs, but even in contemporary writing a student’s inability to color a phrase, or her insistence on using upspeak at a particular dramatic moment can destroy the tension or conflict in a contemporary work as well. So, what do we do? I suggest sensitivity training!

Announcer Training

In the old days, standard procedure for word insensitivity by actors might include reciting poetry aloud – an Emily Dickinson poem or some Robert Frost, for instance. For the less verbally challenged, perhaps a sonnet by Shakespeare or even a short soliloquy by the bard that can be analyzed for its mechanics and figurative language. This approach, no doubt, still works today – if your students truly have the skills to take it on. If your students are like many of mine, however, you might want to try a unit like the one described below before taking on the more traditional approach.

Method

Have your students find a newspaper or magazine ad for a product or service, an ad that when read lasts about thirty seconds will do fine. Assign them to read their ads to the class one at a time. Solicit feedback from the class after each reading is finished. Discuss whether the read ad has been effectively rendered. In other words, does the reading effectively sell the product or service described in the ad? If the class finds that the reading was effective, what were the elements used by the reader that specifically made it so? What elements needed to be improved? If the ad was not effectively rendered, what was lacking in the reading, and why?

Discussion

The first thing your class should consider is the purpose of the ad. The purpose of any ad is to sell the product or service. Another way of saying “to sell” is to make the audience “buy.” In acting terms this is identical to playing an intention or objective. That means that words in the ad should be inflected, shaped, and arranged to help sell that product or service. The task here is not unlike that of the trial lawyer in his summation speech. Which pieces of information that the jury heard over the course of the trial most help the client being defended? It is up to the lawyer to put the available pieces together in such a way that the jury has no choice but to agree with his argument. With an ad, it becomes the actor’s responsibility to find the most sellable points contained therein and emphasize those points in the reading. Examine the following copy.

Your eyes must be lying. That’s what you’ll be thinking the first time you view Apex High Definition TV. A picture so vivid it can’t be a picture. Apex High Definition TV – it doesn’t get any more real than this.

The first question is, of course, which words help sell the product or service the most? They are the words that must be emphasized – if the ad is to be read effectively. The second question is how can you turn the copy into an interesting throughline. As with all well acted material, the actor must find a logical dramatic progression in the delivery to keep the material interesting to the audience. Once your students can isolate the words that sell, deliver them effectively, and put the whole piece together in a dramatically interesting way, they are beginning to get language sensitive. You might want to try a longer, more sophisticated ad, or move on. 

The Children’s Book

Last winter I had the privilege of seeing Wit, the multi-award winning Off-Broadway play, while I was recruiting in New York. At the climax of the play, one of the characters reads The Runaway Bunny by Margaret Wise Brown. That reading turns out to be one of the most moving and memorable theatrical moments I have ever witnessed. The simple poetry and wisdom contained in the words of this children’s classic, a book that I have read countless times to my own daughter, came alive during that reading in a way it had never done before. In part it was the context in which the reading in the play occurred, but there is no doubt that it was also because, though read simply, the actor reading the book made maximum use of what was available to her – the individual words and the arrangement of them.

Method

Ask your students to prepare an oral reading of a short illustrated children’s book for class. Margaret Wise Brown, Maurice Sendak, Eric Carle, P. D. Eastman, and, of course, Dr. Seuss are all very effective sources for this exercise. The reading should not be an excerpt. These illustrated children’s books were meant to be read aloud in their entirety and that’s just what your students should do. 

When each presenter has completed his/her reading to the class, as in the earlier exercise, your students should evaluate what they heard. Discuss whether the reading was effectively rendered. 

· Did the story build effectively toward its climax? Why or why not? 

· Was the word usage colorful? Why or why not? 

· If it was, what was it that the reader did to make it colorful and keep it so? 

· If it was not, what was lacking? If it was at times colorful, but less so at other times, analyze for the difference? 

· Were the repetitions in the story dramatically interesting? 

· Was each repetition different from the previous one? 

· How was each different? 

· Was the difference dramatically effective? 

· Did each repetition help propel the story forward? 

· Did the reader make good use of the humor contained in the book? 

· If so, how was this accomplished? 

· If not, why? 

· How could the reader have made better use of the humor? 

· What about the pictures suggested by the words? 

· Did the word painting by the reader live up to or surpass the mental pictures the audience created for themselves while listening? 

· Did the word paintings live up to or surpass the actual illustrations provided in the book? 

· Did the reader use the important words actively and colorfully? 

· Did the verbs contain action? 

· Were the adjectives specific? 

· Did the reading make the good things sound good and the bad things sound bad? 

· Were the good and bad things referred to specific or generalized? Why? 

· Did the narrator have a personality? 

· Did the narrator have an attitude about the material, about the characters in the story, about the listeners listening? 

All of these things must be considered by the reader, for they are all part of the storyteller’s responsibility. Besides, in a children’s story, all of these issues are, at the least, suggested by the words themselves, and arrangement of them that the author has supplied.

Discussion 

In many picture books for children, the author uses a formula, a formula that is established, built on, and repeated. Even small children pick up on this formula very quickly, as they are intended to, which creates joyful expectation. As the formula is maintained, yet built upon, there is a sense of story progression, of moving toward climax and danger that is simply “exciting.” The excitement comes from the danger and difficulty presented to the reader to execute the escalating formula as well as from the music that the word patterns themselves create. The verbal escalation created is not unlike the excitement created when kids build a skyscraper with blocks. Each additional piece placed on the one before literally heightens the tension and suspense.

The kind of formula described above is used to excellent effect by Dr. Suess in several of his most popular beginners’ reading books -  Green Eggs and Ham, for instance, or in both of his Cat in the Hat books. The list of “do not like them’s” in the former, and his lists of number and letter characters in the latter make for excellent word play combinations of comedy and drama. They also provide actors with a playground for developing their abilities in building dramatic tension vocally, and coloring long lists of nouns and adjectives with specifics that might otherwise become generalized and ineffectual. In summary, most of the picture books that have made it for a generation or more do so because of the word usage that shapes the story contained within its pages. It is the actor’s job to develop what’s provided on the printed page and make it specific at the same time that it is working effectively on the listener’s ear. When your students’ vocal coloring and dynamics can do justice to the words on the printed page, then you might want to try the following exercise.

Pledge of Allegiance

If we were born in this country, most of us learned the Pledge of Allegiance in kindergarten or thereabouts. Most, if not all of the concepts contained therein were probably beyond us at the time, and for many of us, by the time we were old enough to consider what it was we were actually saying, we were already saying the entire thing by rote. For that reason, the Pledge of Allegiance makes an excellent script for the next word sensitivity exercise. 

The Pledge provides several useful challenges for the actor/student who must recite, or, hopefully, more than recite it. First of all, its construction is formal. Most of us would seldom use in normal circumstances phrases like “I pledge allegiance” or “for which it stands.” The pledge also contains several concept words that should conjure up strong connotative pictures and feelings in the speaker. Concept words such as “liberty” and “justice” would, for most people, be filled with meaning when used in the appropriate context. Phrases such as “one nation” and “under God” would, under normal circumstances be filled with feeling as well. That is not the case, however, with the Pledge, since most of us never think about the words when we have occasion to say them at formal gatherings - usually at school functions where we are expected to both pledge our allegiance and sing the National Anthem. Most of us are too busy checking each other out on those occasions to focus on what we are singing and saying. On the rare occasions when we are called upon to make our oaths, in times of national crisis or tragedy, for instance, the word suddenly come into focus and possess a resonance that at most other times simply does not exist. That is what gave me the idea for the exercise that follows.

Method

Round 1

After reciting the Pledge of Allegiance as a group (to get rid of cobwebs and tongue-ties), ask your class to one at a time come in front of the class and recite the pledge individually. Make no instructive comments before or after except for the following one: Simply remind your class before they begin that this is an acting exercise. Give no further statements of process or expectation. Allow each member of the class to perform his/her version of the pledge. After everyone has performed, solicit comments from your students. If your class needs a prompt, you might start with questions like: 

· Which one or ones does/do you remember best? Why? 

· What about each of them was memorable, effective, or noteworthy? Why? 

If you guide your class gently along, before much time passes, they will be talking in terms of dramatic throughline, commitment, high stakes, specificity, and use of language. 

Discussion

The critical element you will want to get back to in your follow-up discussion is the fact that you reminded them at the beginning of the exercise that this was about acting, not about reciting. The point here is that anytime students in an acting class are asked to engage in an exercise, they should be considering the fact that good acting always entails believability in combination with telling the best possible story and serving the script. If they simply recited, they have left out the acting headwork – always essential in any acting situation.

In the first round your students have been put in a difficult acting scenario. Because you have introduced no given circumstance to focus their thinking as actors, many in your class will probably flounder when left to their own devices. They will not think about what you are asking them to do, and, as a result, will probably come up with little that is dramatically effective. In other words, they will merely recite the words. Your more savvy students, even if they don’t come up with a specific context to play out, will use the other acting tools available to them, and, since there are no given circumstances, that means they will focus on the words of the script themselves. 

In all likelihood, the pieces that are singled out as the more memorable ones will be the ones where the words are colored with specificity and spoken with some sense of personalization by the speaker. Some of the other noteworthy ones may be ones where the students have taken on a persona other than their own in order to be interesting to the audience. If that is the case, your discussion should focus on whether the character choice and the script recited were connected, and whether those two elements worked together to produce a coherent and meaningful dramatic throughline. In other words, did the script and characterization work together to make a clear and interesting story? Or was the reading simply a manifestation of actor discomfort at having to go to the front of the room and recite? It is important to keep instilling in the minds of your students that the purpose of any choices they make should be to serve and contribute to a story being created or interpreted. Their purpose should never be to show themselves off, to simply perform in an entertaining fashion, or to use the script as a distraction from their personal discomfort. Once they can make choices that are committed to and amplify the words they are saying, they are ready to take on the next round.

Round Two

Method

In this round of the game, it’s time to add given circumstances – the who, what, when, and where that can double the resonance to the words your actors must say as characters. Before beginning this round, you might remind the class about what they learned in the last round. Feel free to make up your own situations, but I have found the one I am about to tell you about is consistently effective. In my scenario the stakes are high, the scene is climactic, and the group atmosphere is such that your students will probably be able to feed off of each other’s concentration and commitment. If you begin with your own scenario, your requirements of it should probably be similar to the one I have just described.

All right, here is my scenario. What would happen if you informed your class that they must improvise a scene in which you are their teacher in the last session of a citizenship-training course? They must all select a country to hale from, decide how old they are, and formulate the background that brought them to this moment in time. They should consider specifically their attitude about this country, their former country, their goals, dreams, etc. Once they have thought through their given circumstances, they should think about the script (in this case the Pledge of Allegiance), and how the words therein can be used to suggest all their created background information in the strongest way possible. Obviously, not everything from their fictional background can be used directly while reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, but none of the contents of the pledge should be delivered without due consideration. 

You might want to make the given circumstances a prepared homework assignment to be done in writing before you attempt the exercise in class. This will better insure that your students will actually do some thinking on the subject, rather than simply making on the spot arbitrary choice that are less than dramatically effective. Be sure to tell your students that the choices they come up with regarding their characters’ background should be choices that can be translated into acting choices when they actually do the assignment in class.

When it is time to actually begin the exercise in class, role-play your part to the hilt. You might begin with something like:

Good evening class. It is with great pride that I welcome you to the last class session we have together before your citizenship examination. You have worked long and hard to get to this point, and each and every one of you has made great sacrifices to get where you are today. As I look around the room, it fills me with joy that we have shared this time together. I know that each of you will continue to make a wonderful contribution to your newly chosen homeland, and I am honored to be sharing this time with you. Will you join me now in the saying of the Pledge of Allegiance one last time before we say good-by?

You get the idea. The point is to put your students in the frame of mind that an immigrant might have at this particular moment. Then have your class recite together and see what happens. You can end the improvisation immediately after the pledge, you can continue the improv and simply see what happens, or you could do some side coaching to keep the improv going in the right direction. When you decide it is time to end the improvisation, discuss what the class saw and heard. Try to distill from your class what worked best. 

Discussion

Obviously, if your class is all pledging at the same time, their commentary and analysis will, for the most part, focus on their own recitation. But if the set-up is effective, most, if not all of your students will have found at least some moments where the words and feelings link together with specificity for the characters they are playing. In addition, many acting lightbulbs will probably go off for them. You should get them to articulate as clearly as possible how the spoken words were different for them this time. You might want to discuss how a recited pledge might be different now, even if they recited it only as themselves. In all probability, they will have discovered both a deeper meaning and corresponding feelings about all the words they will have been saying, and certainly the concept words will now carry far more amplitude than they did before.

Later Rounds

Method

As a follow-up to the exercise described above, I usually do a “close-up” round next. I ask each member of the class to act the pledge again one at a time, as if they were doing the movie close-up of the previous group scene. How much of what they were able to do as part of an ensemble can each of them retain when asked to repeat their work individually? If they were able to articulate what they did in the group ensemble, then at least part of what they did in the earlier exercise should now be tangible and somewhat repeatable. The results are often surprisingly effective.

If you find that the exercise as described above has been valuable, and want to continue along the same lines, here is a list of other scenarios that you might find equally effective.

A group of reuniting World War II Vets

A group of Viet Nam Vets

A Boy or Girl Scout Troop

A group of 1st graders

Member of an anti-government militant group

Members of the KKK

A disenfranchised minority group

A white supremacy group

If your students come up with specific background choices as they did with the citizenship class, the results should be interesting and compelling, and the words used should create pictures for the audience that are both specific and filled. By the time you have finished the group of exercises described above, your students’ words should be conjuring, even if not quite a thousand pictures, then certainly pictures with a lot more colors than they had been previously painting. Hopefully, they will have also absorbed how important to any dramatic situation the effective use of a playwright’s words can be.
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