Unit 2 Notes:

Acting:  Preparation
If you are new to theatre, acting may appear easy, but creating a believable character is hard work.  You need to tap into the best of your physical, intellectual, and emotional resources.  The payoff for your preparation comes when you and the audience connect in a performance.

The Characterization Process.  Whether you are creating a wholly new character or portraying a scripted character in a play, the characterization process is essentially the same.  That process is a combination of making observations, drawing upon your experience, and tapping into your imagination.  Through these actions you come to understand a character and seek to express that character through the use of your body and your voice.

Observation.  Observing other people and the world around you provides an endless source of inspiration for characterization.  Become a sponge, absorbing all you encounter.  Take notes and make sketches in a notebook.  Store your impressions in your memory too, where you can call upon them for future reference.

Use all your senses.  To be thorough, effective observer, you must use all your senses and notice the details as well as the big picture:  the still silhouette of a bird perched on a wire over a busy intersection; the persistent hissing of an old radiator in a corner of your grandmother’s cozy house; the warm, buttery crunch of popcorn in the in the magical atmosphere of the movie theatre.

Take another look.  Look at new things and re-examine what is familiar.  Go window shopping at stores that carry items you have never really looked at before.  Sketch or describe in detail items that you use every day, such as your toothbrush or your pillow.  Look at things differently by altering your normal routines and habits—take a new route, start at a different time, try walking instead of riding, go outside in all kinds of weather.

Become a people watcher.  Wherever you go, listen to the way people talk, watch how they move and interact with others, and reflect upon what they might be thinking.  Study their faces and facial expressions.  Note the way they wear their hair and the manner in which they dress.  Speculate on where they live, what they do for a living, and what their attitudes are on various subjects.

(Exercises 1-3, Unit 2)

Experience

As an actor, you should collect a variety of life experiences.  You can then use these experiences as a resource to create interesting characters.  To broaden your scope of experience, challenge yourself with the following activities:  (all of the following are outside the classroom research activities)

· Go to events that you ordinarily wouldn’t attend

· Talk to people you have never talked to before

· Get to know people who are very different from you in age, background, or outlook

· Leave your neighborhood and see how other people live

· Do something alone and away from your normal group of friends at least once a week

· Spend 20 minutes a day reading a newspaper

· Watch television shows about foreign countries or historical figures

· Watch a wide variety of movies, including those you wouldn’t normally watch

· Read as many plays as you can

· Read novels with interesting, detailed characterizations

What you learn from broadening your scope of experience can also be used to interpret characters that live within the framework of plays.  For example, if you are cast as a character in The Music Man by Meredith Wilson, you will better understand the desires and frustrations of the characters in that musical if you have played an instrument or seen a marching band.  Awareness of the challenges faced by those with sight and hearing impairments will help you understand the struggles and triumphs of Helen Keller and Annie Sullivan in William Gibson’s The Miracle Worker.

Sense Memory

The way a character reacts to an object or setting reveals something about the character.  As an actor, you will frequently need to ask yourself, “What can my character see, hear, taste, smell, or touch in this situation?  How should my character react to what I sense?”  A script provides some of this information, but you may have to determine if the object or setting is familiar or unfamiliar to your character, pleasant or unpleasant, and so on.  You may also need to fill in the gaps that the set does not provide; that is, although you may be able to interact with props and scenery and react to lighting and sound, you will have to rely on your sense memory to supply any missing sensory stimuli that can’t be reproduced onstage.


Your sense memory is your memory of sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and textures.  Using sense memory, you can mentally transport yourself to a different situation so that you can act as though you were genuinely there.  It’s a tool that helps you define a character in a certain situation.


To access and apply your sense memory, ask yourself questions such as the following:

Using Sense Memory

· Have I ever been in a situation like this or one similar to it?

· What did I see, hear, smell, taste, and touch during that experience?

· How did I react to what I sense and what specific actions did I take?

· How can I recall those reactions, and which of those actions can I use to portray my character effectively in this situation?

Emotional Memory

Emotions are basic building blocks for characterization.  Through empathy (emotional indentification) with your character, you gain understanding of that character.  You can do this by using emotional memory, the technique of calling upon memories of your own emotions to understand the emotions of a character.  Remember, however, that you can’t stop at understanding your character’s emotions; you must be able to express them clearly with your body and your voice.  Only by expressing your character’s emotions can you also gain the empathy of the audience, which makes your character more interesting to them.


To generate and express the emotions of your character in a situation, ask yourself questions such as the following:

Using Emotional Memory

· Have I ever experienced emotions like those my character is experiencing?

· What was my circumstances?

· What did I feel?

· What specific actions did I take?

· How can I recall those emotions in this situation, and which of those actions can I use to portray my character effectively in this situation?

Action-Generated Emotion

The technique of emotional memory is an “inside-out” approach to expressing emotions.  You can also employ an “outside-in” approach to generate emotions in yourself that will help you express your character’s emotions, you can sometimes generate those emotions in yourself.  The approach is most effective when you can apply actions you have actually observed in people experiencing the target emotion.

To apply the technique of using action to generate emotion, ask yourself some of the following questions:

Using Action to Generate Emotion (Exercise 4—Unit 2)
· Have I ever seen a person acting as if he or she were experiencing the emotions my character is experiencing?

· What is that person’s circumstance?

· What specific actions did that person take?

· Which of those actions can I use to portray my character effectively in this situation?

Then perform the actions and ask yourself the following question:

· Did performing these actions make me experience the emotions my character is experiencing?

Imagination (Exercises 5 & 6—Unit 2)
Onstage your imagination helps you create another reality for yourself.  Your are speaking the words and performing the actions of someone you have never met, someone who lives I a place that may or may not exist.  Your mind must often fill in the details to make the scene genuine to you and your audience.

Your imagination is like a muscle; the more you exercise it, the more effective it becomes.

Motivation and Behavior

The behavior of an actor onstage should never be arbitrary.  Whether you are a character in an improvisation or a scripted play, your character needs a motivation, or clear reason, to do or say anything.  Your motivation determines you objectives, your goals or intentions.  A character generally has an overall objective as well as objectives for each scene.  The objectives may be outlined in a script, may be supplied by a, or may come from your understanding of your character.


In many situations, there is something that stands between you and the achievement of your goal, something that is preventing you from meeting your objective.  This is known as an obstacle.  Obstacles create the conflict in a story.  Characters generally develop a strategy to overcome an obstacle.  The outcome of a conflict is the result of action taken by the characters to overcome their obstacles and achieve their objectives.  The consequences of the outcome are known as the stakes.

· Motivation:  why am I doing what I am doing?

· Objective:  what do I want to do?

· Obstacle:  who or what is preventing me from doing it?

· Strategy:  what am I going to do about it?

· Action:  How am I going to do this?

· Stakes:  what do I stand to gain or lose?

· Outcome:  what is the result of my actions?


See supplemental scripts:  Odysseus and the Cyclops

After reviewing the script…

Here is how you might break down the scene:

· Motivation—we are in danger of being eaten alive

· Objective—Escape from the cave

· Obstacles—The Cyclops; the stone blocking the cave entrance

· Strategy—Disable the Cyclops

· Action—Drug  and blind the Cyclops

· Stakes—Freedom or horrible death

· Outcome—Successfully crippled the Cyclops, improving our chances of escape

Creating Specific Characters

You are now ready to begin working with specific characters in a script.  You will need to develop your character from a script using the skills you have just learned, plus some new ones.

Background and Status Quo

Your background influences what you do, what you think about things, and how you express your emotions.  Very often, present behavior is determined by events of the past.  Determining your character’s background and status quo (present circumstances) will affect how you develop your character onstage.  Some information is provided in your script; for example, what the playwright says about you, what you say about yourself, and what other characters say about you.  Some information must be contributed by you from your observations, experience, and imagination.  Imagine that you are your character and answer questions such as those in the list (See character questions, etc.)

Character Movement

The manner in which your character moves is one of the most important aspects of characterization.  Entire characters have been built around a characteristic gesture, or master gesture.  Most characters lead with the parts of their bodies that reflect their nature.  This is known as a leading center.  A sensual character might lead with her hips or shoulders; a nosy character may lead with his nose.  Before determining a master gesture or leading center, however, consult the script.  Find out what the playwright says about your character’s body and the way you move as well as what your character and other characters say about your character’s body.  Then ask yourself the questions such as those from the list (See character questions—Character movement)

Character Voice

Approach developing your character’s voice using the same methods you have used for developing the rest of the role.  First look in the script for answers to questions such as “What does the playwright say about my voice?” and “What do I or other characters say about it?”  Then ask yourself questions such as those from the list. (See character questions—Character Voice)

Motivation and Behavior

You may have noticed that several of the questions posed for determining your status quo are the same questions you can use to determine your motivation and behavior.  This is because your status quo—and your background—will influence your motivation and behavior throughout a play.  You will need to determine your objectives, obstacles, strategies, actions, stakes, and outcome for each scene in which your character appears.  Write them in the margins of your script or in your notebook so you can refer to them in rehearsal.

Subtext

People do not always say what they mean.  Information that is implied but not stated by a character is the subtext.  The subtext may be thoughts or actions of a character that do not express the same meaning as the spoken words.  The subtext may also reveal how a character’s background influences that character’s thoughts and actions.

You can use what you have concluded to be your character’s subtext to determine your actions and emotional responses to what other characters say.  Sometimes your character’s reaction to another character’s line is set up to reveal the subtest of that line.  The playwright knows that at times the audience needs a clear indication of the subtext to understand the meaning of the play.

Thus, by “reading between the lines” you can discover the subtext that impacts the action of a scene.  Make notes in your script about subtext—especially when it differs dramatically from what is written in the script.

Revisit the script for Odysseus and the Cyclops.  You analyzed Odysseus’s motivation and behavior in this scene earlier.  This time, look at the possible subtext for Odysseus and the Cyclops and how an actor’s  actions and inflections can reveal a character’s subtext.  (See Supplemental scripts—Odysseus and Cyclops—Subtext)

Stage Movement Basics

Once you have developed a character, you need to be able to move your character effectively around the performance space.  Movements onstage consists of a few basic actions: entering, exiting, standing, sitting, reclining, gesturing, turning, stopping, and crossing—or moving from one place to another.

To master the craft of acting and, ultimately, to connect with the audience, you need to learn some guidelines for stage movement.  Keep in mind that these are only guidelines; your director or the needs of your character may require you to ignore them.

Body Positions

As you prepare for work onstage, you will come to realize the importance of how your body is positioned in relations to the audience.  This is especially challenging on a proscenium stage, where a specific terminology is used to identify conventional body positions.

Insert body positions image here

Opening to an Audience (Exercise 7, Unit 2)
In any performance space, you should try to keep your face and the front of your body visible to the audience as much as possible.  This is called opening to the audience.  On arena and thrust stages, the challenge is to shift your position frequently so that you are occasionally open to everyone in the audience.  To keep open on a proscenium stage, you can follow the conventions that follow.

Keeping Open On A Proscenium stage 

· Sitting: If you are sitting in profile, keep open by using the one-quarter position, especially if you are delivering lines.

· Standing: Use the full front, one-quarter right, or one-quarter left position.

· Gesturing or handling a prop: While gesturing or handling a prop, use your upstage hand.

· Turning: Turn in the direction of your downstage hand.

· Moving right or left: Move right by leading with your right foot.  Move left by leading with your left foot.

· Crossing: Make crosses upstage in an upstage arc.  Make crosses downstage in a downstage arc.  Make crosses directly across the stage in a slight upstage arc.

· Entering: Enter the stage leading with your upstage foot.

· Entering or exiting through doorways: Open a door with your upstage hand.  As you go through the doorway, pull the door behind you and switch hands, closing it with your other hand.

Insert Crossing on a proscenium stage image here

Dominant Stage Areas and Positions

Awareness of your position relative to other actors onstage is just as important as awareness of your position relative to the audience.  The most dominant positions onstage are usually those that are the most open, such as full front.  Certain stage areas also have dominance: center and downstage positions are strongest.  A character framed by a doorway, window, or archway is also in a dominant position, as are those who are positioned at a higher level than others.  When you are playing a scene, be conscious of what your position implies about your importance in the scene and about your relationship with the other actors.

Sharing the Stage Focus (Exercise 8, unit 2)

One position commonly used for brief scenes between two actors onstage is the shared position in which one actor mirrors another actor’s body position—usually at a one-quarter position.  Both actors should be about the same distance from the audience, not one upstage of the other.  When one actor is upstage of another on a proscenium stage, it is called upstaging.  Upstaging forces the downstage actor to turn away from the audience to communicate with the upstage actor.

In terms of stage movement, the focus is the intended point of interest onstage.  Directors coach actors in their line delivery and movement based in part on the knowledge that the audience takes its cues for focus from the actors.  An actor in a dominant position or one who is moving or talking is generally the focus.  By following the conventions described here, you can avoid stealing the focus of a scene, which is also called upstage.

Maintaining The Focus

· Upstaging:  Unless directed to do so, don’t upstage yourself or another actor

· Talking and Moving: Give your concentrated attention to actors who are talking or moving.  Don’t move when important lines, especially punchlines, are being spoken—whether by you or other actors

· Sitting: When you go to a sitting position from a standing position, don’t look directly at the chair before you sit down; feel for it with the back of your leg, then sit.  If you look at the chair, so will the audience

· Crossing: On a proscenium stage, cross upstage of seated actors, cross downstage of standing actors

· Eye Contact: Avoid making eye contact with the audience unless you are directed to by the script or the director.  This draws attention to the audience.  Keep your head up and your eyes focused on a plane just above the audience’s heads (usually about your eye level).  Don’t focus on the ceiling or floor.

Posture and Poise

You should already be making an effort to sit, stand, and move with good posture.  If you have a tendency to slouch or to stand too stiffly, work on changing that habit.  Unless such a posture is required to create a specific character, keep your posture straight, but natural, with your weight evenly distributed over both feet.

Naturalness is important as you move.  You should strive to appear natural in a movement of your character while maintaining an easy control of your balance.  This quality of control, or poise, can be achieved by learning how to shift your weights smoothly and easily as you move.  The following guidelines can help you achieve poise in two common stage movements.

Maintaining Poise

· Rising: To rise from a seated position, place one foot slightly ahead of the other and push off with your back foot, keeping your weight on that foot as you rise.  Lead with your chest, inhaling as you rise.  This will put you in a steady, balanced position and will also ready you for movement or speaking.

· Stopping and turning back on a cross: Count the steps you need to make the cross, arranging it so your last step on the cross is an on your upstage foot.  Pivot on the ball of your upstage foot and turn back, keeping your weight on that foot.

Auditions

Now that you understand the basics of creating a character and are familiar with basic stage movements, you are ready to audition for a role, or part, in a play.  To be cast, or chosen, for a role, you need to audition to demonstrate your talents.  An audition is like an interview; it gives you a chance to meet the person doing the hiring, leave an impression of yourself, and show a sample of your work.  A good audition is extremely important.  You can’t give a great performance if you don’t get a role.

Audition Preparation

Make sure you know the time and location of the audition.  Sometimes it’s necessary to arrange in advance for a specific date and time with the auditors, those conducting the auditions.  Usually, the director, and perhaps the assistant director, are conducting the auditions.  For musical auditions, the musical director is one of the auditors.

If you can find out what play you are auditioning for, read it in advance.  You should bring a resume of your theatre experience and a photograph of yourself to the audition; get these items ready and put them where you will remember them.

Plan to wear shoes in which you can move comfortably (no high heels, platforms, or floppy sandals), clothing that is comfortable (but not sloppy), and a style and color that is flattering to you (but not outrageous or distracting).  If you are called back for a second or third audition, make sure to wear the same clothing so that the auditors can remember you more easily.

Go through your warm-up ritual before you audition.

Monologues

There are generally two ways an audition is handled.  The actor performs two contrasting monologues or the actor reads from the actual script.

A monologue is a story, speech, or scene performed by one actor alone.  The purpose of performing two monologues at an audition is to show the range of your acting abilities.  You may therefore want to choose one comedic and one tragic role.  Or, you may want to show contrast in other ways, through a difference in the characters’ social status, time period, age, or personality.  Some auditions notices specify the types or time periods for characters.

In choosing material for you monologues, your sources may include plays, novels, or short stories.  Choose monologues that work for you.  The suggestions outlined here may help you make your selections.

Choosing Your Monologue

· Find a character that interests or intrigues you

· Try to find a character that is within your age range—2 or 3 years younger than you and no more than 10 years older

· It’s easier to choose a segment where there is only one character speaking in addition to your character

· Choose a segment that can stand alone

· Find a segment that presents a variety of emotions and climactic moment to grab the auditor’s attention

· Look for an unusual monologue that has not been done very often.  You may as your teacher for advice.

Whether you use a play or other fictional work, you will likely have to rearrange the scene you have chosen to contain only the lines of your character.  Leave out the lines of others, but make a note owere their replies would be.  You will need to imagine that they respond to you nonverbally.

Analyzing Your Monologue

Before learning and rehearsing your monologue, it’s helpful to read the entire play or work from which it’s taken.  Then apply the movement, voice, improvisation, and character development techniques you have learned to analyze and rehearse your monologue.

It might be helpful to break down your monologue into beats, the smaller sections of a scene that usually come at points where a character shifts moods or emotions or changes the topic.  Think about how you should orchestrate these beats to build your scene to an effective climax.

You will also need to consider what movements, gestures, or words make up the bridges, or transitions, between your beats careful attention to smooth transitions between beats is necessary to prevent a choppy performance; your aim should be a seamless scene with appropriate rhythm and pacing and an apparent, logical sequence of ideas.  The use of beats and transitions is not for monologues alone.  Breaking down entire scenes with multiple characters in a dialogue is often helpful to better understand and express the distinct parts of a scene.

Performing Your Monologue

When performing your monologue, don’t spend a lot of time looking at the imaginary character.  Use the techniques of pantomime to place the character in a specific spot and imagine him or her to be a certain height or moving in a certain way.  Be consistent:  when you look at the character, look at that same spot.

Imagine the total environment of the situation.  Use the entire space allotted to you; don’t remain rooted in one spot.  Remember that this is a dynamic exchange between two characters, even if one of them is not speaking.

Reading from the Script

Read the entire play if the script is available to you before the audition.  You may be auditioning for one part, but the auditors may ask you to read for others; therefore, you have to know the plot and the relationships of the characters.

If the script is unavailable to you before the audition, you will be auditioning with what is called a cold reading.  When you arrive and the script is handed to you, always ask permission to read the material to yourself first before reading it aloud.  Try to determine the objectives of your character in the scene.  If other characters are involved, determine their relationship to your character and plan how to interact with them.

When reading for the auditors, concentrate on your character’s objectives and interact with other characters in the scene.  Don’t bury your face in the script.  The auditors would rather see your face, you interpretations, and your relationship with other characters than have a perfect word-for-word reading.  Remember to communicate and project

Audition Etiquette

· Make sure you are better than on time:  try to arrive 15 minutes early

· Bring a pen or pencil to fill out the audition forms

· Remember that you are being evaluated from the moment you enter the audition area.  Be confident, courteous, relaxed, and pleasant

· Say your name clearly and positively for the auditors

· Listen carefully to any instructions the auditors may give.  This is important information, which you should try your best to incorporate

· If there is only one light source, ask the auditors if they can see you.  If not, move into the light according to their instruction

· Don’t make apologies for yourself and don’t ask inappropriate questions after an audition, such as “Did you like me?” or “When do you think you’ll make a decision about the casting?”

· Don’t limit your thinking and precast yourself for any one particular role.  Be willing to accept any role offered you

Callbacks

If the auditors liked your audition, you may be asked to return.  This is called a callback.  Sometimes casting requires more than one callback.  You will generally either receive notice of a callback by phone or as a posting at a central posting spot in the theatre.

At a callback, you may be asked to read various parts from the script or to engage in creative exercises that tell the auditors more about your talents.  You may have  brief personal interview with the director, so be prepared to speak about yourself and elaborate upon your experience.

If you don’t receive notice for a callback, you can assume you didn’t get the part.  This is one of the most frustrating aspects of being an actor.  Everyone—from professional to beginner—wants to know why he or she wasn’t cast.  Usually, you will never find out.  Casting is a very subjective job and highly dependent on the chemistry of the entire production.  If you have behaved professionally and given an audition to the best of your abilities, the auditors were simply looking for someone of a different type than you.  Keep trying.  Eventually they will want someone just like you.
