Directing Actors

The Craft of acting

-directing actors can be taught as craft

-you’ve got to completely let go of doing things “right”

-you have chosen a profession where mistakes are not always bad. Sometimes a mistake is our subconscious speaking and we ought to listen

-you will make mistakes.  We are a mistake-making creatures, we are built that way.  What you as a director, the person in charge, must learn how to do is to bring creativity and a positive approach to mistakes, your own and others

-Without freedom there can be no creativity

-technique is not an end in itself. The purpose of technique is to prepare the ground for inspiration

-when you are a working well, you are in the safest place for trusting your instincts 

-the very best actors make it look easy.  Their technique is invisible, they seem to “become” the character, they seem to speak and move out of the character’s impulses and needs, their feelings well up strong and apparently unbidden.

-rigorous technique and careful detail go into such performances

-the director is the viewer and the actor is the viewed. The actor is exposed, vulnerable.  The success of his contribution hinges on his ability and willingness to allow himself to be viewed without being able to view himself.  This means he must surrender completely to feelings, impulses, and simple choices without knowing whether they are working or not

-this is especially poignant because his own job precisely is to surrender, to live truthfully moment by moment in a structure of created circumstances; and the act of self-monitoring distorts what is monitored

-the director’s main responsibility is telling the story.  This means finding a structure to the script and setting up events so that they are once surprising and inevitable.  You give the actor direction in order that the actor’s actions and interactions illuminate and create those events

-actor and director must respect each other’s creative territory

-equally important, the actors must have confidence that you understand the script, and that the characters and the events that befall them spring to life in your imagination

-in any case, they need freedom and permission to explore the implications of your direction and to make it their own

-understanding the script and giving actors playable direction and freedom to explore and permission to make your direction their own are the main concerns of this book

-we are looking at ways to trigger your understanding insight and ideas; to awaken your powers of suggestibility and invention

-you don’t have a choice about how much talent you are born with, that’s already been taken care of.  You do have a choice about whether or not to develop the talent you have

Result Direction and Quick Fixes

-Result-oriented direction attempts to shape the actor’s performance by describing the result you are after, i.e, how you want it to end up looking or sounding

-the preferable alternative to result direction (general direction) is specific, playable direction

-if you want the actor’s help in evoking a particular mood, you might try instead an imaginative adjustment.  An adjustment can be a magic “as if”

-the meaning of the line, not the inflection, or result, is what the director should be communicating to the actor 

-as soon as an actor tries to have a feeling, or produces a feeling on demand, he looks like an actor, not a real person

-an actor caught trying to have a feeling is not believable.  Watching an actor crank up his feelings is stressful to the audience and distracts them from the story

-a playable choice must be choosable, and we can’t choose our feelings.  We don’t get to decide how to feel

-actors need to have their feelings available to them

-emotion and impulse are the very province fo the actors.  The ability to be emotionally free and available to many subtleties of feeling is central to their talent

-in fact the more you let yourself feel whatever you are actually feeling, the more available you are to a new feeling

-as soon as you start envisioning the character in terms of what emotion they should be having, you are losing the chance for a genuinely exciting emotional event to take place

-in a script these little or big surprises are the emotional transitions of the movie.  For an actor, the character’s transitions - his reactions to emotional events - are the trickiest part of acting

-it gives a performance the texture of real life when the reactions are spontaneous and idiosyncratic

-getting the emotional transitions of a role clearly, economically, believably and fully is the actor’s most difficult task

-a waste of time is creating an emotional map, outlining all the feelings and reactions you have decided the character is supposed to have in the scene

-mapping the emotional terrain of a character is my own term for what is sometimes called explaining the character or psychologizing the character

-emotional mapping is almost always a superficial analysis of the script, usually no more than a regurgitation of the plot or dialogue.  It can’t flow because it has no through-line

-The through-line is the way that actors believably connect to the characters emotional reality.  One of these keys actors use to connect to their character’s through-line is a sense of objective, or simple intention

-an objective is what the character wants from the other character, and the intention is what he is doing to get it

-if an actor’s transitions become rooted in intellectualization rather than experience, he starts to telegraph them, or push; the work becomes forced or mechanical 

-“indicating” is showing the audience the character’s inner life rather than living it

-although people can not change who they are, they can change what they do; they can pay attention to detail

-an actor can’t play two things at once.  The two things cancel each other out

-judgement is the most dangerous consequence of deciding “what the character is like”

-if the actor is not on the character’s side, who will be?

-characters get to be who they are because of the needs they have, the things that happen to them, and the choices they make

- a good actor approaches the character experientially, placing him in a situation, allowing him to have needs and make choices - and not judging him

-and of course serious drama loses any opportunity for insight or revelation when good and evil are portrayed without ambiguity.  Villains portrayed as recognizably human are far more frightening than cardboard cutouts .  Heroes whom we see making choices and coping with problems are more appealing than formula heroes

-the director in his preparation, should approach each character as if he were going to play that character himself; he allows himself to believe in each character’s reality

-nothing makes a performance look more amateurish than a failure to listen and engage with the other actors

-whether they are genuinely affecting each other in the moment, or whether they are just saying lines at each other, overlaying their words and movements with a predetermined, canned attitude or unction

-adjectives are modifiers of nouns, and adverbs, their close kin, are modifiers of verbs.  They describe the thing (noun)u or activity (verb)

-adjectives are static, they describe someone else’s impression of the character.  The essence of a person is not other people’s descriptions of them

-in order to create an alive, believable characterization, the actor needs insight into how the character experiences life, in language that is experiential, not descriptive

-adjectives are subjective, interpretive, and therefore not ideal communication

-adjectives are generalizations.  They serve our social needs to summarize, to intellectualize emotion, to categorize experience.  They are a shortcut, a social necessity, a step removed from primary experience.  Primary experience is the experience of our five senses

-it’s a good idea to be suspicious of adjectives (and adverbs), and even to avoid them altogether.  Likewise explanations.  Explanations (emotional maps, psychologizing) have all the bad attributes of adjectives; glib, subjective, static, superficial, intellectualizing, and categorizing.  and besides they are too dead on

-Artists are here to suggest, illuminate, juxtapose, and let the audience draw their own conclusions

-good direction, that is, playable direction, generates behavior in the actor, so it is active and dynamic rather than static; sensory rather than intellectual, and objective and specific rather than subjective and general

-five powerful tools you can use to shape performances - verbs, facts, images, events, and physical tasks

-verbs, facts, images, events, and physical tasks are more playable than adjectives and explanations because they are choosable and repeatable.  They are more specific than adjectives and explanations.  They work because they are active (verbs), objective (facts), sensory (images), dynamic (events), and kinetic (physical tasks).

Verbs
-Actions speak louder than words.  Verbs describe what someone is doing, so they are active rather than static; they describe experience rather than a conclusion about experience

-An action verb is a transitive verb, a verb that takes an object, something you do to someone else.  Typically, an action verb has both an emotional and a physical component

-state of mind verbs such as to like, to resent, to fear, are not necessarily any more helpful than adjectives

-to accuse is an example of an action verb

-the great thing about verbs is that they focus the actors’ attentions on their scene partner.  This allows the actors to affect each other and thus to create the emotional events of the scene

-verbs belong to the constellation of through-line, need, objective, intention, and are a very useful way to structure a characterization as a well as a way to structure a scene

-use a verb instead of a emotion

-we can’t decide how we feel, we can decide what to do.  This makes the verb, something that we are doing a playable choice

-the action verbs describe an emotional transaction; when people do things to each other, something happens; hence action verbs create an emotional event.  Using action verbs instead of adjectives is a way of approaching the emotional center of a scene in a way that is experiential and playable rather than descriptive and result-oriented

-what we do affects our feelings and can create feelings

-when an actors concentration is on himself, his acting becomes self-conscious and stagy

-what makes a character complex is that he does different things at different times

-an intention is another term for what I have called an action verb

-what you need to look for is what is the intention of the line

-use a verb instead of a judgement

Facts
-directors and actors all too often underestimate the power of facts

-explanations weaken facts because explanations are subjective, interpretive; facts are objective

-there are two kinds of facts that are useful to directors and actors; facts that are in the script, that is factual backstory and the events of the script; and facts that are not in the script; imaginative backstory choices 

-determining the facts that are in a script is an important focus of Script Analysis

-use facts instead of psychologizing

-don’t embellish facts with explanations.  Adding embellishments waters down the direction

Directors often think they are sharpening the focus by adding the explanation fo the character’s state of mind, but actually they are blurring it

-choices are made based on facts and deduction

-facts are a potent weapon in script analysis

-it takes more thought, more imagination, to think up facts that describe a character

-facts and questions will begin to create a set of given circumstances that generate behavior that implies a point of view

-imaginative backstory facts are sometimes called adjustments.  An imaginative adjustment can be used to add a layer or a twist to the inner life and imagined given circumstances of the character

Images
-a successful story teller is one who can make images come alive, who by adding sensory detail can make us feel as if we are actually there where the story is happening

-the kind of images that speak to the actor are 1) the images of the text, that is, the images created by the words of the script, and 2) the images that the actor brings to the script, which become the images of the script’s subworld

-use images instead of asking for emotion

-sense memories are powerful evokers of emotion and subtext 

-images can call forth expressive behavior from an actor and make his deep emotions available

-summoning the images associated with important events much more closely approximates the workings fo these events on actual human psyches than explaining their effects.  Access to such images is one of the actor’s most important tools

Events
-every scene has a central event

-creating the events of the script is the most important job of the director for two reasons:

1)because the events of a script tell its story, and the director is storyteller 

2)because the events of the movie tell us what the movie is about, and the director is the shepherd and guardian of the movie’s theme

-“event” is not the same as plot or incident, but is more like an emotional event, such as a fight, a negotiation, a trick, a healing, a seduction 

-we don’t want to indicate the event; we want to make it happen in the here and now and let the audience in on it

-the thrust of these alternatives to result direction has been to look for ways to ask the actor to do something rather than to ask him to be something.  Because then the actor can concentrate on what he is doing, and allow himself to be in the moment, so his behavior can be natural and spontaneous 

-and the simplest thing you could ask an actor to do would be a physical task.  When the actors are concentrating on a physical problem or task, their concentration can give the scene a sense of it’s emotional problem.

-a physical task takes the actor’s concentration off the lines, because he lets the lines come out of the physical task

-concentration on an imaginative task such as a verb, fact, or image, takes the actor off the lines and into a created reality.  The actor lets the lines come out of the imaginative task rather than out of a preconceived idea of how they should sound

-verbs are an emotional and imaginative extension of physical tasks.  The more physical the verb is the better

-verbs are psychological tasks, not physical ones.  A measure of how skilled an actor is, is how effectively he can make that psychological leap so that an imaginative choice has a sense of task

-look for the experience, the process, rather than the result

-the very best way to direct is not by giving direction at all, but by asking questions.  All of these devices function best in the form of questions to the actor

-you can learn how to give direction in such a way that the actor ends up feeling that his performance is his own, and yet feels firmly supported by a smart, well-prepared director with an authentic authority, who can offer the crucial “quick fix” because he has done the groundwork

Moment by Moment
-creativity is bountiful

-self-consciousness is a great problem for an actor, because it means that he is uncomfortable about being watched.  Self-consciousness can lead to indicating

-indicating or telegraphing or playing the result occurs when the actor pretends to have feelings, reactions, and attitudes in order to show the audience the feelings, reactions, and attitudes he has decided are right for the character

-indicating shows up as a false note

-the antidote is to put his concentration someplace other than himself

-unless the actor finds some other thing to be gripped by, he will be gripped thus by self-consciousness

-the actor’s face, body, voice, thoughts, and feelings are exposed

-his thirst for a core, existential reassurance and validation is nearly inexhaustible 

-in order to bring a character to life, there needs to be risk, mistake, serendipity, idiosyncrasy, surprise, danger.  These things give a performance the texture of real life and “edge”

-an actor must allow himself to be watched

-a great dramatic actor allows the world to watch his deepest, most private self, transformed by the reality of the script

-a big risk that doesn’t work is called overacting

-success can be an enemy to an actor’s creativity

-the best moments happen when actors are caught in unguarded moments of simplicity and truth, giving a simple, genuine response to a question or remark or event

-actors must perform on themselves a stripping down of the social veneer.  Without this stripping down to essentials, the actor will have no screen presence

-it is a process of disobligating yourself from the social realm so you can enter the creative realm

-actors in their work must be more deeply truthful than what passes for honest behavior in the regular world

-simple honest acting is the biggest risk, because being honest means the actor has to use himself, make his work personal

-in other words, do less, make it more honest in order to get out of the way of his deeper resources, which will be the only place he can find the “more” that the director is asking for

-permission is the powerful weapon of the director

-working honestly opens up corners of his brain and psyche so that memories, understandings, and inventions start coming to him that he didn’t even know he had.  This is called working organically

-I want to encourage you to prefer from you actors emotional honesty over showy emotional pyrotechnics

-“Simple” for actors is a shorthand for emotional simplicity, by which is meant emotional honesty

-“Just because they say action doesn’t mean you have to do anything” Brando

-to enter the creative realm one must be - is allowed to be - free from the social realm, uncovered, in the moment, disobligated from concerns with result, following impulses, obeying only the deepest and most private truths

-when an actor is “in the moment,” he is relaxed, confident, and alert.  He is responsive to the physical world around him, to his own interior world of impulse and feeling and imaginative choices, to the words and subtext of the script, and to the behavior of the other actors

-he is available, he speaks with a “real voice,” not an “actor voice.”  He inhabits is own skin.  There is somebody home when you look at his eyes

-it makes a performance breathtakingly simple, clean, and unfussy

-moment by moment work is responsible for the tiny flickers of expression that make an actor’s face seem alive in between the words

-when such flickers occur in the moment, they make screen magic, they create a screen presence, they confer star quality

-film acting is “talking soft and thinking loud”

-an actor’s talent has to do with the expressiveness of his instrument (i.e his face, body, voice, feelings, impulses) and the truth of his instincts

-skill being different from talent, which is given to you; skill being what you do with your talent

-“in the moment” for actors has to do with freedom.  It has to do with fearlessness.  It has to do with trust.  It has to do with the actor not watching himself

-when actors lose trust in the process, they begin to push, force, reach for, or indicate what the character is thinking and feeling.  They look like actors, and the audience becomes distanced from them and from the stories they are enacting

-“the best actors are children and dogs because they’re not acting at all” Helen Mirren

-the actor who is “in the moment” is thinking real thoughts and feeling real feelings right in front of you

-the actor must allow the character to borrow his own subconscious.  Then life between the lines can kick in and the actor can be a bridge between the words which are said and the words which are not said - the subworld

How does one stay in the moment, four suggestions:

1) Be strict about following your whims.  Good actors are disciplined about following their whims

2) Feel your feelings.  To be in the moment the actor needs to be connected to his feelings.  Feelings are energy.  All fears, all resistances, are potential energy.  When people are very tired, they often loosen emotional armor and are able to more relaxed and in the moment

3) Don’t move or speak unless you feel like it. 

4) Forgive yourself for mistakes. What is risk but freedom to make mistakes?  A mistake is a moment when we see the abyss open beneath our feet.  Directors can help by giving unconditional love and freedom to make mistakes

-staying in the moment is not for sissies 

-in order to work well actors need a tremendous amount of freedom.  In order to trust their impulses they need support.  They need to be relaxed, free of tension, free of obligation 

-obligation is always the enemy of art

-“Dare to be boring” - release ourselves from the obligation to entertain; only then can we surrender fully, deliciously, to the moment

-a actor must give himself what Stanislavsky called “solitude in public” - an unconcern for what anybody thinks of him.  The magnificent paradox is that if an actor is free and uncensored, uninterested in whether or not the audience “gets it” we, the audience, will believe anything he tells us, anything he does.  Freedom gives his voice and person authenticity
-nothing is less entertaining than actor that is straining to be funny

-in order to inhabit his own body while making choices, in order to come up with ideas, in order to access his truest truths, deepest feelings, and most inventive imagination, an actor needs freedom

-an actor is more believable and more engrossing when he is free and present in the moment even if his emotion or attitude is “wrong” for the scene, than when he is tight and strained, desperately holding on to the “right” emotion

-when an actor is concentrated on his own private reality, the audience will want to get in on it

-having a simple task to concentrate on is relaxing

-a good actor thinks of his craft not as something he has to do, but something he gets to do.  

-finding a compelling, singular point of concentration or attention unlocks the actor’s imagination and opens for him the created reality

-craft or technique is the way the actor marshals his concentration, and finds the thing to concentrate on

-when acting is good, no one can see the technique; the portrayal is seamless, magical

-an actor shuts nothing out; he uses everything to keep himself in the moment and give his performance the texture of life

-in order to bring the lines off the page and into life the actor must wrest form their punctuation

Listening and Talking

-probably the most powerful and also the most readily available tool an actor has for staying in the moment is the other actor in the scene.  Listening to the other person in the scene gives an actor a simple task and a focus for his attention

-Listening is the best technique an actor has for anchoring himself in the moment.  It also keeps his choices from becoming mechanical or forced.  

-Listening relaxes actors.  It’s what makes a performance look “natural”

-listening allows the actors to affect each other and thus to create moments - tiny electric connections that make the emotional events of a scene

-the words that characters speak to each other are not the scene.  The scene is the underlying event to which the words are clues.  We only have an event - that is a scene - if something happens to the characters

-listening is a special attention paid to the other person

-Stanislavsky used the term “communion” to describe what I am calling listening

-eye contact is an essential part of listening.  With the eye contact comes a giving and receiving; it is to use your eyes in the sense that they are windows of the soul

-it is a surrender, a tiny leap of faith.  It means that the actor puts more attention on the other actor than on his own performance.  And allows his lines to be informed by that attention, dictated by that attention

-the lines come out of his attention to the other actor, out of his interest in the response of the other actor, rather than out of a decision how to say them

-listening is not simply hearing the words the other actor says and responding to them - it is allowing one’s concentration to be on the response of the other actor, on him physically - on the expression in his eyes, the little lines around his mouth, on the sound of his voice as well as the words he is saying, on his body, even on his smell

-when an actor is listening, his facial expressions also come out of his interest in the response of the other actor

-listening is sure-fire.  It is the best tool an actor has.  And it is simple

-Ensemble acting is another name for listening 

-when actors are said to have “chemistry” together, it means that they listen to each other, they engage, they “play off” each other

-when all else fails, make the other guy look good.  It is the simplest, surest way for an actor to improve his own performance

-you as a director are in a position to turn a group of actors into an ensemble, but first you must ask for it

-when directors tell actors to “do less” what they probably should be telling them is to listen more

-listening makes the audience care about the characters and what happens to them

-when actors are listening, their performances on each take are going to be slightly different

-“the real work of acting is letting go” Vanessa Redgrave

-there is an ease to real listening; the actors who understand its magic are truly liberated by the simple act of putting more concentration on the person they are talking to than on themselves

-“Just remember everything you are saying is true” James Brooks

-talk to a person. Listen to a person. Be a person, not a character

Actor’s Choices
-if an actor commits to a playable choice rather than to a decision about vocal inflection or facial expression, the movie will be better

-powerful actors mut connect with something powerful in the script or else they can’t commit their imaginations

-the choices an actor makes activate his inner life

-the trick of an actor’s preparation is to find choices that 1) connects to the deepest and freshest meaning of the script, and 2) turn him on, capture his imagination, so that 3) he can connect to them with emotional honesty and get to the places he needs to go

-the actor looks for choices that are objective, playable, and that engage his own subconscious so that he can be in the moment, thinking real thoughts and feeling real feelings

-choices create behavior

-the lines come out of the choice
-“the emotion of the scene is a river and the words are like boats that float on the river” Meisner

-choices must be specific, private, and eccentric to each actor

-thus the more the actor achieves specificity and simplicity, the more the performance achieves universality

-“Finally you know, I consider that my profession as a director is not exactly like a supervisor. No. We are simply midwives.  The actor has something inside himself but very often he doesn’t realize what he has in mind, in his own heart, and you have to tell him.  You have to help him find himself” - Jean Renoir

-the best route to making choices is asking choices

-as he works, an actor keeps a performance fresh by continuing to ask questions, opening up corners and crannies of the character’s world, feeding himself, adding layers.

-the asking of questions is part of a process

-“I’m interested in the flip side, the B-side of people.  As an actor, your challenge is to get your mind around the psychology of another human being - and the bigger the polarity, the more dramatic it is” - Ralph Fiennes

-opposites are an actor’s best friend

-they are great for script analysis - as soon as you come up with one idea, consider its opposite

-when your unsure what to do with a line, find an opposite

-a good actor keeps himself entertained and alive - in the soup - by allowing a conflict between the words and his inner life.  And if the actor is alive, the material will make sense even if the inner choice is not logical

- when a character says one thing and means another, that makes him complex

-people don’t know who they are or what they want, and they don’t do the right thing to get it

-really good actors do not ever judge their characters

-every one of us carries somewhere inside us the impulse (perhaps so deeply buried that it will never express itself in behavior) to do anything that any human being has ever done

-it’s the actor’s job to find that impulse and surrender to it honestly in the created reality 

-he finds the impulse, not the deed itself.  Because it is not real reality, it is created reality, an illusion

NEED
-spine, objective, intention, and verb are all expressions of what a character wants (person) needs

-all living things - move toward what they need

-the objective is what the character wants the other character to do, and the action verb is what he is doing to get what he wants

-intention is interchangeable with either term

-the character’s spine of super-objective, is what he want during the whole script; you could call it what he wants out of life.  It is the one specific thing that a character needs more than any other, will sacrifice the most to have

-each character has one overall spine throughout the whole movie.  In each scene, although the action verb may change frequently, each character has one objective

-it is helpful for an actor to know the character’s transformation

-the spine is who a person is
-being able to believably play a spine different from one’s own is quite a feat

-when he finds a believable spine, he knows that a real character has been written, not a patched-up plot manipulation

-every decision, every choice made about the character relates to spine, including the objectives of each individual scene

-the spine of the movie is to the armature of a sculpture; it keeps the thing together, but no one sees it

-a character’s objective for a particular scene can be very specific and very simple

-the simpler it is the more playable it is

-the most playable objectives have both a physical and an emotional component

-a physical component acts as a point of concentration that is physical and real, a simple imaginative task

-part of the emotional component means that getting this objective, or not getting it, will constitute an emotional event in the relationship, a win or loss

-the rest of the emotional component is that the objective arises out of the character’s needs and feelings.  Needs and feelings are subjective

- the simple intention - an inclination toward having some effect on the other person - leads to engagement.  Although simple listening has already engaged the actors, endowing the characters with a need to interact raises the stakes

-objective make possible conflict and a sense of event in the relationship, because the actors are doing something to each other rather than doing something to the lines

-the intention, or verb, might change often, even in the middle of the line, or it might be the same for the whole scene.  

-the verb changes because of the exchange between the two characters.  Complex characters may change their often or make wide swings from, say, soothing to punishing in one speech

-verbs stimulate emotion

-honestly committing to any one of the verbs on the short list will put the actor at risk 

-a director should be able to determine what intention or objective an actor is playing, even if the actor doesn’t know it himself

-finding the character’s objective is preparation.  The actor analyzes the script, finds something playable, and makes it real for himself.  Then he lets go and plays the moment

-if the actor falls out of the moment, or loses concentration, he has something to fall back on

-to keep his objective alive he needs to keep his concentration on something physical

-we want to find objectives that are active

-objectives are his inner life, it gives an inner point of concentration

-the objective is not the result

-the lines or plot contain clues to the objective, but the objective relates to what is not being said, the subworld

-often it is more helpful for the actor to create for himself a strong sense of need or objective and then not think about when to change action verbs, but rather let the changes come out of his interactions with the other actor

-the performance, in order to be believable, must have a through-line and a sense of intention

Images
-there are images in the text and images behind the text.  By images in the text, I mean every person, place, or thing that the characters mention in their dialogue.  By images behind the text I mean the things the characters don’t talk about - the people, places, and things that inhabit their subworld.  This includes not only visual images but impressions of all the senses

-an actor who is studying the script examines all the images in the text and makes sure he understands them.  He puts them in the context of the facts of the script, but also makes them real to himself; that is, he relates them to his personal experience and observation and allows his imagination to weave through them and be captured by them

-he does this in order to be sure he is talking about something, not just talking about words.  This is an important cornerstone of a believable performance

-the content of what someone is saying is not the words themselves but the image those words evoke

-actors work for images as preparation.  They explore them in full sensory detail.  So when an actor gets to a line, he is not stopping the scene to remember his image; he has already done the work and the image will be there

-dealing with images is a way to give a word emphasis and color

-images can be imaginative or they can arise from the personal experience of the actor.  That is, the actor can make a substitution

-substitutions do not need to be exact, but they need to be specific and strong.  They need to capture the actor’s imagination, so they can be surprising, even opposite

-the substitution is an emotional parallel to the character’s relationship.  The parallel need not be exact if it is done honestly and simply and with full commitment 

-the purpose of substitution is honesty in a performance.  If at all times the actor is talking about something real, then the audience can hear that in the words

-the audience does not know what truth is being spoken, but they hear truth being spoken

-the substitution gives the actor a springboard into the imaginative realm - the magic “as if”

-the actor also makes sure that there is an image in place for the facts or events he is speaking about

-besides substituting the things he is talking about, the actor can make a substitution of the person he is talking to

-an image can impel an intention

-if the image is strong, the actor doesn’t have to think about his intention, or even make a decision as to what it is; he uses the image instead of an intention

-many actors get emotional colors through images.  Images have a big effect on all of us

-images are the poetry, the resonating subworld of the text.  A dedicated actor or director will always connect images with associations that are rich in both personal meaning and in imaginative breadth

-the more private, specific, and real your image is to you, the more the audience is able to journey in their own imaginations

-an important reason for using a personal substitution is that it gives the actor an obstacle

-sometimes the productive way to talk about a character’s need is to talk about the character’s “problem.”  The concept of “problem” incorporates the sense of need with a sense of obstacle.

-concentration on a problem creates a sense of task and keeps the actor’s attention forward

-what I had been resisting was a part of myself that was central to the character.  Such resistances carry a lot of energy.  When this resistance is pierced, tremendous emotional and psychic energy is released, and insight and connection result

-a character’s through-line can come from the facts of the scene

-the actor must create the given circumstances that justifies the facts behind that line; i.e, create a sense of belief in the situation

-“given circumstances” is another way of saying the character’s situation, or his predicament. I like to call it the facts

-some actors are in touch with their imaginations enough to surrender themselves to an unself-conscious sense of belief in the situation no matter how improbable  

-all actors, no matter what technique of script analysis and preparation they favor, to one extent or another, exercise belief in an imagined reality

-an adjustment arises as a way of interpreting facts

-adjustments can be a way of adding imaginative backstory to the facts of the script - a “what if”

-adjustments are ways of talking about the character’s behavior without using adjectives

-the actor can make an off-the-wall imaginative adjustment to justify a difficult line

-subtext is the thing not being said

-the subtext is what the person is really saying, what she means

-it can be the reverse of the meanings of the line

-subtext is useful as another way to create a sense of intention or need

-the objects of a person’s life are very defining of who he is.  An actor creates a sense of belief in his character’s life by creating a relationship to the objects of that life.  

-giving life to the objects and activities of the character’s world is important as finding his inner needs and impulses.  

-objects have tremendous power to create energy

-it is very helpful to involve the actors organically in the creating of blocking and stage business

-it is important for actors not to think of props as obligations but as opportunities to add to the richness of their portrayals 

-if he gives the object life, it gives back to him, almost like another actor in the scene

-it is via objects and activities that a sense of period or class distinctions is grounded.  People’s needs and feelings are no different throughout history and throughout social classes.  It is the activities and objects of their lives that change

-objects are wonderful as a way to bring actors into the moment, out of their heads

-physical life grounds a performance.  An objective can be played through an object, and become a physicalization of the character’s inner life

-there is a difference between connecting to the physical life of the character via costume (which is good), and playing the wardrobe (which is bad)

-an important part of creating a character is finding activities and behavior for him

-actors sometimes do interior physical work

-a belief in the character’s physical life can give you th whole character

-your concentration must be physical, specific, and sensory - not judgmental

-all good actors work to some degree instinctively

-finding more specific choices is called “filling” a performance.  It’s also known as finding colors, levels, or layers

Structure: Transitions, Events, and Through-lines
-actors can get in a lot of trouble with transitions, the emotional changes and events of a role

-it is in the transitions that bad acting is most likely to show up

-transitions, or shifts in thought or feeling, in real life are utterly unconscious, one of the most spontaneous, organic things we do

-we do not plan to change our minds, have a new feeling, undergo a change of heart, react, realize, or go off on another train of thought

-actor’s transitions are another matter.  They must be prepared.

-a transition is an emotional event.  Sometimes it is called a “moment” or “beat change”

-a moment means the actors stop each other, and affect each other 

-emotional events for characters can be wins or losses, discoveries, choices, or mistakes - not realizations or reactions

-transitions need to happen in the moment.  The character’s wins, losses, discoveries, choices, and mistakes need to be made in the moment.  We want them to emerge spontaneously from the subconscious, the way they do in life

-they to count or read on the screen, because the emotional events tell the story, but we don’t want them telegraphed or emphatic.  We want them to be spontaneous, vivid, and subtle all at once

-what is needed from actors is connection, engagement, a willingness and ability to affect each other and to be affected, to deal with each other and with the environment.  This is achieved by having a through-line

-the tools for understanding (via script analysis) and then creating (in rehearsal) scenic structure are what the scene is all about, or its central event; its beats; the sub-events leading up to and resulting from the central event, that is, the events of each beat; and the characters’ through-lines

-for now, what I mean by an event, from the director’s point of view, is what happens.  This is not exactly the same as a plot event - it is an emotional event, for example, an apology or a seduction

-the director is responsible for putting the events of the scenes together to make a satisfying story, that is, keeping the audience interested in what happens next

-when a scene is structured properly, actors can commit to choices, then abandon themselves to the moment.  The scene will then naturally and inevitably “build” achieving its proper pace and flow

-this is the ideal: solving the scene by finding one simple choice (through-line) for each character that all his behavior can be hung on, like a hook, and then allowing the actors to play off each other

-an excellent way to make transitions is to make a simple full change of action verb, without thinking about the why of it

-in any case, one of the worst kinds of result direction is to tell an actor what he realizes at a certain point or what reaction he is supposed to have

-through-lines give the actors a sense of history, risk, or need among the characters.  A through-line can be an objective (spine/need), a verb, an adjustment, a problem, a given circumstance (fact), a subtext, an image.  

-another way of thinking about a through-line is a primary engagement or focus 

-concentration on the through-line keeps the actor connected to the other actor, but with something of his own

-heightened mean more honest than we are in real life

-when actors keep secrets from each other, when their transitions are crisp and clean, their images private and idiosyncratic, their intentions (verbs) opposite to the obvious surface meaning of a line - a performance may have “edge”

Actors’ Resources and Training
-the really great actors love their craft.  They experience acting as a kind of laboratory of the soul, a means to exploration and growth, a path

-acting can be a great act of love, a sharing of the most important things one knows and feels

Memory

-by memory, I mean the actors’s personal memories and experiences - things that have happened to them while living his own life

-when an actor properly uses his own life experience he can do work that is original, specific, and emotionally truthful

-memory is the resource actors are using when they make personal substitutions or when they work with the technique of affective memory

-sense memory is the creation of imaginary objects via the memory of your five senses - what you see, hear, smell, taste, and touch.  In a sense memory exercise, te actor recalls physical sensation

-the idea of affective memory is that by selecting an event with a significant emotional charge, and by practicing to revisit the sensory life surrounding that event, an actor could bring himself back at will, to the emotional life of the event

-substitution is a kind of brief affective memory

-an actor understands what makes a character tick from observing others

-using observation as an actor’s resource is sometimes called working from the “outside in”

-surely the best actors do both, work form the inside out and the outside in

-all of us, actors and nonactors, are sitting on a vast iceberg of submerged resources - memories, observations, feelings, impulses, images, associations, meanderings - that are not useful to our daily lives and have been filed away, to all practical intents and purposes no longer available to us.  These are the resources of our story imaginations

-improv is great for engaging an actor’s imagination and sense of belief

-it’s the actor’s job to play

-when actors have confidence that they can trust their feeling and the other actor, they receive all stimuli as energy

-adding sensory details deepens and keeps fresh any actor’s choice

-objectives and intentions stay fresh and vivid via the here-and-now physical reality of the other actor’s physical face and body

-sensory life is necessary to bring life to the resources of imagination and observation

-if actors do not root their imaginative preparations in sensory life, their work may become intellectualized and stagy

-the wonder of all this acting stuff; the concentration creates an imagined reality; the audience is invited to fill in the blanks with their own experience of imagination

-authenticity - not feeling, exactly - is the goal, but authenticity is unlikely without feeling

-whatever truth the artist gives us must be true on a feeling level, not just on an intellectual level

-an actor needs to surrender to the emotional honesty that is required for a role rather than crank up its emotional intensity

-emotions are energy

-emotions must never be indulged or even attempted for its own sake
-whenever an actor feels something, he must harness that energy to a sense of task or predicament

-performances are usually much more successful when actors play against whatever feeling they have

-always tie an effective memory exercise to a need or objective or relationship, rather than an emotion.  The actor must play the situation (the predicament, the problem, the task), not the emotion

-the words, the situation, the physical life, the needs of the character, plus what he is getting from the other actor, bring him to a feeling or they don’t

-the line between memory and imagination is in fact very thin.  In practice most actors use both personal experience and imagination

-all acting technique is in service of creating a spark

-acting class should be a place where imagination is stimulates and creative freedom is encouraged and where it is very safe to be open and honest to reveal feelings

-“by taking on roles of characters that were unlike me, I began to discover those characters in me” -Al Pacino

-the actor must make his choices his own, must connect with the choice in such a way that allows his own subconscious to kick in

-the actor can play characters that are different from himself by making character choices that are different from his in real life (i.e to beg where he would not beg)

-the goal of an actor’s preparation is always the emotional truth of the role

Script Analysis
-the words on the page, the dialogue, and (to some extent) the stage directions are clues to a vast subworld of behavior and feelings which it is the duty of the director and actors to supply

-the purpose of script analysis is to find out who these people (characters) are and what happens to the, to become the teller of their story

-allow the characters that you meet the same independence and privacy that you allow people you meet in real life

-there is no conflict between preparation and spontaneity

-the purpose of preparing is to be ready to meet and trust the moment

-directing is an adaptation

-reading out loud is a good way to access first impressions.  You make friends with the words

-let it be fun - something you get to do rather than something you have to do

-the purpose of paraphrasing to is toget you out of your head and able to access your intuition

-eliminate the terms “It’s just” and “I assume” from your vocabulary

-our artistic goal is to illuminate human events, not to minimize them

-like people, characters are subtle, arbitrary, full of contradictions, and lacking in self-knowledge

-logic can be a serious roadblock to the imagination

-anytime you find a line that you don’t like or doesn’t make sense, I suggest that you make a quick list of three things it might possibly mean

-open yourself to the idea that any line may have more than one meaning

-you have to approach mysterious lines not by looking for the most effective way to say them and thus display their beauty, but by looking for the reality behind them

-I call the facts and images of the script immutable because they are not subject to interpretation; they are in the script

-they are the skeleton of the script, its infrastructure.  They are magic keys to the subworld.  Always return to them and ask questions

-facts are very powerful for actors - the magic “as if.”  The actor creates a simple set of circumstances, allows himself to believe in them, and then functions as if he were in those circumstances

-“fact” are events that have happened or circumstances that are true before the scene starts - the character’s situation.  “Events” are things that happen in the scene, but once they have happened they become facts

-anything that has to do with a character’s state of mind is not a fact.  It is a choice interpretation

-characters like people, don’t always tell the truth.  They don’t always know the truth.  They remember things incompletely or inaccurately.  They may not admit the truth to themselves, and sometimes they lie

-questions are perhaps the most important product of script analysis

-make a big list of them

-one question you should always ask “What is this scene is happening for the first time?”

-anytime there is more than one possible explanation for something, it is not a fact

-one purpose of this is to bring our story imaginations to life.  Allowing ourselves to “daydream” around the facts of the script gives us the opportunity to let the material tell us what it is about.  

-the other purpose is to prepare ourselves to make choices.   In order to make choices, you need a field from which to choose; otherwise it’s not a choice, it’s an assumption

-what sexual experience has the character had?  A good question to ask of any character

-an actor should never show us that a character is “slow,” but always involve himself with how the character copes with the cards fate has dealt him

-everybody is smart about something

-there are certain questions which you should ask about every character; What is this person smart about?  What does this character find funny?  Where is his pain? How does he play?  In what way is he an artist?  What does he most fear?  What profession has he chosen or does he aspire to?  Whom does he look up to?  What is the biggest thing that has ever happened to him?  How is the character different at the end of the story (or scene) from the beginning?

-always ask what the character is not saying

-the best way to direct actor is by asking questions

-questions lead to research: script research, external research, internal research

-the other immutable information from the script is its images.  It’s a kind of free association exercise

-these associations stir up and create a soup of unconscious material, and weave a texture of life around the characters and their situation

-there are two kinds of images that concern us; the writer’s thematic images and each character’s personal images

-imagination by its nature resists the injunction to be “useful.”  Let your imagination lead you

-the image and association exercise calls attention to what a character talks about rather than what he says about it or claims to feel about it.  The theory here is that things people talk about are a good indicator of what is really on their minds, what is important to them, their interests and their needs - in other words, what is causing them to do the things they do.  It’s a peek into the character’s emotional storage banks.  It gives us questions and ideas that may lead to choices

-backstory - since they are not in the script, they are only facts if they work, if they stimulate the imaginations of the actors and catapult them into their sense of belief in the moment

-questions are the tools that gets us to imaginative

-memories can never be accepted as full blown fact, they are always tinted by wish and imagination

-what we are after are stories that ma help catapult the actor into his sense of belief in the character’s situation.  An important purpose of a director’s script analysis is to prepare yourself to tell these stories vividly and feelingly 

-“What just happened” - this is the “off-camera beat” the moment-by-moment life of the characters before the scene started.  Firmly rooting a scene thus in the physicality of moment-by-moment life gives it a “texture of life” a sense that the scene is “in the middle” of something

-ask questions of what was just happening- the actor does this kind of work as a sensory preparation for a scene

-during a script analysis, you should come up with as many candidates for each character’s objective as you can think of

-follow this rule: one objective per scene, per character

-the least useful piece of information is what the character says he wants.  When characters make a point of declaring the motivations for their behavior, it is usually pertinent to look for the issue or ambivalence underlying their protestations

-ways to choose objectives: 1) look at the facts, and then ask “what might a person want in that situation?  Make a list 2) look at behavior; look at what the character does rather than what he says he is doing 3) look at the things he talks about, his images.  This will give us some clues as to the concerns of the character’s subconscious, the things he wants but doesn’t know he wants

4) look at the emotional event of the scene, how things end up 5) look at the things people want out of life: love, freedom, power, control, adventure, comfort, security, family, sex, money, respect, honor.  What is important to the character?  What is the thing he will sacrifice for?  What does he make the greatest effort to avoid?  What interests him? 6) translate your ideas into playable form

-an objective should engage other characters, create its own obstacles and be something that the actor can personally get behind and commit to

-an important thing to remember about objectives is that they don’t have to be realistic.  People don’t always know what they want; what they want is not necessarily something they can have, and they don’t always do the right thing to get it

-don’t try to figure them out intellectually, they are ways to exercise and engage your story imagination

-a character’s through-line or primary engagement is not always with the other person in the scene.  The primary engagement may be with an image or memory, another person who is not present, or even an object

-the action verb is what the character is doing to get what he wants.  Sometimes the whole scene will work with one action verb

-often the verb changes when the beat changes

-adjustments are among the most powerful tools a director can have.  They are invitation to “let’s pretend

-an adjustment can be an “as if” or an “it’s like when” - a metaphor or parallel

-an adjustment can be a “what if” - an imaginative backstory choice

-an “as if” adjustment can be a kind of shape-shifting - a little wrinkle in reality, an interior improvisation

-there are certain “quick fix” adjustments that can apply to many scenes

parent/child, in many real-life relationships one person takes the parental role and the other the child role

high status/low status,   good new/bad news (everything he hears is good news), bug and suppress (actor A does anything to bug, actor b does anything to suppress that behavior

-subtext can help shore up an adjustment or objective and make it work.  Or it can be a way to explain what a certain line means

-pay attention to the physical objects and activities of the character’s world

-when the objects take on life in your imagination you may start to have ideas for blocking and business

-it is through their physical life that actors create characters who live in a different time period from their own

-the choice of a tool can illuminate the style of the script.  Some scripts are driven by the characters’ objectives, some are driven by guiding subtextural images, some will just not work without a wholesale leap of faith into an imagined reality

-the choices are completely mutable and playful unlike the facts and images of the script.  It doesn’t matter what the actor’s choice is as long as it works

-every scene has a central emotional event, something that happens between the characters who are interacting

-the director is responsible for seeing to it that an emotional event takes place, and for stringing the events of each scene together to make a story

-a helpful way to go about identifying the event of a scene is by breaking it down into its beats

-the “beats” are the bits, the little sections of a scene.  Stanislavski called them units.  The simplest, best way to identify them is by subject - when the subject changes, that is a new beat.  The great thing about this method of determining beats is that it is an objective way of figuring them out

-the procedure in figuring out beats is first to identify every change of subject, no matter how brief.  But eventually we want to identify three major beats; beginning, middle, and end

-then begin to notice how the beats relate to each other.  Going back through the scene noticing these transitions and uncovering these connective events should lead us to ideas about the event of the scene, or what the scene is about

-the domestic event is what the characters think is going on.  The emotional event is the artistic reason for putting the scene up on a movie screen, what you want to say about life with the scene, and the relationship of this scene to the story arc

-you mustn’t forget the domestic scene, because it gives a scene its texture of life.  Without a sense of this simple, domestic event the scene can become pretentious 

-the beats, the tiny events leading up to and resulting from the central event of the scene, must be followable by the audience in order to tell the story 

-the classic configuration, the “rule” (although it is often broken) is that every beat change is punctuated by some physical movement plus a change in each character’s action verb

-punctuating the beats with movements may lead to a rudimentary blocking plan

-whether or not you use the script beats as playing beats, you still need to know what the script beats (structure) are

-what is the script about? The images and the events are the clues to this central question

-what is the movie about? Can be phrased as a theme, an image, a paradox, a question, a spine, or an event, a metaphor

-when a movies theme is expressed as a statement, that statement is most often a paradox

-the spine of the main character, and probably all the characters, will relate somehow to the central theme or themes of the script, but not necessarily in a linear fashion

-a person’s spine (or super-objective, life need, script through-line) may change once or twice in a lifetime

-the once or twice in a lifetime that a person’s spine might change are only at the very big life events, such as war or disaster, marriage, the death of a loved one, or giving birth

-almost the definition of a viable screenplay is that the characters have one spine for the whole movie.  It is what the character wants for the whole script.  You could almost call it the solution to the character, because once found, you can hang the entire script on it

-as we look at the character’s behavior leading up to, during, and consequent to the transforming event, a viable spine should fall into place

-a spine can be simple and often is

–the transforming event is not necessarily the climax of the movie.  It is an event in the personal life of the character, not a plot device.  But the important thing about transformations is that they turn on events, not realizations

-what makes people actually change behavior are things that happen to them, or things they do, not things they realize

-another way to look at spines is to look at the big things we want: sex, love, success, freedom, survival, power, spiritual attainment, attention, revenge; then think about which of these things is most important to the character

-once you know what the script is about, make sure that everyone involved on the project is making the same film

-the reason for preparing is not to “pre-direct” but to gain confidence that you the characters and script inside out so you can operate in the moment of rehearsal and on the set

-Summary of script analysis - replace adjectives with verbs, images, facts, events, and physical life.  Know what the movie is about, who the characters are, and be able to back up your ideas with evidence.  Have alternatives, in case your favorite ideas don’t work

-think of your film as a story you are telling to one person.  By keeping your story personal and specific you will paradoxically stand the best chance of telling a story with universal appeal

Comedy

-four ways a movie can be funny; the situation, the lines, the characters, and the physical business

-comedy, like drama, is best achieved when actors concern themselves with moment-by-moment reality rather than the effect.  If the situation is funny, playing it straight, connecting with it as simply and honestly as possible, makes it funnier.  Under the best humor is real plain

-if the lines are funny, they come out funnier when the intention is more important than the lines

-what makes the good character actors good is that they can create the physical behavioral adjustments of a wacky character and still put their attention on playing the reality

-when good actors listen, they are getting out of the way of the lines

-comedy works best when there is ensemble playing.  The actors play off each other - a ping-pong effect

-physical comedy needs to be rooted sensorially, not just indicated.  This means that the actor doesn’t demonstrate his wide-eyed wonder; he creates an image that really affects him, or he surrenders to the physical sensations in his eyes, perhaps both

-true comic invention is risky business, requiring headlong, uncensored access to the subconscious - with a light touch

-great comedic actors expose the most chaotic reaches of their imaginations and in some small way make the world safe for the rest of us

-every joke must be set up.  A “straight line” sets up the situation: the punch line or “payoff” delivers the twist

-timing simply means knowing how long to wait before delivering a line

-louder, faster, funnier.  Comedy needs comic energy

-often comedy depends on the actors “topping” each other.  On the other hand, sometimes the punch line is delivered with a sudden drop in energy - the actor “comes in under”

-Opposites - surprise and juxtaposition are the heart and soul of comedy.  Playing an intention that is opposite to the apparent meaning of a line is a common comic technique

-playing a simple verb(intention) full out for as long as it will hold and making crisp, full transitions can aid in setting up or delivering gags.

-the techniques and gadgetry of comedy should always be in service of the central situation of the story

Simple Objectives

 I want you..............

To laugh

To cry

To put your arms around me

To take care of me

To wait on me

To feel sorry for me

To kneel down in front of me

To hit me

To leave the room

To kiss me (make love to me)

To play with me

Find out how much you know about me

Find out if you are telling the truth

