The End of Acting
-the important thing is not how lifelike – or unlifelike – a work of art is, but rather how the work functions, how it affects us

-two approaches to acting theory: psychoanalytical criticism, which explores the unconscious processes that energize art, and phenomenological criticism, which rigorously examines art as a subjective experience, i.e., what creating a work of art, or responding to one, actually feels like

-we need to get back to fundamentals: What acting is, why it moves us, what its purposes are, how it relates to other art forms, what it is like actually to be there as an actor or as an audience member 

-themes that are central to this book:


1. Acting has deep psychological roots; good acting consists not of copying what you do in everyday life, but of tapping a certain kind of energy


2. Acting has important personal and social functions.  Character acting – portraying somebody else – is not only valid, it is the essence of the acting experience


3.  Actor training should be broadly humanistic, involving the study not just of dramatic literature and theatre history, but of languages, literature, and history, generally, and should be centered on acting in plays rather than just exercises, improvisations, monologues, or even scenes


4.  Most important, acting is a great art form, not only sharing significant characteristics with other art forms, but providing an essential component for all of the them

The Psychosexual Basis of Acting

-ninety percent of the young hopefuls will never earn a cent from acting.  Only a few will ever earn a living at it

-acting remains a largely unexamined art form

-one’s self is a fluid thing, changing in different circumstances

-our sense of self is an idea, a mental model, which changes from time to time

-your image of yourself is always an ideal, which must be lived up to.  If you cannot live up to it, the result is a crisis, which leads either to a redefinition of yourself or to neurosis, a compulsive self-delusion
-here, then, is the pain/pleasure mechanism that produces enjoyment in role-playing.  In a safe, socially approved situation you are allowed to drop temporarily, the pain of living up to your idealized self-image.  You can even be a despised figure – an idiot, a villain, a coward – and not only not be abused or ridiculed for it, but even receive laughter and applause.
-there is also pleasure of reconnection with the oceanic feeling, when there was no differentiation between self and other, no alienation from the world, only complete integration and harmony

-a safe, socially approved situation for putting aside everyday identity is important

-because the actor knows it doesn’t really matter, he feels free to do wild, outrageous things that he would never dare to do in real life

-we learned our identity by a process of repression.  As we grew, we constantly had our identity limited, from an original oceanic feeling to one that was a narrow ideal

-thus, later in life, we unconsciously fear that letting down the boundaries of our identity will lead to letting down all constraints for our animal impulses, leading to loss of control, to unlimited promiscuity and perversity

-the antitheatrical prejudice is thus rooted in powerful unconscious desires and fears.  These fears are, of course, largely irrational.  Sexual drives need outlets as well as constraints; sexual promiscuity is neurotic behavior, but sexual impotence or frigidity is also neurotic

-theatre, in which actors take on changing roles, has among its many functions the examination of identity.  For the individual, theatre is a kind of identity laboratory in which social roles can be examined vicariously.  In a safe environment, detached from everyday life, the audience member can forget his own identity for a while and identify with the character he sees

-both performers and audience members are in a sense “actors” in the theatrical experience, dropping their regular identities and trying out new ones.  This is valuable for both the individual and for society

-a dynamic society frequently revises the way in which it wants its members to perform
-but even static societies, where roles change slowly if at all, theatre is still an important device for teaching what it means, in a given society, to be a man, a woman, an adult, a worker, a parent

-to see another person as  a full-fledged, conscious human being, capable of thinking and feeling and suffering, is the first step toward true morality

-much of the evil in the world is caused by seeing individuals or groups of people as objects, as “other” rather than as yourself.  

-theatre teaches the skill of identifying with others rather than objectifying them – to recognize the humanity they have in common with us, rather than treating them as mere things to be shoved aside or stamped out

-like religion, a work of art takes us out of the ordinary selves by reminding us of our connections with larger things – with others, with our society, with history.  We should recall too, that actors in many cultures have been considered shamans, magicians, or priests
-the actor toys with the role to help us temporarily rediscover rolelessness

-to re-encounter our origins, to be reminded of who we truly are, creatures of, rather than merely in, the universe, is valuable whether considered mystically or scientifically

-to summarize, the essence of the acting experience is the feeling of becoming somebody else.  Providing both conscious and unconscious pleasure, this self-transformation has deep psychological roots that explain the compulsive nature of acting and also explain the antitheatrical prejudice that makes individuals suspicious of it

-our everyday self is a narrow construct, but it has more range than people imagine; our total self is far broader still, and ultimately infinite.  Actors who seem to be playing themselves, when they are successful, are actually playing roles they have become skillful at that they seem pure and natural
-the difference between everyday role-playing and role-playing on stage is that our everyday roles have important emotional connections for us, being ideals that must be lived up to rather than masks that we put on for fun
-much bad acting the result of being too close to the actor’s everyday self, confining him in its rigid mold
-character acting needs to be valued much more highly than it is in the U.S.

-there are advantages of stressing character acting; first and foremost is the fact that it is the psychological root of the impulse to act, the very thing that makes people want to be actors in the first place.  The feeling of temporarily becoming somebody else is what makes acting pleasurable, what gives acting its vitality

Are Actors Neurotic?

-“acting is exhibitionism”

-ego psychology takes many years of careful reconstruction of the patient’s sense of identity

-the whole goal of ego psychology is to provide a solid realistic sense of self for patients who lack it

-seeing the actor as neurotic, then, is simply another variation of the antitheatrical prejudice

-neurotics, in fact, usually make bad actor.  Their own sense of identity feels so perilously weak that they find it threatening to take on another.  Successful actors , on the other hand, typically have a strong sense of identity, which is why they can safely put it aside for a while

-to be successful as an actor, you must indeed be strong and confident, because only then can you become again like a child, playing at artificial roles with all the intensity and delight of childhood. 

-a paradox of acting is that to fear making a fool of yourself guarantees that it will happen, because only by letting go of your ordinary, dignified, ideal adult self can you succeed

-the actor’s “childishness” comes from his self-esteem, from his sense of being fully adult

-the ego, Jaques Lacan reminded his colleagues, “is an imaginary function.”  He saw the strengthening or perfecting of the ego as a ridiculous goal, since the ego is not the self, but only a construct, an ideal

-a strong sense of identity provides the base from which to act a wide range of roles

Acting and Speech
-the key to characterization is often through speech, a dialect, a manner of intonation, a lower or higher pitch than normal, a special rhythm

-Peter Sellers said that when he got the voice right, “the person takes over,” with the walk, gestures, and even the look of the character following almost automatically

-a common criticism of Freud is that “he reduced everything to sex.”  His concept of sex was much vaster than just sexual intercourse

-it goes lower because it includes all bodily pleasure; higher because in displaced or substituted forms, it projects itself into all aspects of mental life

-what is important for acting theory is that it is in this oral phase that the infant is also learning identity
-all of our erogenous zones have a bearing on our sense of identity, but the mouth, being the first, has special importance.  Language development is crucial

-for Jaques Lacan, language is the self; there is no identity without language, and no language without identity

-as we learn to speak, we define not only the world, but ourselves in relation to it.  Before, we saw, but now we have a viewpoint; before we heard, but now we comprehend, according to the system for comprehension that 

language provides

-lingocentrism is typical of all speakers of all accents of all languages everywhere
-gradually, the reward/punishment system is internalized in a mechanism of repression, which is of course the same mechanism as is being internalized for all the infant’s behavior.  Desirable activities are rewarded, undesirable ones ignored or punished, until the infant learns almost automatically to do the former and avoid the latter

-in real life, the process is more subtle; words define and limit us, in such a way that we do not know we are being defined and limited.  We are not tortured, but conditioned 

-repression is unconscious, occurring so automatically that it does not seem to be happening at all

-when I speak with one of these other accents, I have the strange sensation of being somebody else.  This feeling of otherness, this transformation, is of course the essential quality of the acting experience.  It is distinctively pleasurable, because it reconnects us with the oceanic feeling, that time when our self was without limit. 

-speaking with another accent is liberating

-self-transformation, or rather, self-expansion, can be achieved in ways other than through voice, but changing one’s manner of speaking remains the commonest route for actors

-“total and eerie transformation of the voice seems to be a universal characteristic of possession experience.”  The change is so dramatic that the possessed shaman seems, both to those watching him and to himself, to be merely a passive transmitter

-this is the reason that speech training for the actor, and dialect work in particular, must be integrated with regular actor training 

-every character just like every real person, has his own unique individualized way of speaking.  His speech will be throat “centered” somewhere, resonating, primarily in the nose or the throat or the front of the mouth
-finding a manner of speaking is always part of building a character

-it is useful in a rehearsal or an acting class to experiment with changes in pitch or placement, or enunciation, no matte how subtly, until the character seems to come to life and starts to speak through you

-acting verse is actually easier than acting prose if you make yourself its instrument, letting it act through you

-in sum, speech for the actor should never be considered an “external.”  There is nothing more internal than speech, nothing more intimately associated in our conscious and unconscious minds with our sense of self.  I speak, therefore I am, and how I speak is what I am.  

-how a character speaks is what he is, and finding the way the character speaks is fundamental to acting

-attuned to the marvelous artistic potential of one’s voice, its tremendous range and almost magical power of self-transformation, is of primary urgency

Acting and Artistic Creation

-there is a sense in which anybody can, and does, do all the arts
-the professional is just someone who, because of superior talent and training does these things for a living

-laboriousness is usually the sign of failure in artistic composition.  Certainly if the results seem labored, the work is no good

-the artist is often perceived as a loafer or a wastrel – which he sometimes is – who does not have to “work” like other people

-the artist himself is seen as lazy, promiscuous, irresponsible – in a word, a child

-a work of art is recreated every time someone responds to it, and dies when the experience ends

-the art in an art work does not reside in the thing itself, but in a transaction between the observer and the thing.  It is common to speak of responding “to” a work of art, but really, the response “is” the work of art

-literary though it may be, the play is not “fixed,” but alive and changing
-considered as an experience, then, acting is neither more nor less ephemeral than the other arts

-the creator does not see, he feels, he feels a desire which answers to a call; something wants to come into being

-the work itself is his main inspiration.  “The artist is an artist only through his act.  He does not think the idea of the work but rather about what he is making and what he perceives as he creates”

-the actor must always breath life into the role, make it his, make it seem an independent living being

-acting entertains and enlightens

-the prevalence of low, trivial acting should not blind us to the potential for actors, “the abstract and brief chronicles of the time,” to educate us on the complexities and depths of human behavior, to bring great literature to life on stage, to instruct us about our society

-we speak of the actor playing a role, but actually, the role plays him

-again, in pre-industrial, pre-scientific societies, there is usually a belief in a spirit, a god, or a muse who is the actual author of the artistic work, operating on or through the human artist

-for the artist then, the work of art has what Susanne Langer called a “virtual life,” existing independent of him.  

-similarly, a performance by an actor has independence and coherence

-the actor is not merely displaying his face, body, voice, any more than a painter is just displaying colors; nor is he displaying his emotions, any more than a poet is displaying words.  Instead, the actor is creating a work of art

-emotional release by itself, no mater how real, “honest,” etc. the emotion may be, is never enough by itself to create a character

-peak emotions do not serve as a basis for a character, but when properly performed, are instead the result of the characterization, in the overall context of performance
-the audience responds to the characterization as a whole, in the context of the play as a whole

-the emotional release approach to acting, then, considers only a few isolated moments, rather than the character as a whole

-the actor’s work of art is the character

-playing oneself is never adequate to create a character, though at times the persona one plays in real life and the one depicted on stage or on screen may be so similar as to seem to coincide.  

-it is closer to the truth to think of the actor’s real-life self as a role than to think of the actor’s stage or screen self as a non-role

-in the end, the performance must seem independent, both of the script and of the actor himself

-if the actor looks upon the performance of his fellow actors, and the demands of the play as a whole, as sources of inspiration rather than an onerous burden, then they actually enhance rather than limit his creativity

-every artist is inspired by his materials, and by his evolving art work, in addition to his subject matter; the actor’s materials and art work happen to include other actors, as well as properties, costumes, settings, and lighting, in addition to the character as presented in the script

-creativity should never be considered as implying total newness, coming from nowhere; it is more like discovery than it is like willing something into being.  Rather than withdrawing into himself, the artist needs to become sensitive to things around him.  

-he creates with the help and inspiration of others, who make him more or an artist, not less

-an actor in a play is not trying to move the audience directly
-the function of the audience, then, is surprisingly active.  In a sense, they verify the performance

-this heightens the experience, makes it seem more alive and real

-the actor needs an audience, need to play for keeps, in order to do their best work

-the actor who is always thinking in terms of dazzling the audience is a ham – or worse.  The good actor comes before the audience as an artist, not as a pitchman, and the audience are the actor’s collaborators, rather than his customers.  By verifying the actor’s performance, they enhance his creativity, making him more an artist than he would be without them

The Actor’s Subjectivity: The Creative State
-acting, like sports, is a here-and-now experience

-the actor is tapping unconscious energies, recapturing the oceanic feeling

-it does not mean that acting, as it is lived, is not so much something you do as something that happens to you

-the consummation of the acting experience needs to be triggered somehow

-the actor’s main source of inspiration is the role itself
-“one cannot always create subconsciously and with inspiration…Therefore our art teaches us first of all to create consciously and rightly” – Stanislavsky

-when the actor works in a conscious and right manner, “that will best prepare the way for the blossoming of the subconscious, which is inspiration”

-one popular misconception of Stanislavski is that he wanted actors to hallucinate that the events of the play were actually happening, when in fact he only insisted that they examine their behavior rigorously and in detail, in terms of the given circumstances of the play.  He wanted to propel the actor into the play, which is equivalent to achieving the state of inspiration

-Stanislavski did in fact believe that good acting was full of emotion, but that the emotion was an end point rather than a starting point, the result of carefully prepared, logical, and ultimately involved acting.  Emotion is the result, not the cause, of good acting
-the testing that the actor does should not be of outside reality, but of the play itself, via the magic if; the emotions 

that he feels should not be his own, but those of the character, which he feels directly but vicariously, in an intense kind of empathy 

-it is an expansion of self rather than a transplantation; the actor retains his everyday self and adds another.  This altered state has the following characteristics:


1.  It is always pleasurable, even when the emotions being portrayed are painful


2.  it is not a withdrawal into oneself, but instead involves a heightened awareness of one’s surroundings, including set, properties, costume, and fellow actors


3.  One does not lose a sense of one’s real everyday self, nor of the mundane reality of the set, costumes, etc, but all these things take on an added aura


4.  The experience of transformation cannot always be achieved, and cannot always be maintained when it is achieved


5.  This self-transformation is nonetheless a sine qua non for the best acting

-the actor feels as if he can literally become anybody and do anything; he becomes inventive and compelling, and amazingly, everything he chooses to do turns out to be right

-mystical religious experiences of a certain type resemble acting to a considerable degree

-Alan Watts notes that, in this tradition, “the content of the liberation experience – satori, Nirvana, etc, is the physical world, seen in a new way.”  This liberation experience, like that of self-transformation in acting, is elusive, tending to come suddenly and often unexpectedly

-both mystical enlightenment and the experience of self-transformation in acting are overwhelming, the ultimate goal, yet, unfortunately, are beyond our complete control and baffling
-he distinguishes two kinds of primitive priests: the shaman who imaginatively travels to the world of the gods in his rituals, and the hungan who is imaginatively possessed by the gods.  Cole notes that the actor resembles both; in the initial phase, where the actor is seeking the character, he is like the shaman, but when the character is found and self-transformation achieved, he becomes like the hungan.  Cole calls this reversal “rounding” where the actor goes “from masterful explorer to mastered vehicle.”  The actor seeks the character until the character finds him.  Although we speak of playing a role, in good acting the role actually plays you

-good acting then, resembles other semi-voluntary human experiences, like sexual arousal or falling asleep, where there is a shift from being active to being passive
-they are beyond our direct control – we cannot “turn on” sexually nor “turn off” and fall asleep the way we can switch a light on and off – but we can do things that will increase the likelihood that these experiences will occur

-4 important precursors of good acting:


1. Isolation


2. Relaxation


3. Focus


4. Responsiveness

-isolation, then, helps to make the stage into a magical space where anything can happen.  Our inner “censor” as Freud called it, allows us to behave there in sometimes wild and outrageous ways because it knows that it does not matter

-the stage is isolated, magical, liberating

-tension is energy turned inward; it is the physical manifestation of psychological repression.  Thus, even a little bit of relaxation can help an actor, because it is in a sense paying back double; what was working against you now works for you

-excessive striving in acting, like trying too hard to make love or fall asleep, backfires.  In a overreaction to the antitheatrical prejudice, actors will sometimes stress how hared they “work”

-acting, like sex, is supposed to be pleasurable – and is ultimately only good when it is

-it is ironic that the way to achieve focus is not through trying to exclude appropriate thoughts and sensations, but by achieving greater responsiveness to appropriate ones
-techniques that take the actor’s attention away from the performance, like Uta Hagen’s hypothetical substitutions, are damaging to focus.  Images drawn from personal life may be of help in rehearsal, when you are still seeking the character, but they are not good to play
-isolation, relaxation, focus, and responsiveness, then, tend to stimulate the creative state in acting, while their opposites tend to hamper it.  The unconscious mind is complex, containing both drives and repressions whose results cannot be easily predicted
-when the character is that well established, you can play him almost anywhere – in the shower, on the golf course, in the subway

-but once your character has been found, and has begun to play you, it is if anything hard to get him out of your head

Finding the Character
-Freud distinguished two types of mental functioning, which he called primary-process and secondary-process thinking.  The former is characteristic of the unconscious; it is associative, using various techniques of displacement, in which one mental image quickly and easily shifts to another; it ignores space and time; it is wish-fulfilling, being governed by what Freud called the pleasure principle.  The latter is characteristic of the conscious mind.  It is analytical, obeying laws of grammar and logic; it observes the categories of space and time; it is governed by the reality principle

-nevertheless, Freud maintained that primary-process thinking continues in the unconscious mind, where it emerges in things like dreams, slips of the tongue, and jokes, all of which expresses displacement rather than logic
-I want to discuss the actor’s inspiration, his “finding the character”, which, as we have seen, is so crucial to good acting.  This mainly involves primary-process thinking, but, as we shall see, secondary-process (though it can actually be destructive when improperly applied) is important as well

-he seeks the character until, if all goes well, the character finds him.  This triggering can occur at any time (or never)

-Stanislavski maintained that all good acting was character acting

-the crucial thing about finding the character is in the actor’s subjectivity.  With good acting, the actor always feels different

-the personality actor still has to find his character, which is not just his everyday self but an aesthetic transformation of it

-finding the character is clearly an example of primary process thinking.  It is wish-fulfilling and pleasurable.  It is direct and intuitive, a displacement of your sense of self.  It is non-logical, in the sense that is happens by “feel” but it is certainly not irrational

-the impulses that trigger a characterization are likely to be primary-process in nature – direct, associative, imaginative.  For the same reason, lengthy, logical analysis (i.e. secondary process thinking) is not likely to be effective

-not only is a character an idea, but your concept of your everyday self is an idea as well

-in fact, there is a genuine danger in talking about a character too much before you have found it; your creative energy is being channeled into words, descriptions, when it should be channeled into actions

-actors need to get up to speak and do as soon as possible; after only one or two readings to familiarize them with the play

-the actor must first have an impulse, a mental itch, a trigger, with results that are explored and shaped in rehearsal

-there are three things that commonly provide that first impulse:


1.  The actor’s own voice


2.  An image


3.  A gesture

-by the actor’s voice I mean the sound he produces, which might be as formal as a dialect or as informal as a personalized manner of speaking, like a light stammer, a raped tempo, or a high pitch

-far more important, however, is that the goal in doing dialect or other specialized manner of speaking is not realism but inspiration.  The actor seeks that feeling of being different, of having someone else speak through his mouth, which will help him catch fire as the character

-Chekhov’s suggested procedure of Image work is a beautiful evocation of the possibilities of primary-process thinking; it is valuable not just for actors but for any creative artist

-the image may also be verbal, using metaphor or similes

-even though the director is using language, he is using it in a poetic, primary-process manner rather than a logical, secondary process one

-the word feeling, so common in discussions of acting, actually has two meanings: sensation and emotion

-the whole character can grow from a single, well-chosen psychological gesture

-the methods of using voice, image, and gesture, are obviously related.  They all draw on the character for inspiration, rather than on the actor’s personal life.  All are designed to work on your imagination in a direct, associative way.  The procedure is wholistic, in contrast with logical, secondary-process thinking, which is step by step; the whole dialect or image or gesture affects you all at once
-the procedure is intuitive rather than rational, but is, again, anything but irrational
-what Stanislavski realized, however, was that externals affect internals, that the physicalization of the role affects the actor emotionally more than any other factor.  When speech, positioning, gestures, and movements are done haphazardly, they will stifle the actor’s emotions no matter how earnestly prepared those emotions may be; when the physicalizations are done with care, in keeping with the logic of the role and the play, they will draw the actor out, liberating him into the role

-“the point of the physical actions lies not in themselves as such but in what they evoke: conditions, proposed circumstances, feelings”

-when analysis is put at the service of primary-process thinking, drawing attention to particular rather than soaring off into generalizations, creative activity is enhanced

The Mind-Body Problem

-the dual consciousness of the actor is a genuine phenomenon.  The actor certainly has a feeling of watching himself, and when all is going well, it is a pleasurable sensation that enhances the performance

-the actor responds to his own acting much as the audience does.  When a performance is going well, the resultant pleasure induces a general feeling of confidence and delight that relaxes the actor and releases his power

-acting then, is a skill, a “knowing how”

-trying to find the character is learning how

-Dufrenne showed how artists in general do not start with a fully developed concept, but become engaged in a dialogue with the art work as it develops, inspired by the creation itself to develop and improve that creation

-with acting, we should simply recognize that “internal” and “external” are only metaphors, rather than literal descriptions

-like an athlete, he is thinking, feeling, and acting all at once, with a growing degree of skill as the role is learned in rehearsal

-emotion flows both ways; externals affect internals as well as vice-versa.  Acting is a complex process, which can be described in many different ways, but which is not many different things
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-imaginary emotions are, in their own way, powerfully felt.  In some way, they are more intense than real emotions, because real emotions often elicit unconscious repression mechanisms that prevent their being fully experienced
-real emotions are aroused quickly

-the real emotion, once aroused, would go away slowly

-real emotions, then, are a direct response to immediate stimuli.  Imaginary emotions, however, involve aesthetic distance.  

-emotion has a form, which can be contemplated

-sheer self-expression requires no artistic form

-for the actor in the creative state, however, the imaginary emotion has a form that he contemplates and even shapes.  This contemplation is in the form of action, but the action has a structure rather than just coming out haphazardly

-real emotions are often accompanied by underlying feelings of anxiety, especially with negative emotions
-imaginary emotions, on the other hand, are always pleasurable, no matter how negative they may be

-psychologists recognize two kinds of emotional restriction: suppression, in which the person consciously tries to choke of the emotion; and repression, where the same process takes place unconsciously and automatically
-a tendency to repress is as much a part of our psychological makeup as any other of our drives

-there is a problem, then, in stressing real “truthful” emotions in actors.  Real emotions trigger expression; an unconscious “censor”

-imaginary emotions, on the other hand, do not trigger repression.  As long as the actor is convinced that they are 

not real, the superego does not censor them

-imaginary emotions have the very characteristic that so confused Diderot and Coquelin: they are controllable

-in positive terms, imaginary emotions can be modified, and they can be repeated

-feeling emotion, then, is an end point in the rehearsal rather than a starting point
-the emotion is not something that happens first, inside; it is felt in the action and is the result of performing the action correctly

-a process has no pinpoint
-an emotion takes place both inside and outside, both in the brain and in the rest of the body

-this kind of bad acting is commonly called indicating, which is usually defined as presenting the external aspects of an emotion without any inner feeling

-the actor who is indicating is not presenting an interconnected process, but is instead only displaying a set of isolated attitudes and gestures
-the small difference between indicating and true acting loom large artistically.  God is in the details

-actors should be encourage to indicate emotion in rehearsal, which is the equivalent of an artist’s preliminary sketch for a painting

-Chekhov’s psychological gesture is based on nothing but indicating, but as the first step in a carefully planned journey, rather than as an end point.  The goal of the PG technique is the feel of the emotion, in the intuitive sense.  Such feeling is essential to good acting; feeling is also perfectly observable because it is inherent in the action itself

-cognitive dissonance occurs when there is a disparity between attitude and behavior

-attitude shifts to suit the behavior
-the initial, physical sensation is a proto-emotion that can go on to develop into a full-fledged imaginary emotion, or even, in cases of cognitive dissonance, into real emotion

-acting continues to evolve.  It will never reach a state of perfection, it will continue to grow
-our acting will incorporate the past and break with it, as it evolves to meet the aesthetic needs of the future

Stanislavski’s Basic Theories

-it is not a good idea for beginning students to use his books as texts; they take on meaning only after someone has acted for a while and can relate them to their experience

-acting is an art form, which means that it can never be reduced to formula.  Every actor, no matte how great, has failures

-the skills will increase the likelihood of an actor’s success and will prevent total disasters

-his basic ides can be reduced to three key terms: relaxation, relating, and objectives

-since the terms operate in tandem, each should only be considered in the context of the others

-practically every acting sin can be traced to some kind of tension, a rigidity of muscles that simply prevents the actor from performing effectively

-the fact that a good actor’s face is kept relaxed does not mean that it remains immobile.  On the contrary, the relaxed face is flexibly responsive to the actor’s unconscious play of emotion; “gesturing” in extremely specific an distinctive ways

-poor speakers employ a tight monotone, as much as a full octave above their natural voice.  There is little modulation or other vocal variety

-the good speaker will vary continuously in pitch, volume, and tone

-when the shoulders are held back and relaxed, the arms will hang naturally at the sides

-these gestures will be relatively few and will gain effectiveness by their counterpoint to the neutral position

-the good actor will inevitably have his weight back on his heels, directly under his spine, so that all the body muscles are in easy harmony

-when an actor is tense, he is in one way or another working against himself.  His acting will seem forced, unvaried, and unemotional.  (this is the last paradox, because he will often be thrashing himself into a state of emotional frenzy).  He will be uncomfortable to watch.  When an actor is relaxed, he will seem natural, varied, and emotionally powerful.  He will be easy to watch

-if a performance is to have an organic vitality, the actor must become involved in the world of the play.  His unconscious mind must respond to the real and imaginary stimuli around him
-thus “live the part” might be better rendered as “be alive in the part”

-rather than planning out moves and speeches in a conscious, plodding fashion, the good actor lets the world work on him, searching for things that will become stimuli for interesting, apt behavior

-relating can be divided into two broad types: relating to real circumstances and relating to imaginary circumstances

-really listen to them, always pondering the significance of what they are saying
-in sum, the good actor will notice things

-the actor must relate to the given circumstances with full attention to their details

-the objective – is a goal, whether tangible or abstract, that he actor must pursue

-the objective is the organizing principle of the performance of a role.  Relating is a neutral, reactive kind of behavior, while relaxation is outright negative behavior, the stripping away of tension so that the face, body, and voice can come under the influence of the unconscious mind.  The pursuit of an objective, however, is the active behavior, the thing that connects that actor with his role

-Stanislavski urged the actor to pursue a series of such objectives

-each objective forms a separate performance; during that unit, that actor focuses on trying to achieve that objective and on nothing else

-the objective is the conscious channel for the mass of unconscious creative energy that is available when the actor is relaxed and relating.  It gives this creative energy coherence

-the series of objectives form a kind of score for the role, indeed, the objective in acting is analogous to melody in music
-a common flaw is to play attitudes or emotions rather than objectives

-playing objectives leads to emotions that are varied and precise: starting with emotions first leads instead to heaviness and vagueness

-he believed that all of an actor’s individual objectives in a role could be subsumed under a single superobjective

-the superobjective provides a valuable way of organizing a role, but it is not what an actor plays, moment to moment

-it is important to distinguish objective from motive

-it differs crucially from objective in that it looks backward, not forward, and is likely to be hidden and psychological rather than conscious and clear

-note, that relating means reacting to the given circumstances of the play
-relaxation, relating, and the pursuit of objectives are means to an end, skills rather than art itself, and like all artistic skills must be learned to the point of becoming second nature.  Only then does acting begin

Strasberg and Affective Memory

-at time goes on you will become acquainted with many new inner sources of stimulation.  The most powerful of them lies in the text of the play, the implications of thought and feeling that underlie it and affect the interrelationship of the actors

-emotion memory, then, for Stanislavski is simply the imaginary emotion that the actor feels on stage, regardless of how it is achieved.  It relies on the actor’s past emotional life as a whole, rather than the recall of specific instances; past emotional life is “filtered”

-more fundamental is the fact that Strasberg emotion memory exercise takes the actor away from the here and now of performance to an imaginary world of memories.  Relating to the events surrounding the death of your father keeps you from relating to the set, properties, lighting, and most important, your fellow actors

-to the audience, the traditional Method actor can seem powerful but detached, not part of the play somehow

-the actor using emotion memory tends to lag behind the play, where a quick, drastic ebb and flow of action is common

-thus, emotion memory may be the only way an actor can give an effective performance on film, where after all, each scene requires only one good take

Other Acting Theories
-acting theory in the twentieth century has been influenced by the same aesthetic movements that have influenced the theatre and the arts generally, especially realism, Symbolism, Formalism, Surrealism, and Epic Theatre

-when acting is seen as self-transformation, with the purpose of affecting an audience, the actor changes, in Craig’s terms, from Imitator to Artist

-the physical position of an actor’s body determines his emotions and the expressions in his voice

-the emphasis on acting with the whole body, the importance of physical dexterity and simplicity, and the reminder that physical positioning and gesture affect the actor as well as the audience, are all valuable ideas that apply to all acting in all kinds of plays and film

-the Method of Physical Action, then, is a rejection of the mind-body polarity.  “In ever physical action, unless it is purely mechanical, there is concealed some inner action, some feelings

-a set of actions, in this purposeful sense, and that the actor’s job is to find those implicit actions and make them explicit

Realism and Style: A Semiotic View

-a play is seen as a “system of signification,” which the audience “reads” like a “text”

-semiotics, the philosophic theory of the function of signs, has had considerable influence on aesthetics in recent years

-both verbal and nonverbal forms of communication, which are of equal importance in theatrical performance

-realism in this context means playing yourself, copying your own everyday-life behavior, and reality-testing everything you do on stage against that behavior.  Style means artificialities, especially as found in historical plays, blank verse in Shakespeare being an obvious example
-realism is supposed to be internal, personal, real, and emotional, style is external, conventional, artificial, and cold

-a semiotic view will help us to see realism for what it is – not stylelessness, nor the basis for other styles, but simply one acting style among many

-to semiotician, then, meaning does not have to be originally conceived in order to be transmitted.  Meaning can be found, rather than just decoded, and with works of art, meanings tend to be found

-that is, the artist is not sending us a message; instead, he is creating a work of art, which when we explore for meanings based not only on what he consciously had in mind, but on any number of wide-ranging cultural and personal systems of thought

-in artistic communication, however, the receiver may end up with a completely different concept from that of the sender (who may not even had one) but it need not be because of error, but rather because of the very nature of the artistic process

-a work of art conveys meaning only as a whole’ break it up, and it becomes meaningless

-the concept received may have nothing to do with anything the artist originally had in mind

-the actor, however, should not just think about his positions and gestures in such a limited way, but instead be aware that his body is communicating all the time he is on stage in subtle ways that are had to systematize.  

-new branches of semiotics called proxemics (how we communicate by positioning ourselves in space) and kinesics (how we communicate by movements) have turned out to be unbelievably vast.  Even things like distance we put between ourselves, or the rate at which two people talking are simultaneously blinking their eyes, turn out to convey significance

-kinesics and proxemics, however, show that we are communicating in highly conventionalized ways even in real life.  It is only because these ways cannot be systematized the way language can that we do not recognize them as being conventionalized.  The body, even when not making overt, conscious gestures, is resonating meaning

-realism in acting, then, is not conventionless.  Instead, it is a style of acting that tends to employ the conventions of everyday life, and to avoid those that are unique to the stage

-nevertheless, he will position himself, move, and speak in ways that are not in accord with the cultural codes of everyday life.  In other words, his imitation of life is not direct; it is filtered through conventions of which he is only subliminally aware.  The actor is not a camera, recording mindlessly whatever is in front of him, but rather an unconscious analyzer and synthesizer

-but an important point in semiotics is that there is no such thing as neutral activity for human beings.  The human mind abhors a vacuum; we are constantly making, and taking, meanings from everything we experience
-most people think that, meanings are “out there,” rather than coming from us

-often we are only aware that a cultural code exists when one gets broken
-the realistic actor then, is operating under a huge complex overlapping codes drawn from our culture, just as he is in everyday life

-thus, the kinds of things he takes from life will depend entirely on his unconscious preconceptions about life.  It may feel as though he is only imitating what is “out there” but he is also imitating what is “in here” in his own mind
-“style is not something superficial or merely external.”  It is integral to the artist’s meaning

-all periods have a style: even “an actor who takes part in a realistic play of today can show style in his acting”

-in understanding  the theatrical conventions of the past, it is necessary to try to get inside the minds of those individuals, to see acting as they saw it, rather than as we see it

-the most damaging approach of all is to think of a style as being realism plus “artificialities.”  The style did not seem artificial in its own time

-style is unavoidable; there is always style because human beings cannot perceive anything without relating it to some cultural code, and style is merely the collection of theatrical and other cultural codes operating at a given performance.  Something is stylized when it calls attention to one or more of these codes

-stylization occurs when the codes become conscious, moving from the background of our awareness to the foreground

-style, then, is never artificial; even though it is based on artifice, it always seems natural, neutral

-stylization is thus not always present on stage, to say the least, and is not always desirable when it occurs, though sometimes it can be exploited for artistic effect

-in sum, realism in acting is not basic.  It seems basic to us simply because it is our style, in the same way that the English language seems basic to us because it is our language

-thus, not only is realism on stage not conventionless, its conventions (or codes, as semioticians like to say) are complex and numerous

-like the convention, rooted in Cartesian dualism, that a character must be psychologically deep and have many different facets.  There is also the convention of scientific causality; events on stage must not be fortuitous, but rather logically interconnected.  We will no longer accept the idea of God, or gods, or fate, or luck controlling things behind scenes, but instead insist that things only be controlled by what is happening in the scenes.  We expect a characterization, despite its multiple facets, to be logically consistent

-in other words, the absence of convention can itself be a convention

-all in all, the realistic actor is like a player in a game with many intricate rules, most of which are not written down but simply taken for granted

-it is important, then, in shifting to a different style of play; that the actor not simply drag along the old rules of realism in the naïve belief that they have universal application.  To speak blank verse, for instance, in a flat, rhythm less, understated manner would be a mistake

-as Bernard Shaw once said, you cannot play Shakespeare between the lines or behind the lines, but only on the lines

-realism is actually a style of great artistic potential, both in playwriting and acting, as its many masters have shown us

-it was possible to have style – a mastery of the conventions of their art form – even in contemporary realistic material

A Humanistic Actor Training, Centered on Play Production

-the real reason we now train students to become actors is to provide teaching jobs for out-of-work actors.  It is like those pyramid schemes or chain letters.  Those who get in early can do well, but it is mathematically obvious that the scam cannot continue forever

-American acting is no better – in fact, not much different – than it was a generation ago.  Our best actors (who often are not university trained) are more likely now to do character acting, but they have the same old problems with the classics

-they are rooted in the beliefs, promulgated throughout this book, that an actor is a creative artist; that fundamental to his art form is the ability to create characters, in the imaginary world of the play; that fundamental acting experience is the feeling of being someone else; and that the actor is always operating under semiotic codes (though they are often subliminal and unrecognized) which must be mastered for any particular role and play

-a humanistic education for actors recognizes that theatre is an art form, whose purpose is to enlighten, to question, to liberate

-studying acting for its own sake implies a respect for it as an art form
-theatre never floats in a vacuum but has always been the product of its time.  He should know the literature of theatre, and literature generally, and know something of its literary criticism, literary theory, and aesthetics.  There is no point in studying only how to act if you do not know what acting is, in the broadest sense

-if we assume again that the fundamental experience of acting is to escape the limitations of yourself, to become somebody else in a temporary, controlled situation, the very aim of the humanities is to achieve the same thing in a more analytical manner.  The reason that the humanities are also called the “liberal arts” is that they are liberating.  With the liberal arts, we study other cultures – both those of the past and those of foreign cultures today – with the goal of understanding other people and, conversely, gaining perspective on ourselves

-it took the student out of the limitation of his own place and time, teaching him how things might be viewed differently, which, in turn, gave him perspective on his own language and culture

-it is impossible to act Shakespeare well, for example, without knowing what it was like to live as an Elizabethan, or to act in Ibsen without Understanding the mind set of a late-nineteenth century European

-the actor must suspend his disbelief, and enter into that passion, or his performance will be hollow

-acting does not consist of merely drawing on direct, personal sensations, but of drawing upon cultural codes that shape those sensations and give them coherence

-the importance of the role and the play as sources of inspiration for the actor

-the importance of making plays the center of actor training cannot be overstressed

-actors throughout history learned acting from being in plays rather than from being in classrooms

-the actor does not advance by adding skills on top of other skills, but by improving and refining the same basic skills, over and over.  There are only a few things that need to be learned in acting, but they must each be learned a thousand times

-it is important to recognize that work done in a classroom is not acting; it is only practice for acting, which is something that happens in a play

-there is nothing more stifling to an acting student than to have to play only himself, in a scene or a monologue from a contemporary American realistic play in some dingy classroom.  To see that kind of experience as a basis for moving on to perform in plays is ridiculous

-actor training is a heuristic activity, which means that although you know the methods by which to proceed, you do not know what the outcome will be until you achieve it

-acting cannot be mastered quickly and easily
