The Camera Smart Actor

Stealing the Soul
-the illusion of depth on the screen is created only by the artistic use of light and shadow.  The actor too must use a kind of psychological lighting and shading to give depth to his creations

-the camera does not discriminate

-when many objects are seen by the camera, special techniques must be used to highlight the one on which the filmmaker wants us to concentrate

-much of the technical innovation involving the camera has been to make it function more like the human eye

-without Persistence of Vision, we would see a series of still pictures moving at a very fast pace without the illusion of continuous motion.  But when the camera “sees” motion it is a series of still images

-the truth is you can lie to the camera, it is not some kind of foolproof lie detector

-the camera catches the truth of our emotions and projects them back to the audience

-some people unconsciously reveal feelings they don’t intend to.  Not that the deliberately suppress them, only that they aren’t the primary emotions
-if by the soul we mean our innermost feelings, then yes, the camera can see into the soul.  But only if the soul will show itself

-the camera cannot reveal what it isn’t shown.  But it will pick up the most subtle and minute messages if given a chance.  Can the camera see into your soul? It can.  But you hold the key.  Will the camera believe a lie? It will.  If it is a believable lie

-the Kuleshov effect states that emotional meaning in film is created by the juxtaposition of the two or more shots

-in cinema, the expression of an emotion by the actor does not depend on the cause of that emotion.  The audience will perceive meaning and cause-effect relations, based how shots are edited together

-though further experiments have shown that the Kuleshov effect doesn’t always work as intended

-what Kuleshov did discover was the power of altering circumstances in the editing room

-changing the circumstances around a neutral or ambivalent expression does change the meaning of that expression

-Kuleshov’s experiment shows that the camera can fool us, our truth and lie experiment shows us that the camera can be fooled, and our eulogy experiment shows that the camera can transmit true depth of feeling.  Can the camera steal your soul?  No, but it can help to reveal it

Leaning on Walls

-if I’m in a film then I don’t have to project my voice.  I don’t have to “act” talking.  I can just talk.  I don’t have to “show” the camera that I’m listening either, I just have to listen

-in front of the camera, you cannot merely “suggest” that you are the character, you have to be the character
-the reason actors appear too big and sometimes false on screen is that they are trying to overcome non-existent barriers.  If we allow ourselves to accept the outer reality of where we are, then our inner reality will match it

-as long as they a believable, a large voice and theatrical physicality are filmic

-sometimes, the same actor uses different styles in different films

-if you ask an actor about their different styles, they would probably say they weren’t playing any style at all, but only the appropriate truth of each particular character

-sometimes to different styles of acting can work in the same film

-if two characters responded in the same way, there would have been no need for two characters at all.  It is the contrast between them that makes interplay between the characters possible

-so an intense, intimate style works on camera, and a big, theatrical style works on camera.  The common denominator between them is believability

Bits and Pieces

-today films are most often shot, edited, and presented in what is known around the world as the Classic Hollywood Style.  It style and form is modeled on the narrative techniques developed in the great novels of the nineteenth century
-these novels usually begin with expository material introducing the reader to the time, the location, and to the characters of the story.  Next, the author explores the situation that the characters are in, and shows us the conflicts with which they must deal

-as the pace of events quickens, the interest of the reader increases.  Soon, the reader begins to hang on every word, every gesture, every reaction, every twist and turn of the plot.  As the conflict intensifies and the story reaches its climax, the reader’s involvement it total

-then the conflict is resolved and tension is released as the writer places the story back into its context.  The author has artfully drawn us into this world step by step.  The progression of our interest has moved from mild curiosity to intense identification; from background to foreground

-like authors, filmmakers are also tremendously interested in the techniques of arousing and sustaining audience attention.  They know that a viewer must first be intrigued enough by something to want to come closer
-films usually begin with explanatory material revealing the “what,” “when,” and “who” of the story

-films are generally structured around the novelistic techniques of exposition, complication, development, climax and denouement.  The general movement is from the background context to the foreground main characters.  Even scenes are shot this way
-the classic Hollywood shooting style begins with the shot furthest from the actors, known as the master, and ends with the shot closet to the actors, known as the close-up

-between these distances are the two-shot (closer than the master) and the over-the-shoulder (closer than the two-shot).  When a scene is shot on a set, the sequence of shooting is this 1. Master 2. Two-shot 3. Over-the-shoulder (O.T.S.) 4. Close-up

-this is done so regularly as to take on aspects of a ritual.  This may be so, because it mirrors the process by which a story-teller draws an audience into a story

-the actor needs to know what each shot is “telling,” and how it helps to illuminate his character’s story.  Knowledge of the logical and psychological reasons for camera positions transforms the actor from a photographed object, to a creative collaborator

-the master gets its name from the fact that it records a scene from beginning to end and therefore serves as a reference shot.  Any shot other than the master is known as coverage
-the master shot has some particularly important features.  Since it is far enough away to hold all the actors and their surroundings in the frame, it is extremely useful for showing the relationship between the characters themselves, and between the characters and their environment

-being a long shot and uninterrupted shot, the master also gives the actor the opportunity to find the timing with his fellow actor.  Use the master to feel the contours and dynamics of a scene, its movement and rhythm.  It may be the only time you can do this.  You can’t be sure that any other set-up will cover the scene from beginning to end

-before the camera blocking (the movements of the camera) can be set, the crew and director must see the actor’s blocking (the movements of the actors),  This is one of the few moments when the actors and director can work on the scene together.  If the actor has ideas about the scene, about where to be and when to move, now is the time to share them

-after the master shot, the blocking will be very difficult to change.  The other set-ups will be based on what the actors do in this shot

-how is the master used when the scene is edited together?  If the scene edited is an intimate one, the master might only be useful at the beginning and at the ending.  If, however, the scene involves a good deal of movement, be it broad physical comedy, or intense dramatic action, it might play entirely in the master

-so, the master is the reference shot into which the footage from all the other set-ups will eventually be inserted.  For the actor, this means that any physical actions recorded by the master during the scene, must be matched precisely in all the other shots

-if you pick up a fork with your left hand when you say “what?” you must pick it up with the same hand and at the same speed and on the same lines in all the other shots as well.  This is called matching actions and it is a crucial part of the actor’s job.
-when the editor and director cut form one angle to another, they will choose a moment in the master when the actor is beginning to reach for that fork, and match it with that same reach as it was recorded with the two-shot
-this movement on the cut serves to disguise the fact that a cut was made, and makes the action appear continuous.  The more exactly the actor matches his gross movements from angle to angle, the more precise and smooth the cut can be

-in the two-shot, psychologically the audience is moving in.  It’s as if one is eavesdropping on an interesting conversation in a restaurant, and decides to walk over to the other table and watch for a while
-this audience invisibility fulfills the viewers’ wish to “be a fly on the wall” during the most interesting moments.  The darkness of the movie theater is like the cloak of invisibility from fairy tales

-in the two-shot the viewer is more interested in what the characters are doing and saying.  The focus is on the foreground because the audience is already aware of the scenic context

-consequently, more of the actors’ bodies take up the frame

-the two-shot serves as a transition distance between the further master and the closer over-the-shoulder

-in some film, the two shot is used as a master, or is eliminated altogether.  The audience is sophisticated enough to accept the jump in distance from the master to the over without a feeling of discomfort

-the two-shot presents another opportunity to feel out the interplay and timing of the scene.  Being closer than the master, the actor can be more sure that facial expressions and body-languages will register

-the next set-up places the viewer closer, even intimately close

-in the foreground of an O.T.S. there is just a piece of one character.  Usually a shoulder or a part of the head which takes up only a small portion of the frame.  Just across from this is the full face of the other character

-now we can see what we really want; how the character is feeling and reacting.  In fact, we are almost in the scene itself.  If the character reveals something of importance, we’ll be here to see it.  The actor can be sure that facial expressions will register at this close distance.

-it is also easier for the audience to understand what the actor is saying because the lips are so easy to see.  After the eyes, the most watch part of a person’s face is their mouth.  Since the O.T.S. is shot from each character’s point of view, it involves two set-ups; one from over each character’s shoulder

-in the close-up, the viewer is brought completely into the scene.  And although the character is not looking directly at us, we have almost replaced the other character by moving inside his space
-the character’s face fills the screen ad we are brought directly into the circle of his innermost thoughts and desires.  In the close-up, the character may reveal an intimate secret, or try to conceal one.  The character might make a confession, or remain silent

-one way or the other we are there to witness it

-the close-up evokes a complex response in the audience.  The viewer is in the paradoxical position of identifying with both the character speaking, and the one listening.  For a moment we are both characters

-we begin to wonder, as we listen to the revelations of one, if the other is reacting to what they are seeing and hearing as we are.  Our curiosity is at its height and we long to see how each character is feeling about the other
-thus, this shot like the over-the-shoulder, is recorded from both points of view

-as we watch the exchange of close-ups, we find our allegiances, expectations and identifications shifting

-the close-up involves the most powerful interplay within the character himself, between different characters, and even between the characters and the audience.  It is the closet actors ever come to looking directly at the viewer

-so, we have four different basic shots; the master, the two-shot, the over-the-shoulder and the close-up.  But we have six different set-ups; one master, one two-shot, two overs and two close-ups

-another hallmark of the Classic Hollywood Style is continuity editing.  This means that filmmakers want the audience to experience the illusion of continuous action undisturbed by jumpy cutting.  The filmmaker does not want the audience to be aware of the fact that they are watching bits and pieces joined together.  They fear that such an awareness would divert the viewers’ attention from the story being told

-early filmmakers discovered that if there is movement on a cut, the audience watchers the motion and is distracted from the splice.  So perhaps, a director wants the actor sitting into the shot, so that he will have a smooth cut in the editing room

-there is not only way to shoot or edit a scene.  Many other choices exist.  If we change the context of the scene, the content and meaning of it will also change 

-an important point to note is that an actor may have to do a scene 20 times, to get all of the coverage

-while matching actions and emotional intensities is important, they cannot be matched exactly.  For this reason no two takes are precisely the same.  One never gets to do the first take again.  When it’s over, that opportunity is gone.  The second take is really the first try at that take, and not a repeat of the first one

-the difficulty for the actor lies in staying alive during all these multiple takes and avoiding the trap of becoming mechanical

Taking it Personally

-personalization is the technique by which an actor explores his own unique responses to the material.  In personalization, the words are only there for the actor’s self-exploration.  In this part of the process, the actor can be truly selfish

-in the personalization process, actors constantly surprise themselves, because you abandon all preconceived notions

-throw out your ideas of how thing should go, and relate to what is happening between you and the other actors

-only the interaction between the actors has any meaning, if you are unwilling to let the other actor affect you, you will miss the truth of the scene between you

-what I am suggesting is that actors remain flexible so that they are not blinded to new possibilities

-personalization is only the first level of the actor’s craft

-though there is a danger in playing only moment to moment feelings in each scene.  These actors often miss the scene to scene consistency necessary to the development of their character.  To do that, they must work at the next level

Riding a Horse
-acting is a verb.  Actors need to know what characters do, and what needs, wants and desires drive them.  Careful analysis of a script allows us to make these discoveries

-we will use the terms line objective, scene objective, and plot objective and character objective to describe what a character wants, the word obstacle to describe what keeps the characters from getting what they want, the term strategy to describe how characters get what they want, and the words victories and defeats to describe if they succeed or fail

-Laurence Olivier once likened the process of acting to the racing of a horse.  A horse, he said, is pure instinctive power; like one’s personal and unique inner talent.  But in a horse race, that pure power never wins by itself.  The horse whose rider has fallen off always comes in last.  That power, that instinct, needs guidance in order to focus on a goal.  For the actor, that guidance is provided, he said, by analysis

-boundaries are often freeing, that is the paradox.  Too much freedom is paralyzing.  Script analysis is the tool that we use to find the rules of a script, and to free ourselves from indecision

-the words on a page are like sunspots on the sun; surface manifestations of deeper workings.  They are like the tips of icebergs, like an architect’s blueprints or like notes on sheet music.  Geographers say that “the map is not the territory”

-to begin with, we want to know what the character wants with every line of dialogue.  In other words, we want to discover the character’s line objectives.  The best way to state an objective is as a simple, action statement

-adding up line objectives leads to a scene objective, and adding up scene objectives leads to a plot objective

-a character objective that lies outside the boundaries of the script can help us create a living breathing human being that lives on after the theater goes dark

-sometimes the character himself is unconscious of this objective, and yet it informs everything he does

-character objectives shouldn’t be arbitrary.  They need to be based on evidence from the material

-the simpler and more active an objective can be stated, the more playable it will be

-when actors pursue objectives without showing the moments between them, without registering the defeats and victories between actions, a quality of “humanness” is lost.  People usually show some feeling and vulnerability when they win or lose something of importance to them

-good acting results in the coming together of one’s personal uniqueness with the text

-Spencer Tracy said “Acting is fine, just don’t get caught at it.”  But when it is part of preparation, analysis actually frees the imagination.  Knowing that good work has gone into the creation of a performance, means that an actor can trust that he is well prepared and open himself up to the reality and inspiration of the moment
The Next Shot’s in the Glass

-the camera operator, is the one actually watching the scene through the lens.  If you move around, they follow you.  If the movement is side to side, that’s called a pan.  If the move is up and down, that’s called a tilt.  Since he is the only once actually seeing you through the lens, he can tell you if you’ve moved out of the frame or not
-the operator can be your best ally on a set.  At a good moment, ask how much of you is in the frame.  Just you head, or your head and neck, or your head and shoulders, or your head and chest or what.  See, you might know it’s close-up, but a close-up means different things to different directors.  You need to know what parts of you are being seen, and how much room you have to move around in

-the Director of Photography (DP) is in charge of the overall look of the film.  He works with the director before shooting begins to find out how the director wants the film to look.  He then chooses the film stock and the lenses, even the lab that processes the film.  He hires the rest of the camera crew including the operator.  He also helps the director decide how to shoot a particular scene and where to place the camera.  But most important, he is in charge of the lighting.  DP’s paint and sculpt with light

-you don’t want to bother the DP, ask the operator any questions about framing, or the director

-the gaffer, is the head of the lighting crew.  The DP tells him what he wants, and he tells his crew where to put the

lights and where to focus them and what kind of filters, if any, to use and things like that.  Getting the lights right is what usually takes so much time on a set.  His chief assistant is called the best boy

-never spike the lens, which means never look directly into the lens during a scene.  It destroys the contract we have with the audience that they are invisible, breaks the “fourth wall”

-the focus puller, during rehearsals for the camera, measures the precise distance between the focal plane of the lens and your face.  That way he can have you perfectly in focus.  If you move to a different position, say you lean forward for part of the scene, he measures that distance and subtly readjusts the lens for that new distance

-so if someone sticks a tape measure in your face, you will know it is the focus puller

-when a camera is on wheels, it is called a camera dolly.  Cameras have blocking just like actor do.  The person that moves the camera to its marks is called the dolly grip.  Grips are people who put their hands on things and move them around

-if you move a chair or something during a scene, don’t you put it back in its original position.  That’s the job for the grips.  Grips are also part of the lighting crew, they move the light poles around.  The head of the grips is called the key grip
-the focus puller is moving the lens, the operator is panning and tilting and the dolly grip is moving the whole camera into different positions

-good camera actors learn to move a little more slowly than they do in real life.  Even getting up from a chair can be hard for the camera to follow.  So do it more slowly than you usually would

-a standard can of film holds about eleven minutes on it.  So after that is used up, the camera has to be reloaded.  That’s the job of the film loader

-when you rehearse, he also puts marks down on the floor for the actors, and when it’s time to shoot, he works the clapsticks
-your performance is recorded in two different planes.  The camera gets your body on film, but a tape recorder gets your voice on tape.  Now these two need to be synchronized, so the editor lines up the picture of the clapstick hitting the board with the sound of it striking from the sound tape.  That way he knows that the sound and the picture are in sync

-for blocking of a scene, they only put down marks for rehearsals.  During the actual shooting, they take them up

-a mark will be set down for you to rehearse with.  They usually use white chalk or gaffer’s tape in two strips.  One strip goes across an done strip goes down to form a “T” shape.  Your feet straddle the line going down and your toes go just behind the top cross bar

-when playing the scene, you shouldn’t be thinking about your mark, but how are you going to find it?  Staying in frame depends on it, staying in focus depends on it, staying in your light depends on it

-you must rehearse the marks.  Be sure to walk through it at performance energy.  If your really moving your stride will vary.  Start at your first mark (called number one, if you here an AD say “back to number one,” you go back to where you first started the scene) and walk the distance counting the steps to the next mark.  This is called front stepping
-doing front stepping a few times, helps because of the process known as muscle memory.  Meaning if you practice enough, your body learns where to stop.  Though front stepping alone isn’t enough

-go to your mark and now looking ahead about eye level, line up a near and far object

-like cross hairs in a rifle sight.  From the position you in, spot where something close by lines up with something far away.  Then every time those two are lined up, you are on your mark

-stay open and available, any thing can happen in film production

-if you don’t give the sound people enough level, you might have to loop your dialogue late.  Looping is redoing your dialogue later on at a sound stage

-do not project your voice as you would on stage, but you’ve got to give the mic something to record.  Talk in your normal voice, that should be enough, but don’t talk so low that they can barely pick you up
-dialogue should sound real, as if it’s been wiretapped

-the mixer, or sound recordist, is the chief of the sound crew.  His assistant is the boom operator, who holds the boom mic over the head of the actors in the scene

-so if you move, typically the boom operator has to move with you

-sometimes radio mics are used.  The boom operator hides the mic near a shirt button or something and then runs a wire inside your clothes to a battery pack they usually tuck into your back pocket

-another way to mic a scene is to hide carefully hide them around the set
-an actor who knows what’s required by the director and crew is more secure, can protect and improve his performance, and saves everybody time.  Filmmaking is the battle between time and excellence.  If you are an actor who saves a production some time, then the possibility for quality increases

-an average shoot day on a movie is around two pages of the script.  There’s time to do a little exploring, time to do the number of takes you need to get the performance you really want

-outside the director, the script supervisor (a.k.a. the continuity person)  is the most important person on the set.  In her script, she makes special marks that show what type of setup was shot, how dialogue the set-up covered, how many seconds the shot took, how many takes there were, what went wrong on each take, which one was printed, any changes the actor’s made in the dialogue, which hand the actor was holding a drink in, on what line the actor put the drink down, what coverage remains to be shot and many other things as well

-it is her scrip that goes to the editor at the end of the day.  He uses it as the primary guide to editing the film
-she also is the one who feeds you lines if needed

-the 1st A.D., runs the set, is the boss of everyone on the set except for the actors and the director

-the 1st is the director’s right hand man,  He tells the 1st what he wants and when he’s ready to shoot, and the 1st takes over

-the second team consists of the stand-ins for the actors.  There is no reason for the principal actors to remain in their positions while the lights are adjusted and focused and the camera moves are practiced.  So, special people are hired to replace the actors while all this goes on.  When they’re ready to shoot, the 1st will call for the first team, that’s you

-the 1st AD will call for quiet on the set, then say “roll camera,” he’ll then wait for the camera operator to tell him that he camera is rolling then he’ll call “sound?” and wait for the mixer to say “speed,” which means the recording heads have gotten up to speed, then he’ll call for the scene to be slated, and then the director will call “Action”

-the 1st also plans the next day’s work schedule so a call sheet can be ready at the end of the shoot

-the 1st AD is responsible for directing the extras, she tells them where to move and what to do

-while acting, you must let the other person in the scene affect you, and not dictate your reactions.  Effective scenes are often built on the contrast between characters
-since films shoot out of order, you have to think backwards.  You have to concentrate and think things out

-there is a lot of waiting on film sets.  Stay level, don’t waste your energy, waiting can be exhausting

-shooting is exciting, stay with that energy when needed.  Don’t give it away, and don’t bury it.  Just be with it

-lighting typically takes anywhere from twenty minutes to a couple of hours

-the mixer can call cut, the camera operator can call cut and the director can, that’s it.  Never an actor.  Even if you make a mistake, forget about it, and keep going

-focus you attention on you objective, keep going forward with your efforts

-its real dangerous in the many takes of shooting to let down your energy to soon

-your responsibility in an over is to make sure the other actor is clear for the camera.  That means you have to cheat you body movements a little.  You can’t lean quite the same way you would in a master
-camera right is your left as you face the camera.  It is the opposite of stage right

-during the other actor’s close-up you will be off camera, tuck in as close to the lens as you can, so we get as much of the other actor’s face on camera as possible

-because a lighting set up has been made, your over will be followed by your close-up.  Then the lighting will be changed and the other actor’s over and close-up will be shot

-during close camera shots, when you must enter the frame, you don’t have to actually walk in.  Instead plant your feet, lean out of the frame, and then you can come in already in position
-you should always eat lightly, otherwise you’ll get sleepy and want to crash

-by working small sections of a scene at a time, you get to work in such detail and it forces you to think about things you might have never considered

-the Abbey Singer is the shot before the last shot.  Named after a man who used to say it was the last shot when it wasn’t
-sometimes adding a new element into a scene you shot over and over again can spice it up, and bring it back to life

-in a close-up, do not overlap dialogue unless your told that it’s all right to do so.  Overlapping means talking at the same time as someone else.  If the scene requires you to overlap the other character’s dialogue, you can do it in the master, or in any of the other coverage, but not the close-up

-always keep a log of your work hours
-Vsevolod Pudovkin, defined the task of the film actor as “creating the illusion of a continuous performance.”  “Illusion” because the process of filmmaking is such a discontinuous and fragmented one.  In addition to the problem of shooting individual scenes over and over again from different angles, the actor is also faced with the obstacle of shooting out of order
-this way of making films is a system that has evolved that uses time as efficiently as possible
-keep track of what your character knew and didn’t know prior to each scene.  This is crucial, it keeps you in the present moment, with full understanding of the events that lead up to the scene but with no knowledge of what happens after it

-this guards you against playing the future in the present.  When actors make this mistake it is called anticipating
-it is a very useful for each actor in a scene to tell himself the story “up to here”

-after reading the whole script at least ten times, the actor can remove pages from it and make a second script consisting of only his part.  Now if he reads the script that does not contain his part, he can more easily see how his story affects the whole.  What effect does it have when his is removed?  Then reading the script that contains only his part gives him a clearer picture of is character’s story and development

-with such a script the actor can easily see what happened to him last before a new scene begins.  This understanding of the character’s preceding incident is critical to how the next scene will be played
-the actor needs a third script to avoid a trap here.  Remember, he has one with only his part, and one without, he also needs a complete one

-the next step is to create timelines

-creating a story timelines showing both the actor’s scenes and when they take place is invaluable for keeping track of where in story time they take place

-at a glance, the actor knows how every scene he is in fits into the time scale of the story being told.  If some scenes are night ones, the actor merely adds these to the time line.  If the story takes place in a single day, the actor can make an hour by hour timeline.  Timelines should be tailored to the demands of each script

-to get an idea of the whole shooting schedule ask the 1st AD for a days out of days.  This is a relatively detailed description of what scenes, which actors and what equipment is required for each scene.  This title of each scene amounts to the action of the scene, and sometimes can serve as the line or scene objective for the actor 

-it’s a good idea for each actor to emulate this, and give a short action title to every scene he is in

-with a script and some sort of shooting schedule, the actor can make a map of his way through the production

-this knowledge prepares the actor for the demands of the day, and helps him to concentrate on the work at hand.  If he has titled each scene with a short action statement of his scene objective, he now has a quick guide through the maze of production.  With his scripts, his timelines and his titles, he always knows where he is and what he is doing
-shooting out of sequence is one of the greatest problems that actors face.  But if the actor can quickly and easily locate himself in time and space, know where he is and what he is doing, tell himself the “story up to here,” he can construct and develop his part with confidence.  And if he weds his native talent to his craft, play his part so that it unfolds as a growing and continuous whole

We’ll Fix it in Post

-film production is usually broken down into three manageable phases.  The first is preproduction.  This process includes finalizing the script, hiring personnel, location scouting, scheduling and budgeting.  The next phase is production.  This involves the actual shooting, directing and acting of the script

-much to a novice’s surprise, he has a role to play in the final phase of the filmmaking process known as post-production

-post-production involves the editing and assembling of the film into a releasable form

-looping is the process of re-taping unusable dialogue.  When you loop you have to say your lines to match the movements of your lips, these are called sync lines

-see this process as an opportunity to improve your performance

-getting into a scene months after it is over is not easy

-the actor needs to remind himself of what he wants in the scene, what’s in his way, how he gets it, and how he feels about winning or losing

