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LISA EBRIGHT

on the script

10 connect with the audience,

get connected with the play

By Bruce Muller

MOST OF THE TIME when I ask be-

ginning actors about the work they are
doing at any given moment, they want to
tell me about their characters’ feelings.
Does that sound familiar?

Sometimes, even when I'm working
with professional actors—actors who are
capable of producing believable work
any time they pick up a script—they can-
not always account for the choices that
they are making. They are being guided
by their spontaneous emotions and can’t
necessarily connect those emotions with
the script they are working from. This, in
my opinion, does not add up to reliable
craft, and it is not a technique that will
faithfully serve them or the scripts they
are working with.

On the other hand, when actors make
their primary focus what their characters
are doing, rather than what they are feel-
ing, they are more often than not mak-
ing choices based on the script. In those
cases, the audience is likely to be able to
discern what the characters are feeling,
and are far more likely to understand
why those characters do what they do as
the play or film unfolds. That is, of
course, if the actions are well selected
and executed, and if the actions serve
the script. It is only through the appro-
priate and combined actions of the char-
acters in a play that the story laid out in
that script by the playwright can be effec-
tively told.

Gary Sinise as George and John Malkovich as

Lennie in Steppenwolf Theater’s 1980 pro-
duction of Of Mice and Men.

An audience may, for a short time, be
able to appreciate the fact that an actor
can conjure up seemingly real tears and
cry at will, or generate enough anger to
single-handedly destroy a city. But these
emotional displays quickly lose their ap-
peal. The audience grows weary of them
and turns its attention to what’s going
happen next.

The other problem with playing emo-
tions is it often doesn’t communicate
much. An audience can never see di-
rectly into the hearts and minds of a
play’s characters, no matter how con-
nected an actor is. They can only deter-
mine a character’s thoughts and feelings
through what the character does and
says. What an audience wants, what they
have come to the theatre for in the first
place, is the story.

It is an actor’s job, then, to tell sto-
ries, clearly and dramatically and believ-
ably. The best acting always serves the
play. It is not enough that an actor
comes off well to an audience. A good
actor must come to accept his or her re-
sponsibility for bringing to life the work
of the playwright. When the play is wor-
thy, the actor will invariably best serve
himself and the production by paying
close attention to what the playwright
has provided.

The definition of good acting, then,
is acting that is believable and tells the best
possible story while serving the script. This
definition can serve as a compass for you
from here on in—in any acting situation
in which you find yourself—if you let it.
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Serving the script,

and drawing from it

One of the central tenets of this article
and the ones that will follow is the belief
that reliably good acting results from an
active connection between the actor and
his or her source material—the script.
At first, this might seem like a constric-
tion that will compromise your creativity
as an actor, but it will actually have the
opposite effect. By making choices that
come from a logical analysis of the
script, you will enhance your ability to
act effectively. Here’s what I mean.

Suppose I asked you to write an essay.
Any topic, you decide. An open-ended,
unspecific assignment like that is diffi-
cult even for an accomplished writer. No
borders or guidelines have been laid
out, and infinite possibility can easily
lead to stagnation.

But suppose instead I ask you to write
an essay on acting. That would help you
somewhat, because you are no longer
staring at a night sky that seems endless.
Now suppose I ask you to write an essay
on your favorite actor and why he or she
is so. Ideas for your essay are now con-
gealing, and even if the paper has not
begun to write itself, you have a path to
follow.

That’s how it works with acting, too.
Knowing what to do on stage or for the
camera can be as daunting as writing an
essay, if you don’t go into it with a clear-
cut set of parameters. Telling the story
contained in the script gives you such
parameters. In fact when carefully read,
a script is like a blueprint of the build-
ing you must construct, a map of the
journey you must make. The secret is in
learning how to read the blueprint, and
discovering the steps to take to build the
building or make the journey success-
fully. If you are going to act well and de-
pendably, it is your responsibility as an
actor to make choices based on the story
that is told in the script. This article is
devoted to providing you with some ways
to do that.

Conflict

Stories start with conflict, the engine of

drama. Playwrights and screenwriters do
not write with the hope of someday find-
ing their work included in a literary an-
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thology. They write because they want to
see their work produced for the stage or
screen. The better the story, the more
likely it is that their goal will be met. Au-
diences go to the theatre or to the mov-
ies to see a good story.

Any good story starts with a conflict
and it is the conflict that sustains the ac-
tion of a story from the time it is intro-
duced until it is resolved at the end of
the play or movie. Even when characters
seem to be just talking, the good drama-
tist is moving the action of the story for-
ward somehow. That means that conflict
is always present. It is your job to recog-
nize that conflict and use it to propel
the story forward at all times. If there is
no obvious conflict present, then the
more you can create, within the given
framework of character and story, the
more interesting you and the story will
be. When the conflict is clearly appar-
ent, the bigger you can make it, the bet-
ter for the story and for your work. If
you’re working with another actor on
stage or on screen, rest assured that
there is something going on between
your character and that other character,
and whatever it is, it must be related to
the C word.

Consider the first scene in John
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men. Two men,
George and Lennie, make a camp on
the banks of the Salinas River. They
drink from the river. They talk about
where they’ve been and where they're
going. They eat some beans. Lennie,
who has a childlike quality about him,
asks George to retell a familiar story,
and George does.

You might read that scene and de-
scribe the action as (wo people on stage to-
gether, just talking. What’s wrong with this
picture? The word “just” is a giveaway. If
any dramatic description begins with a
minimizing word like “just,” chances are
you’re headed for acting trouble. “Just”
is a problem avoider, and as an actor
you always want there to be a problem
for your character to overcome. That’s
dramatic. That’s the way the writer is
thinking, so if you find a way to mini-
mize his or her craft, then you’re prob-
ably heading in the wrong direction.

Better to think like this: Ak, two people
on stage together, what’s their conflict? If I

find that I find the core of the scene, and I
find something active to play.

Yes, George and Lennie are sitting
around a campfire just talking. Except
they’re not. The good analyzer will
quickly realize that Steinbeck has written
a lot of conflict into the scene. George
and Lennie have had a long and diffi-
cult history together by the time the play
opens. Their history is, in actor terms,
the characters’ given circumstances,
which are revealed in their dialogue.
The audience is hearing this back-
ground information for the first time,
but George and Lennie are well aware of
it. George wants to find peace, and
Lennie wants, in his childlike mind, to
have his every whim satisfied right now.
These are the actions that the actors
playing the characters must focus on.
Lennie is the obstacle to George’s find-
ing peace, and George is the obstacle to
Lennie’s having his desires met. All of
this comes out in the conflict of the
scene if the actors bring to the scene the
build-up of their past experiences to-
gether. Overcoming obstacles provides
conflict when actors playing characters
go after their needs full out, when they
play their individual actions.

Without the conflict in evidence, the
opening scene of Of Mice and Men is
merely exposition, and not dramatically
interesting. With the given circum-
stances acknowledged and used by the
actors at the play’s opening, conflict can
be played out to dramatic effect. As a
result, their characters’ needs (objec-
tives, actions, intentions), and therefore
what they must do to obtain their goals,
become clear, and who they are as char-
acters quickly begins to emerge.

Here is another example that might
be familiar to you. This one is from The
Glass Menagerie—the scene between the
Gentleman Caller and Laura. Is this a
dull scene in which the two characters
discuss old times and Laura shows Jim
her glass collection? Or is it a scene in
which a lonely girl tries to make a con-
nection with the man of her dreams,
convinced that if she fails, it is all over
for her? Is it a scene in which a polite
but disinterested young man passes
some idle time, or one in which he
senses what is at stake for the girl, and



must find a way to extricate himself
from the situation as gently but as
quickly as possible? The difference in
how you as an actor perceive the scene
can mean all the difference in the world
as to how you play it. Even in the per-
ception, the difference in the power of
the story is quite obvious.

It should be coming clear to you now
that while it is the writer’s job to pro-
vide the blueprint for the story, it is
your job to recognize that story and to
flesh it out through the choices you
make and execute as the actor playing
the character. Simply relying on your
instincts will not be enough most of the
time. When the choices are infinite,
reaching into the haystack and grab-
bing a handful of hay is likely not to
produce any needles.

Actions, actions, actions

Even when you correctly decipher the
story you are playing, and choose ac-
tions to execute that will serve it, there
remains the obligation to communicate
that story clearly to an audience. Many
actors, especially film actors, believe
that if they are feeling the scene mo-
ment by moment that those feelings are
being communicated directly and
clearly to the audience. While it is true
that the camera can pick up emotional
nuances that would never be readable
by an audience in the theatre, it is not
necessarily true that the film audience is
picking up all that is intended simply
because the actor is thinking it and feel-
ing it. Nor is it true that what an actor
naturally thinks and feels is what is best
to reveal for the unfolding story.

As an actor you must make choices
objectively and find ways to communi-
cate those choices to the audience. The
primary tool for communicating with an
audience is through the physical actions
you choose to execute, and the manner
in which you execute those choices. An
audience, in spite of what film actors
sometimes think, cannot read minds
and hearts. But they can form an under-
standing of what characters may be
thinking and feeling from the actions
they see characters carrying out, or by
connecting what they see a character do
with what they already know about him

or her. Sometimes actors produce these
clarifying physical actions naturally and
spontaneously, but not always.

You must be willing to inspect and
harvest the physical choices that come
naturally to you, and keep the ones that
work. They may be further amplified
through repetition and rehearsal—
making them more specific while keep-
ing their natural quality. Where no
physical actions naturally spring from
the context intuitively, you must be will-
ing to step outside your subjective, in-
the-moment self and look at the work
from the audience’s perspective. This
will lead you to think of what actions in
the situation might communicate your
character’s thoughts and feelings to the
audience. Then it becomes a matter of
finding effective ways to execute those
choices.

The Lennie who gulps his water
from the creek in the opening scene
from Of Mice and Men is a different
Lennie than the one who carefully dips
in his hand trying to keep his sleeve
from getting wet. The one who angrily
demands that George tell him the story
of the ranch and the rabbits is a differ-
ent man than the one who pleads gen-
tly for the same story. The George who
picks up after himself following his tem-
per tantrum is different from the one
who kicks the garbage viciously out of
the way. The George who invests in the
ranch story and is drawn into it in spite
of himself is a far different George from
the one who completes the story as he
began it, grudgingly. The George and
Lennie who are physically demonstra-
tive of their love for each other are dif-
ferent from the ones who avoid physical
contact.

All of these actions, physical or psy-
chological, either come spontaneously
through the rehearsal process, or have
been invented by the actors to best
serve the story as they perceive it. But
each individual choice in combination
with others makes for a slightly differ-
ent set of moments, and ultimately a
different story being told, inhabited by
characters unique to that specific pro-
duction. The overall blueprint was pro-
vided by the playwright, but that par-
ticular Of Mice and Men will be like no

other. And, one hopes, the combina-
tion of choices that are made for the
production will bring out the
playwright’s story more clearly and
compellingly than any that came before
1t.

Listening and being

in the moment

What I've been discussing here might
be called a thought-to-action approach
to acting. Still, in order to be believable
on stage or on film—that third element
of the definition of good acting—it is
necessary to be available and connected
to your fellow actors at every moment
you are on stage with them. No matter
how brilliant your choices may be, act-
ing in a vacuum will not serve the play,
and will never connect with the audi-
ence. Every carefully thought-out acting
choice must be adjusted to whatever
actually happens around you on stage.
If something fed to you by your acting
partners in performance is different
than it was in rehearsal, you must make
an adjustment. These little notes of
spontaneity and reaction create the illu-
sion of “happening for the first time,”
and give actors the chance to truly live
in the moment. This is one of the rea-
sons why no two performances of a play
are ever quite the same. There is an in-
finite number of ways to tell the story
effectively, but acting without listening
is not one of them.

The biggest difference between the
work of a talented high school actor
and those with a higher level of train-
ing, and the biggest difference between
the best film or stage actors and the
others, is often connected to the ability
to listen. By listening I mean listening
with all your senses. It means reacting
to what is put before you.

The best high school actors are often
those who are deemed to be reliable
performers. “No matter what,” the com-
pliment goes, “Johnny gives it that same
money performance every time he sets
foot on stage!” That’s great, up to a
point. But the fact is that sometimes
this compliment means that in spite of
whatever happens on stage that is new
or different, Johnny will give that same
performance, even if it means ignoring
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the multitude of changes that may oc-
cur from performance to performance.
This concentration on what has been
rehearsed is often admired in high
school, but it becomes an obstacle to
the development of the more sophisti-
cated level of work demanded in the
profession. The best acting does not
seem performed. It seems spontaneous
even when it is well rehearsed. Reacting
in the moment because there is listen-
ing going on is what gives acting the
illusion of spontaneity.

Here’s an example. If you’ve ever
been in an acting class, you’ve probably
noticed how students are often very be-
lievable and exciting on stage when
they are asked to do an improv. They
have this uncanny ability to connect
with their fellow actors and react in the
moment, picking up on every vocal, ver-
bal, and physical cue that comes their
way. They are able to see everything
that we can see and hear from our safe
vantage point in the audience. But
when these same actors are asked to
read from a script, their spontaneity
and their ability to react moment-to-
moment almost completely disappear.
The reason, of course, is that when they
are improvising, they are focused on
the other actors and listening with all of
their senses, but when they are doing
their scripted work, their focus is on the
script and on what they will have to say
next.

In scene study class, I often ask stu-
dent actors to improv a scene they can’t
seem to find the handle on. Invariably,
when they remove themselves from the
obligations of focusing on what they
will say next, they start making many
moment-to-moment discoveries. Very
often these step-by-step discoveries help
the actors find their purpose in the
scene and the story that has been elud-
ing them when they were rehearsing.
Of course, it is also true that when they
attempt to go back to the scene as writ-
ten, they sometimes lose much of what
they had learned in the improv—unless
I force them to focus on each other
rather than on the words they are strug-
gling with. Since plays are not primarily
about the words but rather about the
story being told, the good actor has
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learned that dialogue is no more or less
important than the other tools an actor
must employ in order to effectively tell
the story. Listening on stage is one of
those tools.

Every actor who can read a script effi-
ciently automatically begins to create a
movie in his head about what the scene
will look like and sound like, and about
how each scene should unfold and be
played out. No two actors’ movies will
be alike. When actors come together to
rehearse, they will bring with them all
the homework preparation they have
done on their script. But since no two
actors’ mental movies are alike, each
will have to give up aspects of his or her
own movie and create, through the re-
hearsal process, a new, shared version.
This new version will accommodate the
actual give and take based on the
choices being made by each actor, both
prepared and spontaneous. Eventually,
through the rehearsal process, all pre-
pared choices will be forgotten because
the rehearsal process will have
engrained them into the actor. They’ll
be there, but the actors will no longer
have to think about them. It is then that
actors are fully available to be in the
moment and create the magic that the
best actors create.

In summary then, acting is an amal-
gam of:

® Reading a script and interpreting it
accurately.

® Making choices that are exciting
and believable, and tell the story effec-
tively.

* Executing physically the choices
decided upon so that they are clear and
believable to an audience.

e Listening in the moment to create
the illusion that it all is unfolding for
the first time.

In upcoming articles, we will exam-
ine how these basic tools can be devel-
oped through hard work, common
sense, and an ability to take and use
feedback.

Bruce Miller, author of The Actor as
Storyteller and Head-First Acting, directs
acting programs at the University of Miami.
He’s a regular contributor to Dramatics and
Teaching Theatre.



