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Foreword


When I was offered the role of Alan Strang in Equus, one of the biggest hurdles I knew I would face was being able to cope vocally with eight emotionally charged perfomances a week, and it was suggested that I work with Barbara Houseman.


We started working together eighteen months before I set foot in the rehearsal room, and working with her was a complete joy! It was an intense, exciting and challenging time for me, developing a technique that would help me, not just with Equus, but in my long-term career.


Barbara is a passionate teacher and, as an actor new to the stage, there was no better person to be working with on this first venture in the theatre. She is an inspiring teacher, and I left every session stimulated with the new discoveries we had made, marrying vocal technique with the text we had been working on. Vocal skill is an ongoing process, and I continue to work with her, as I find her a hugely motivating force in my work.


Daniel Radcliffe













Preface


If you want to improve as an actor, read this book. Do what it tells you. Simple as that. I have worked as an actor for twenty-seven years and here are some observations.


Actors need to stay sharp. When working or not working. Inside or outside the rehearsal room. On stage, screen, on radio, and especially when unemployed.


When we are employed, we don’t always have the help of a Great Director.


Thankfully, we now have the help of this book. It articulates the advice I was given many years ago by a wise old actor, and which I have happily passed on ever since. When in trouble with a role or, more fundamentally, with the very process of acting, go back to the text – or find a text – and look at it anew. The way to refresh your imagination will be in the text and in the way you tackle it.


Easier said than done? Not any more. You have a friend in these pages.


I have worked with Barbara Houseman and know that her techniques and suggestions all come from long-term practical experience at the highest level. They will show you how to release your imagination, and make genuine improvements. The book also heads off that sometimes fierce and deeply unhelpful inner critic which can sabotage the best efforts. You can say farewell to that kind of useless negativity, particularly at auditions and castings, where the advice set down here should have a remarkable effect.


Best of all, this book helps restore the hard work of the actor as fresh, playful and fun, and puts the ownership of that process firmly in the best hands – the artists themselves. I consult it frequently myself and happily recommend it to you. Have fun!


Kenneth Branagh
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PART ONE


Introduction and Basics











Why Read This Book?


HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU


Why read this book? Firstly, because it is full of practical exercises to help you explore text, character and situation. These exercises have been developed through working with actors of all ages and experiences over many years.


Secondly, because you can use the exercises in this book outside the rehearsal room to support and deepen your work with a director. You can also use them when preparing for auditions and castings – whether for stage, television or film. They will enable you to become more self-sufficient and more certain of accessing your best work, whatever the situation and however great the pressure you’re under.


Thirdly, this book also explores issues such as building confidence; dealing with criticism; handling auditions and castings; moving from rehearsal space to performance space; and offers simple yet effective tools for overcoming any problems that may arise in these areas.


Tangible Exploration


At the heart of this book is the idea of discovering by doing: getting on your feet and exploring text, character and situation physically. No specific physical skill is necessary for any of the exercises; however, you will find that by working in this way you will gain a great deal of physical confidence and freedom. You will also find that it is a much easier and more concrete way of working, which enables a far more detailed and subtle connection with both the text and subtext. The exercises allow you to have a much more direct relationship with whatever play, scene or speech you are working on and, as a result, to feel far more in charge of what you are doing and more able to solve issues for yourself.




Layering


Another important aspect of this work is the idea of layering: in other words, focusing on one element of text, character or situation at a time, then letting go of that element and trusting that you will remember what you have learnt and will be able to put it together with everything else you have discovered. This allows you to go more deeply into each element; and the resulting mix, because it is achieved unconsciously, is richer and more exciting than any conscious mixing would be. It is also far easier to achieve and much more fun!


Noticing


Every exercise in this book is designed to raise your awareness, to enable you to notice what is there. This awareness has three benefits. Firstly, it allows you to be far more self-sufficient, because you don’t need to wait for others to point things out to you. Secondly, it allows you to connect more deeply because you are making discoveries for yourself and so they have a much greater significance for you. Thirdly, it allows you to be far more specific and detailed, which in turn allows you to produce work that is more truthful and original both for you and the audience.


Essential Information


Two essential sets of rules allow you to navigate your way through any situation in life: situational rules and personal rules. Situational rules deal with what is acceptable in any given situation: it is not acceptable to walk down the street without any clothes on – unless you are in a nudist camp; or to drive on whichever side of the road you feel like; or to visit someone’s home and help yourself to their possessions. Your personal rules deal with what you feel is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour for yourself: whether it is alright, or not, to shout or cry in public, or even at all; how much personal information you share with people on first meeting; whether or not it’s alright to be physically affectionate in public and so on.


Since you are expert at improvising your way through life based on these two sets of rules it makes sense that if you can identify the personal rules of any character, and the rules of each situation in which that character finds him/herself, you will have the essential information you need to navigate your way through any play. All the work in this book is designed to help you



identify these rules – especially where they are different from your own and from the rules of the situations you are used to. Throughout, you will be encouraged to ask the essential question, described below, as a way of shifting away from yourself and your own situations, whilst at the same time making use of all the experience you have as a human being.


Essential Question


It was Stanislavsky who pointed out the power of an actor behaving as if they were a certain person in a certain situation. He argued, as an example, that if you asked someone to ‘be a tree’ he/she may well go ahead and attempt to do this, but his/her brain would be saying: ‘But I’m not a tree.’ On the other hand, if you asked someone to behave as if he/she were a tree, then his/her brain would have no problem with this. The as if makes all the difference.


The essential question linked to as if is ‘What if . . . ?’: ‘What if these were my words? What if this were my rhythm? What if this was what was important to me? What if this was the situation I found myself in?’ ‘What if . . . ?’ kick-starts your imagination and sends it searching for the crucial information needed to connect with any role – whether in terms of text or subtext.


Text and Subtext


Text is what is said. Subtext is what lies under and between what is said; it is expressed by body language, tone of voice and moments of silence. Text and subtext each inform the other and it is vital that both are equally explored. I always start with text work because it is the most tangible and because it is what the writer principally gives us – the subtext is implied by the text. By starting with the text you can be sure that you honour the voice of the author: that you tune in to his/her style. As John Gielgud said: ‘Style is knowing what play you’re in.’ Text is rather like the framework around which everything else is built and it is much easier to access the subtext once that frame is in place.


It is sometimes said that there is no subtext in Shakespeare and other classical text: that the action happens on the lines rather than between them. While it is true that much more of what characters are thinking and feeling is expressed in words in classical text, this does not mean that subtext disappears altogether; it is still there, underneath, informing the text and



needs to be explored. Equally, it is sometimes said that text is less important in modern plays: that what happens in between and under the text is more important. Again, it is true that there is often a shift in balance so that more of what the characters are thinking and feeling may be expressed non-verbally; however, the text is still there and, with any good writer, it will have been well crafted – in terms of sound and rhythm as well as sense. It is not a question of any old words will do. So it is important to explore both text and subtext fully, whatever play you are working on.


Technique versus Instinct – Leonardo’s noses!


Technique and instinct often seem to sit very uneasily together for actors. For some, technique is the enemy: they fear that it will make them less spontaneous and truthful, more showy and set. For others, technique is their cornerstone, giving them shape and structure: they see relying on instinct alone as messy and even dangerous. However, when technique and instinct work together well, they give the actor the best of both worlds. It is a question of timing. When an actor is on stage performing, the audience need him or her to be moving through the play moment by moment, responding instinctively to what is happening around them. Only in this way can the audience truly be taken on a journey themselves. In order, however, for the actor to let go and trust his/her instinct on stage, technique does need to be applied in the preparation period. Now each actor’s technique may be very different – it may not even look like a technique from the outside – but it involves some kind of detailed exploration of the components – internal and external – that contribute to the whole: whether that be in terms of exploring text, character, situation or journey within the play, or preparing the body and voice.


A story about the artist Leonardo da Vinci may help to illustrate what I mean. Apparently, as part of his practice, he drew all the different noses, mouths and eyes he came across – he even numbered them! However, when he came to draw or paint a portrait he didn’t consciously think: ‘Ah, nose number 5, mouth number 3, eyes number 6.’ He responded in the moment to what he saw in front of him. However, the fact that he had spent time noticing and exploring individual parts meant that he had a vast store of detail that could support him as he worked instinctively on the whole.




In this way, technique, which could also be called exploratory preparation, becomes a framework for freedom within which your instinct can flourish securely. This is the core intention of this book: to give you a way of preparing that frees you in performance to be utterly present and respond instinctively to what is happening around you.


On the subject of frameworks, the next chapter sets out the basics, which can provide a firm foundation for all work on text and subtext, whilst this chapter ends with suggestions on the different ways in which this book can be used and hints as to the most enjoyable and effective way to work with the exercises.


A Note About Learning


Did you know that there are four stages of learning?3


1. Unconscious incompetence


2. Conscious incompetence


3. Conscious competence


4. Unconscious competence


Stage One is to a degree a blissful state of ignorance, although it may be frustrating in that we have a sense that things are not as we want them.


Stage Two can be very uncomfortable: now we know what we don’t know and this is often the stage where people give up, especially if they are lacking in confidence. Yet it is a necessary part of the learning process and not a sign that we lack the ability to acquire whatever skill is involved.


Stage Three requires all our attention: in other words, in order to achieve whatever it is we are focusing on we have to concentrate on that to the exclusion of everything else. This is often the point at which an actor will cry: ‘I can’t do this on stage!’ The answer to this is: ‘Of course you can’t.’ However, by taking the time offstage, in order to focus consciously on whatever behaviour or habit you want to establish, you will, in time, be able do it unconsciously on stage – and you will have reached Stage Four: unconscious competence. So be prepared to spend time in Stages Two and Three, knowing that this is where the learning takes place.




Using this Book


You can use this book in various ways depending on what you wish to achieve. You can work through it from beginning to end if you want an overview of the whole process before customising it to fit your own way of working. You can consult individual chapters to fill in gaps in your knowledge and experience. You can go straight to the troubleshooting section if there are specific issues that you want to address. The Index will also help you to find exercises and information on particular areas of work. However you choose to use this book, trust your instincts and I’m sure you will find what you need.


Some Helpful Hints


[image: bull] Do the exercises rather than just reading them through – this is the only way they will work! Knowledge is only rumour until it’s in the muscle.


[image: bull] Work with curiosity and a sense of humour; play and enjoy yourself. You’ll learn more that way.


[image: bull] If it’s difficult, that’s fine: it means you’re learning something new, so celebrate.


[image: bull] There’s no point practising what you can do already!


[image: bull] Let go of striving to achieve and certainly forget about perfection. Just do the work and the results will come by themselves.


[image: bull] Pay attention and avoid mindless repetition.


[image: bull] Focus only on one exercise at a time, trusting that what you learn will be remembered.


[image: bull] Use your common sense, and trust that if you have explored the exercises thoroughly with commitment and openness you will learn what you need to learn.











Where Do I Start?


THE BASICS


What are the underlying essentials that enable your individual talent to flourish? Firstly, the ability to produce your best work whatever the circumstances: to establish what I call your ‘Creative Bubble’. Secondly, the ability to empathise deeply with character and situation: to develop and use your imagination to step away from yourself and your world into the character and their world. Thirdly, the ability to communicate your thoughts and feelings to the audience effectively: to develop your body and voice so they can easily and powerfully express text and subtext.


ESTABLISHING YOUR ‘CREATIVE BUBBLE’


Your ‘Creative Bubble’ allows you to work well under pressure, whether this pressure is coming from yourself or others. It removes the fear and judgement that may close you down and so enables you to remain open and responsive to your own instincts and to the input of the director.


The exercises below all contribute to establishing the ‘Creative Bubble’. They are about learning how to access the natural ease, confidence and poise you have when you feel good about yourself and your work, so that you can click into that state at any time, no matter how stressful the situation.


Centring


To enable you to feel secure and relaxed


I am sure you know only too well what happens to you in stressful situations: muscles tense up – especially around the stomach, shoulders and jaw – and your breath becomes shallow or even held. Your body is in defence mode, and as you seize up physically you also tend to seize up mentally. So what



can you do about it? By learning how to centre yourself you can undo the physical tensions and release your breath and so release your mind. You may still feel somewhat nervous or uncomfortable about the situation, but because you have relaxed your body and released your breath you will be able to operate more effectively.


Exploring Your Un-centred State


It’s useful to explore what specifically happens to you in stressful situations. Often there is a particular part of the body that is at the core of your tension. If you can work out which part that is and learn to release it you will be able to relax and centre yourself more rapidly.


[image: bull] Recall a time when you felt stressed. See what you saw, hear what you heard and feel what you felt.


[image: bull] Notice where in your body you hold your tension in that situation – feet, knees, buttocks, belly, back, chest, shoulders, neck, jaw, arms, hands – maybe all of the above!


[image: bull] What happens to your breath? Is it higher in the body and faster? Or are you holding your breath completely?


[image: bull] Is there anything else you notice?


[image: bull] Shake out or stretch to let go of the stressful situation.


Below are two ways of centring. In the first you simply imagine each part of the body relaxing. In the second you use an image to help the body relax. Some people prefer one; some the other; some like to use a combination of the two. Try both for yourself and then make up your mind what works for you.


Stage One


[image: bull] Stand with your feet directly under your hips and allow the soles of your feet to relax and your toes to spread.


[image: bull] Relax your legs: checking that your ankle, knee and hip joints are loose.


[image: bull] Relax your buttocks and belly.


[image: bull] Focus on your spine, which runs through your body from your tail bone to the top of your neck.


[image: bull] Imagine it lengthening – down towards the floor and up towards the ceiling – so that it can support you as the muscles in your back and neck relax.


[image: bull] Imagine your head balancing freely on top of your spine.




[image: bull] Let your chest and shoulders relax as your shoulder blades drop down your back.


[image: bull] Let your arms and hands hang heavy.


[image: bull] Again, imagine the spine lengthening and the head balancing freely on it.


[image: bull] Let your face relax – especially your eyes, lips, tongue and jaw.


[image: bull] Rest in this position for a minute or two, deepening the relaxation in each part of your body.


[image: bull] Notice how you feel – physically and mentally.


You may feel heavier in your lower body, more stable and more aware of your legs and feet. You may also feel calmer, more at ease and notice that your breathing is slower and deeper.


Stage Two


[image: bull] Stand as above.


[image: bull] Imagine that you have an hourglass inside you. Imagine that the top of the hourglass is level with the top of your head and the bottom is resting deep in your pelvis.


[image: bull] Imagine that the sand in the hourglass is gently pouring down and settling into and spreading across the base, which rests in your pelvis.


[image: bull] Once you have imagined the sand settling, then imagine it pouring down your legs into your feet and turning into roots that enter the ground.


[image: bull] Imagine the roots going deep into the ground – 3, 6, 9 metres [10, 20, 30 feet].


[image: bull] Rest in this position for a minute or two, continuing to imagine the roots going deep.


[image: bull] Notice how you feel physically and mentally.


Again, you may notice that the lower body feels more stable and that the breath is deeper.


Once you have established which method or combination of methods is most effective for you, it is simply a matter of practising regularly so that when you are next in a stressful situation it is easy to access your centred state. It is useful to practise when travelling on public transport and standing in queues: firstly, because it doesn’t take up any extra time; and secondly, because travelling and queuing are often frustrating and, therefore, stressful situations and so good opportunities to practise dispelling tension.




What you are aiming for is to be centred for as much of the time as possible. To get to this point it is important that you notice as soon as you are uncentred and that you stop and take the time to re-centre, rather than just carrying on regardless. The more you do this, the quicker being centred will be your habitual state and the easier you will find it to access that state in times of stress.


Note: Obviously, not all the characters you play will be centred. However, if you have built up a habit of being centred, you will be able to keep that sense of inner stability and security underneath any ungrounded character you are playing without having to think about it. The advantage to you is that you will be able to play the character with greater flexibility, subtlety and control.


Backward Circle


To be able to stay centred in action


You may find that you can centre before you start a pressured rehearsal or performance but that it is hard to stay centred during it. This next exercise – which is based on a Tai Chi movement – is superb for dealing with this problem and also for reconnecting you emotionally and vocally. If you practise it regularly you will find that you will be able to come back to centre much more easily, however frenzied things around you become. Also, you will be able to perform with much greater ease, which will be less tiring for you and more engaging for the audience.


Ideally you practise this exercise with a speech or scene you want to work on, but we are going to start with the physical movement alone so you can feel the difference it makes to your body, breath and mind.


Practising the Backward Circle


[image: bull] Stand or sit, as you prefer, with your feet hip-width apart and resting on the floor.


[image: bull] Start with your hands resting on your thighs near your hips. Move your hands out in front of you as far as they will go, then, bring them up to shoulder level, and then in towards your shoulders and down the front of your body until they are back where you started.


[image: bull] Repeat this Backward Circle several times, noticing what happens to your body, breath and mind.


How did you find that? Not everyone notices a difference immediately.



However, once the exercise starts to work you will notice that your body becomes more relaxed, that your breath is deeper and slower and that you feel less rushed.


[image: bull] Circle several times in the other direction, i.e. a Forward Circle, to feel the difference.


You may feel the energy rising higher in the body, taking tension up into the shoulders and breath into the chest. You may also have a feeling of rushing, of almost toppling forward. This energy is to be avoided, since it will destabilise you and is tiring both for you and the audience.


[image: bull] Now return to the Backward Circle again and notice how the body relaxes, the breath settles and the sense of rush disappears.


Note: Just as many characters are un-centred, there are many characters who seem to ‘forward circle’. Again, however, if you have developed a habit of backward circling this will stay in place, underneath the forward circling of the character, and will keep you vocally connected and prevent strain. It will also allow your performance to remain unforced and therefore more engaging for the audience.


If this part of the exercise is making a big difference for you, it is worth practising it – Backward Circle only – gently for a minute or two each day. If you are not sure whether it’s making any difference, go on to the next stage, where you use the Backward Circle with text, and see if that makes a difference.


The Backward Circle with Text


[image: bull] Do the Backward Circle slowly and smoothly while speaking some lines of text, either from the play you are currently working on or from a piece you have worked on previously. Let the circle flow continuously without pause.


[image: bull] Notice how your voice feels. Notice what your connection with the text is like.


You may well find that your voice feels easier and more connected and that speaking the text feels more truthful.


[image: bull] Again, circle in the other direction – Forward Circle – while speaking the text to feel the difference.


You may well find that your breath rises and that you feel less connected vocally and textually.


[image: bull] Then, finish by backward circling again, slowly and smoothly, with text.




If you practise the Backward Circle regularly with speeches and scenes you will learn how to stay centred however great the pressure. It is an excellent way to stay grounded when playing high-energy characters or scenes.


[image: bull] Regularly practise your text at the energy you wish to play it whilst making the Backward Circle movement. At this point it’s fine to speed up the movement as long as you keep it on the Backward Circle.


[image: bull] Once you feel you can play the scene at high energy and stay centred when making the Backward Circle movement, alternate between making the movement and not making it so that you know you can retain the centred state without the actual Backward Circle movement.


Having practised you may find that even the smallest backward circle movement, made with one hand, clicks you back into a centred state if you lose it. The more you practise going about your daily life with Backward Circle energy the easier you will find it to stay with that energy in rehearsals and performance. In addition you will find a greater ease and relaxation in all you do.


Spine Roll


To increase energy, stamina and confidence


When your spine is working well it supports your whole body so that your muscles can work efficiently, without tension. This gives you more energy and stamina. It also helps your confidence. When we feel confident we naturally tend to stand tall, whereas when we feel less confident our spine often sags a little. By learning to keep your spine supporting you fully whatever the circumstances, you can maintain at least some degree of confidence in a difficult situation rather than feeling it all drain away. So, whether you want more confidence, more stamina or more energy, this is the exercise to do, and it only needs to take a few minutes each day.


Note: As with the Centring and Backward Circle, not all characters stand tall. However, once you have established a supportive spine it is possible to adapt your posture as necessary, without collapsing or tensing. Spine Rolls before and after rehearsals will help to keep your body, breath and mind flexible and at ease.


[image: bull] Stand with your back against a wall, so that your feet are about a foot’s length away from the wall and your legs are slightly bent.


[image: bull] Let the bony base of your spine rest against the wall and also the insides of your shoulder blades.




[image: bull] Keeping the insides of your shoulder blades touching the wall and breathing out gently, let your head drop forward, rolling down through your neck, vertebra by vertebra, until your chin is as near to your chest as possible.


[image: bull] Rest in this position and breathe in.


[image: bull] Then, breathing out gently and keeping your arms relaxed, let your shoulder blades slowly come away from the wall as you roll down through your back, vertebra by vertebra, until your upper body is hanging over.


[image: bull] Rest in this position and breathe in gently.


[image: bull] Then, breathing out gently, keeping your arms and shoulders relaxed and your head hanging down, roll up through your back, vertebra by vertebra, until your body is upright and your shoulder blades in contact with the wall again, but with your head still hanging down.


[image: bull] Rest in this position and breathe in gently.


[image: bull] Then, roll up through the neck, vertebra by vertebra, until your head is upright.


[image: bull] Repeat twice more.


At first you may find you seem to be rolling down or up in blocks of vertebra rather than one by one. Or you may feel that there are certain parts of the roll where you lose any sense of your spine. This is normal at first. However, if you persevere, working slowly and gently and imagining each vertebra peeling away from the wall as you roll down, and then building back up, one on top of the other, as you roll up, you will find that you become more in touch with your spine and that it becomes more flexible. Three Spine Rolls a day will make a huge difference, especially if you also, throughout the day, imagine your spine lengthening in both directions: the base of your spine dropping down and the crown of your head floating up.


The more energised your spine, the more confidence and dynamism you can retain whatever the external stresses and strains.


360-Degree Vision


To allow your mind and body to work freely


Do you find that you lose a sense of perspective when you are under pressure? That you get stuck in tunnel vision, unable to see beyond the present issue? This next exercise is an excellent way of regaining perspective and so freeing your breath, body and mind. It is a very quick exercise that you can do anywhere. In order to fully appreciate its effect it is best to start



by exploring what happens to your sense of space under pressure and then move on to regaining a sense of perspective and therefore space.


[image: bull] Recall a situation in which you felt stressed. See what you saw, hear what you heard and feel what you felt.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your sense of space.


Does it seem to get smaller – even tunnel-like?


[image: bull] Notice how the reduction in your sense of space affects your body, breath and mind.


Now let’s shift to 360-Degree Vision and see what difference that makes.


[image: bull] Look across the room at the wall in front of you. Keep your eyes relaxed.


[image: bull] Imagine that you can see through the wall and out across the buildings or countryside beyond.


[image: bull] Still looking forward, become aware of the walls on either side of you and imagine that you can see through them and out across the buildings or countryside either side of you.


[image: bull] Still looking forward, imagine that you can see behind you, through that wall and out across the buildings or countryside behind you.


[image: bull] Notice how you feel.


Do you have more sense of space around you? Does your body feel more relaxed? Has your breathing become slower and deeper? Does your mind feel clearer?


Note: If you feel spaced out having done this exercise, simply reduce the distance somewhat in all directions until you come back into focus.


This exercise is an excellent way of settling yourself quickly and giving you room to manoeuvre. You can do it at any point in rehearsal if you feel under pressure and your breath will deepen immediately.


Purposeful Walk


To bring confidence and energy to your work


Have you noticed what happens when you trust yourself to do something? You just get on with it. Whereas when you lose trust you either become tentative and hold back or you become overeffortful and push. The tentativeness deenergises your work, making it dull and predictable. The overeffortfulness



overenergises your work, making it forced, busy and unsubtle. When you trust, your work has a natural energy: you can be playful, inventive and original.


Note: Trust is not about thinking you are wonderful or fooling yourself about your ability. It is about working in a way that allows you to access the best you are capable of at the time. In this way you will have a much more accurate sense of your strengths and of what you need to improve.


Again, it is useful to explore the behaviours you don’t want before you go on to explore the one you do want, since this gives you a good contrast.


Walking Tentatively


[image: bull] Walk around the room tentatively, as if you don’t trust yourself to do it well.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your body and breath.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your energy physically and mentally.


[image: bull] Continue to walk around in this way while speaking some text.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your voice.


Did you notice that you had less energy and felt less confident? Did you notice that the voice was less expressive and dynamic?


Walking Overeffortfully


[image: bull] Now walk around the room using a lot of effort to compensate for the fact that you don’t trust yourself to do it well. Try hard!


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your body and breath now.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your energy physically and mentally now.


[image: bull] Continue to walk around in this way while speaking some text.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your voice.


Did you notice that you had tensed up and that the voice was more strident?


Walking with Purpose and Ease


[image: bull] Now walk around the room with a sense of focus and purpose, trusting yourself completely, so that you walk with absolute ease and certainty.


[image: bull] Keep increasing both the sense of purpose and the sense of ease and certainty.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your body and breath now.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your energy physically and mentally now.




[image: bull] Now continue to walk in the same way, maintaining the level of purpose, ease and confidence, and speak the same text.


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your voice now and ask yourself how you feel about speaking the text when you walk in this way.


How was that? Did you have more energy and feel more confident? As you commit to this purposeful walk, your attention and energy can all flow in one direction, without effort or strain. And the effect goes beyond the physical and vocal. Walking in this way brings a feeling of trust in yourself and your work.


This exercise is useful at any time and can be a good way to warm up before rehearsal or performance. It is also very useful when you are first speaking a text aloud since it allows you to really commit without having to make an interpretive choice.


Purposeful Walk Warm-up


[image: bull] Firstly, walk without speaking, focusing on the sense of purpose, ease and certainty.


[image: bull] As you walk, keep increasing the sense of purpose, ease and certainty.


[image: bull] Then, continuing to walk in this way, speak some text.


Whenever you feel tentative about your work, or you are aware that you are pushing and have lost all sense of ease, work with this exercise to regain your trust. Focus on increasing your sense of purpose and certainty, if you are feeling tentative, and on increasing your sense of ease, if you are feeling overeffortful. Spend time walking without speaking until you know you have really achieved the sense of purpose and certainty or of ease that you need to shift your state. Only then add in the text.


Note: Of course, the character you are playing may be tentative or overeffortful to a greater or lesser extent and, obviously, that needs to be played. But that is entirely different from you as an actor being tentative or overeffortful. The question to always ask yourself is: ‘How can I play this character/this moment/this scene with trust and ease?’


Cameras Out


To remove any sense of self-consciousness


Where is your attention when you are confident about what you are doing and comfortable with the people around you? Would it be fair to say that



your attention is on what you are doing and the people you are with and that you leave yourself alone? What about when you are in a stressful situation where you are less confident about what you are doing and less comfortable with the people around you? Would it be fair to say that your attention turns in on yourself and you become self-conscious? You may find that your inner critic starts up: giving a running commentary on everything you’re doing wrong. And if things get really bad you might find that you start assuming that everyone else thinks the same as your critic! So what can you do about this? Well, it is possible to choose where you focus your attention and in this way remove self-consciousness and shut the inner critic up.


Note: It is true that the inner critic is often trying to improve what you are doing, but it is not helpful to listen to it during rehearsal, performance or indeed an audition. In the chapter on dealing with the inner critic I will look at the question of when it is useful to listen to your inner critic and how to turn it into an effective adviser that can help you improve, but for now I want you to learn to put it on one side so that you are free to work.


Using the Metaphor of Cameras


It is useful to think of your attention as a pair of cameras. When all is going well and you feel good about yourself, your cameras point out on to the world leaving you free and unself-conscious. When all is going less well and you are feeling less comfortable, your cameras may turn in, leaving you extremely self-conscious and judgemental. All you need to learn to do, therefore, is to be able to turn your cameras out at will, which is completely possible.


It is useful to do this exercise with other people, but it can be done alone by imagining that the objects in your room are people. As in previous exercises you are going to practise the behaviour you don’t want – cameras in – before you go on to practise what you do want – cameras out.


Cameras In


[image: bull] Stand or sit, as you prefer.


[image: bull] Look around at the other people or at the objects in the room that you have chosen to represent people.


[image: bull] Ask yourself a question like: ‘What do they think of me?’ This is a sure-fire way to turn your cameras in!


[image: bull] Notice what happens to your body and breath, notice how you feel, notice if your



inner critic starts up.


Did you feel less comfortable physically? Did the breath tighten up? Did your critic start listing a whole load of things you might be doing wrong or had done wrong in the past?


Cameras Out


[image: bull] Now put your attention on the other people or the objects in the room.


[image: bull] Start to notice the colour and style of the clothes the people are wearing, or the colours, shapes and textures of the objects you are looking at. Make sure that you are looking with curiosity rather than judgement.


[image: bull] By noticing what you are seeing you anchor your attention away from yourself and prevent it from turning back on you.


Did you feel more comfortable and relaxed and less self-conscious?


You may find at first that your cameras swing back and forth. That’s fine: as soon as you notice, simply turn them out again. This is an excellent exercise to practise as you go about your daily life and especially as you enter a space where there are other people. Apart from the fact that you will feel far less self-conscious, you will also notice more, and other people will perceive you as being open and interested as well as confident.


Note: It is of course vital that you look at others with curiosity and interest not judgement. No one else wants to be judged any more than you do!


Whilst rehearsing or performing a scene, keep your focus on the other actors, on what they are saying and doing. If your cameras turn in, swing them straight out again if necessary by repeating in your head the words people are saying or by focusing on their movements or the colour of the clothes they are wearing – anything that anchors your focus back on them.


If you feel the director is criticising you, rather than taking it personally and letting your cameras turn in, repeat to yourself: ‘What is it he/she is wanting?’ In this way you will keep your focus on the director and off yourself and have a much better chance of staying open and hearing them and being able to give them what they want without feeling destroyed.


Daily Workout for Establishing Your ‘Creative Bubble’


[image: bull] Complete three Spine Rolls as part of your morning routine.




[image: bull] Follow these with one minute of Backward Circling.


[image: bull] Whilst travelling anywhere, and whilst queuing, practise Centring, Lengthening Spine and 360-Degree Vision.


[image: bull] As you walk down the street and whenever you enter a room or get onto a bus or a train, practise having your Cameras Out.


[image: bull] Each day practise the Purposeful Walk and Backward Circle with text for at least a minute each.


In total this will only add five minutes to your day!


DEVELOPING AND USING YOUR IMAGINATION


Have you ever stopped to think what it is you are actually doing when you imagine something? When you imagine a person or place or situation you take information from your memory and put it together in new ways. I am pretty sure that you have never seen a pink seagull. If I ask you to imagine one, though, you can do it. You have a memory of the colour pink and of a seagull and so you can put the two together.


So, one of the important aspects of developing your imagination is having a rich memory to draw on. This is not about having had an exciting life, it is about acute observation: about seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting and smelling in greater detail. Whether you are observing people, places or situations, the richer the detail you take in, the richer and more original your imagination.


Sharpening Your Senses


To increase the quality and quantity of information you take in through your senses


[image: bull] Each day choose a sense to focus on as you go about your daily life and allow yourself to experience the world through that sense.


[image: bull] When you choose sight, focus on everything you see. Notice colour, shape, texture and size. Notice also movement and stillness and whether the movement is flowing or staccato. See the world as if you were a painter or photographer.


[image: bull] When you choose sound, focus on sounds of machines, of people and of nature. Notice pitch, pace, tone and rhythm. Hear the world as if you were a sound recordist or a musician.


[image: bull] When you choose touch, focus on the feel of your clothes and of the weather on your



skin, of anything you pick up or brush against whether natural or man-made. Notice changes in texture and temperature. Touch the world as if you were a sculptor.


[image: bull] When you choose taste, focus on everything you eat and drink. Notice temperature, texture, sweetness or sourness, moistness or dryness. Taste the world as if you were a wine or food connoisseur.


[image: bull] When you choose smell, focus on everything you smell. Notice the strength or delicacy of the smell, whether it is fragrant or pungent, bitter or sweet. Smell the world as if you were a perfumer.


By doing this you will not only increase the richness of your memories but also your general level of awareness.


Noticing the Detail


To practise taking in people’s behaviour in more detail


The last exercise will have sharpened up your observation of detail so let’s take that further now and focus on the minutiae of what people say and do.


[image: bull] Start by observing what people do physically. How do they stand? How do they walk? What gestures do they make? Notice the different rhythms they have. Can you recreate these?


[image: bull] Then, listen to people’s voices. Listen for the pitch and tone of voices. Notice the rhythm – is it more staccato or flowing or does the rhythm change a great deal? Is the volume and speed regular or fluctuating? Focus on the tune in their voice: is it monotonous or is there great variation? Can you recreate these?


[image: bull] Then, focus on the feelings people express – where is there hardly any emotional shift and where is there great emotional shift in a short space of time? Notice how many different ways the same emotion can be expressed.


By noticing this level of detail you will deepen your powers of observation and also increase your store of information about how people react, which will naturally feed into your character work, without you consciously having to think about it.


Stepping Into Others’ Shoes


To see the world from other people’s perspective


This is an essential skill for an actor. The ability to put yourself in someone else’s shoes; to see the world through their eyes; to understand their behaviour, however different it might be from your own and from your own



experiences and values. There can be no judgement of a character as good or bad, interesting or boring, clever or stupid. You need to get under his/her skin, so you understand what he/she is thinking and feeling and present that to the audience for them to make up their own minds. This is the greatest task and privilege of the actor: to extend beyond yourself, beyond your views and beliefs, without judgement, to understand and accurately portray others.


How do you develop this skill?


[image: bull] Read stories – novels, biographies, newspaper articles, interviews, etc. – about people’s lives.


[image: bull] Pay attention to how they experience the world. Ask yourself: ‘What if I thought as they think, felt as they feel?’


[image: bull] Watch and listen to people without judging them and wonder: ‘What would it be like to be them, to live their life, to feel their feelings, think their thoughts, be in their body?’


Wondering encourages your imagination to expand beyond the limits of your own experience. Wondering is at the heart of acting: ‘What if I were that person, in that situation, what would I think and feel and do then?’ Wondering opens you up; it makes you curious to find out more. Whereas judging closes you down: it encourages you to label someone and confine him/her to a box. Nothing is explored and so nothing is learnt.


Daily Workout for Developing and Using Your Imagination


[image: bull] Each day Sharpen Your Senses by focusing on one sense and allowing yourself to experience the world through that.


[image: bull] Notice the Detail of people’s behaviour: how they move and speak; their different rhythms and emotions.


[image: bull] Step Into Others’ Shoes, seeing the world through others’ eyes, imagining what is important to them and understanding why they do what they do.


All these exercises can be done as you go about your daily activities and therefore do not require any extra time!


COMMUNICATING YOUR THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS EFFECTIVELY




It is your body and voice that enable you to communicate the thoughts and feelings of your character to the other actors and the audience. If you lack physical and vocal stamina, strength and flexibility, it is unlikely that you will have the energy or sensitivity to express yourself fully or accurately. So work in this area is vital.


To give specific physical and vocal exercises would take up the entire book, and there are already plenty of books covering these subjects. What I want to give you here is an overview of what kind of physical and vocal work needs to be done and why, so that you have a framework for approaching exercises in books or classes with a greater understanding and confidence.


Serious Play


It is useful to regard this work as a way of reclaiming the power and freedom you had physically and vocally as a child. Unless a child has suffered emotional or physical trauma, their movement and sound is free and easy, with a natural strength. Children constantly stretch and bend, accompanying their movements with sound. They experiment with and enjoy their bodies and voices. It is important as an adult to recapture this curiosity and joy, rather than seeing physical and vocal work as a chore. So find the pleasure and ease in any exercise. If you are mentally forcing, you are likely to physically force, which will help neither your body nor your voice. Whereas if you are at ease; interested and enjoying what you are doing; your body and voice will, in time, regain their natural energy and freedom.


Physical Work


As I mentioned in the introduction to this section, there are three areas that need to be focused on: stamina, strength and flexibility. The key is to find enjoyable and effective ways of working on each so that they are all equally developed. Use the descriptions below to work out what it would be best for you to do to extend your abilities in each area and obtain a good balance between them.


Stamina


Why is stamina important? Whether during rehearsals, performing on stage or a day’s film shoot, you need to sustain your energy – mentally and physically. The physically fitter you are, the easier this is. Not only does this help you to access your own best work but also to be more responsive to the



director and the other actors.


The best exercise for stamina is cardio-vascular exercise – it could be walking, running, roller-blading, cycling, swimming, rowing, dancing and so on. What did you enjoy as a child? What would you enjoy now? Once you have chosen an activity, it is important to do it three to four times a week at a level that safely raises your heart rate and keeps it raised for twenty to forty minutes. If you are in any doubt as to what is safe for you, consult your doctor and then an exercise specialist. When exercising, your breath should not be forced and you should not feel dizzy, faint or sick. If you do feel any of these you should stop immediately.


Strength


Physical strength also allows you to sustain energy and work with ease, and it is vital for healthy and subtle vocal work.


Strength is not about being able to lift heavy weights. It is about having toned muscles, especially core muscles, which support you so that you can move with ease. Pilates4 is excellent for developing this kind of strength, as is Yoga5 and also Callanetics.6 The Alexander and Feldenkrais Techniques7 are good for dealing with postural imbalances and enabling you to regain good body use. If you want to work at the gym make sure that all your movements are done without strain and that your breath is free and practically silent. Also, make sure that you exercise all the main sets of muscles so you keep them in balance with each other and stretch before and after to keep your flexibility. Whatever you choose, always make sure that it is safe and something you enjoy: something that reconnects you with your body and allows you to revel in its aliveness.


Flexibility


In order that your body can reflect all your nuances of intention, thought and feeling, it needs to be flexible. Flexibility allows you to respond sensitively and spontaneously not only physically but also mentally. Any gentle stretching is helpful: Pilates, Yoga and Feldenkrais are effective ways of increasing flexibility. Always stretch on the out-breath. Stretch fully but without force and avoid bouncing when you are at full stretch since this simply strains the ligaments. It is important to work towards stretching both sides equally since this will give you greater balance and less likelihood of strain. As with the stamina and strength work, stretch in a way that is safe



and also enjoyable. Think of the way a cat stretches on waking.


And then, Connection . . .


The work above is about tuning your instrument in order that you can play whatever music you want with it. To play wonderful music you need to connect – with what your character is saying, text, and with the situation they are in and what they want to do to the other characters, subtext. The exercises in the following chapters will help you to do that.


Vocal Work


Stamina, strength and flexibility are as important vocally as physically, and good voice work develops all three. However, different terms are used to describe the various areas of voice work, so I have used those terms here to make it easier to connect this overview with exercises you might find in other books or classes. In each area I simply describe the work that needs to be covered and a good order for covering it. For specific exercises please look at my voice book, Finding Your Voice, or at another voice book that you are familiar with and find helpful, or ask your voice teacher if you are working with one. As with the physical work, use the descriptions below to work out what you need to focus on to extend your abilities in each area.


Note: It is not possible to have healthy vocal energy if your muscles are sluggish or tense. Only toned muscles produce easy and balanced vocal energy. That is part of the reason why the physical work above is so important.


Working with an attitude of trust, as you explored earlier in the chapter, is also vital. If you are mentally tentative, your muscles are likely to respond sluggishly, and if you mentally push, your muscles are likely to tense up. Always approach your voice work with the attitude that you will be able to do whatever you are attempting given patience and practice.


Free Centred Breath


For your voice to be free, your breath needs to be free and centred. In other words, you need to use your diaphragm and lower ribs when you are breathing in and your abdominal muscles when you are breathing out, rather than heaving your chest up on the in-breath and dropping it on the out-breath.


The first step is to focus on exercises that develop good posture: relaxed yet alert, with a lengthening spine. Good posture prevents the body from collapsing



and therefore allows the correct breathing muscles to move freely.


Then, you need to focus on breathing out fully, since the more you breathe out the easier it is to breathe in. Breathing out should focus on the lower body and the sensation of the abdominal muscles – the belly – moving in towards the spine and slightly upwards.


Finally, you can work on the in-breath. Firstly, you need to ensure that the pelvic floor muscles – the ones you tense when you want to stop yourself from peeing – and the stomach muscles relax as you breathe in, so that the diaphragm can move down and the lower ribs can swing out. Then, you can work on strengthening the movement of the ribs and diaphragm.


There should be no tension either as you breathe in or out. Certainly there are muscles working, but there is a feeling of strength and power rather than tension when muscles are working well. Forcing is a waste of time.


Energy/Support


Vocal energy/support comes from muscular energy: from toned muscles working with confidence, commitment and ease. Two sets of muscles are responsible for vocal energy: the abdominal muscles and the lip and tongue muscles. The abdominal muscles support the voice, giving it power and strength, while the lip and tongue muscles shape the sound into speech, giving definition and clarity.


Both sets of muscles are toned through exercise just as with any muscles in the body. The two sets are best worked on separately. The attitude with which you work is very important. If you work tentatively there will be a lack of energy and you may find that you tense up and hold your breath, especially in the chest. If you work overeffortfully you will find that you are straining. If, however, you work with an attitude of confidence, purpose and ease, as you explored earlier in the chapter, you will find that the muscles will become more active, without excess effort.


Release


As well as toning the muscles, to develop vocal energy, it is important to release muscle tension, which might inhibit the voice or lead to vocal strain. Work on general posture has to come first and, then, specific work on releasing the neck, throat, jaw, tongue and lips, since these are all areas, which can block the voice.


It is also worth checking what is happening with your knees and your pelvic



floor. If the knees lock, the belly and buttocks also tighten and this makes it harder for you to support your voice. The knees need to stay relaxed at all times. If the pelvic floor is tight, it inhibits a full and deep in-breath and can even lead to tightness in the throat. It is natural for the pelvic floor muscles to tighten towards the end of a full out-breath, or when you are speaking with vocal support, but they need to relax each time you breathe in.


Resonance


This is not about having a beautiful voice. It is about having a voice that is fully alive so that it touches you and the audience. Again, physical ease and physical tone are vital: if muscles are sluggish the voice will have a dull and muffled quality, whereas if the muscles are tense the voice will have a harsh and possibly sharp quality. Once ease and tone are in place, focusing on each area in the body where you want to increase your sense of vibration is very helpful. The more you build up the sense of vibrations throughout the bone and bony cavities of your upper body and head, the more power and richness your voice will have. The more it will be uniquely yours. To build up the sense of vibrations you need space and time. The space needed is in the mouth, throat and chest and is the result of good posture and a loose jaw. The time needed is on the vowels: sounding them for long enough to have a sense of the vibrations bouncing back and forth in the spaces you have created in the head, throat and chest.


Expression


Vocal expression is about variety: variety of pitch and pace. Vowel glides, where you glide up and down your range, are good for extending your pitch range. Working on different vowel lengths, and ‘chunking’ the text are good for varying pace [see here and here]. In the end, of course, your vocal expression will be driven by your connection with what you are saying and what you want to do to the person you are speaking to [see here and here].


Clarity


The lips and tongue give clarity and definition to what you are saying, so work on articulation helps here. It is important to stay connected to the sounds, words or phrases you are saying, otherwise you are practising disconnection! Exploring vowels and consonants separately helps to build your awareness of the different sounds and your connection with them [see pages



here]. Working on the Backward Circle can help you to stay present and avoid gabbling if you have a tendency to rush. As with vocal expression, connection with what you are saying, and what you are doing to the person you are speaking to, is vital.


Daily Workout for Communicating Your Thoughts and Feelings Effectively


[image: bull] Instead of making your whole journey by bus or train, walk part of it. Walking briskly for twenty to forty minutes a day will build up your physical Stamina.


[image: bull] Twenty minutes Yoga, Pilates or Callanetics each morning, can work on both Strength and Flexibility.


[image: bull] A twenty-minute daily voice warm-up – with one exercise covering each of the areas mentioned in the voice section – is better than a longer period once a week.


Since the walking is part of a journey you’re making anyway and probably won’t extend your journey time by much, these exercises need not take up more than about forty minutes of your day.






Summary


Work on the three essentials: Establishing Your ‘Creative Bubble’, Developing and Using Your Imagination, and Communicating Your Thoughts and Feelings Effectively will give you a strong technical basis and the confidence and freedom to trust and follow your instincts and produce your best work.


Below is a summary of the exercises in this chapter:


Establishing Your ‘Creative Bubble’


Centring


Backward Circle


Spine Roll


360-Degree Vision


Purposeful Walk


Cameras Out


Developing and Using Your Imagination


Sharpening Your Senses


Noticing the Detail


Stepping Into Others’ Shoes


Communicating Your Thoughts and Feelings Effectively


For each area choose a simple exercise or exercise sequence to work on that will take you forward. Once that exercise or sequence has achieved what you want choose another one.


Physical


Stamina


Strength


Flexibility


Connection


Vocal


Free Centred Breath


Energy/Support


Release


Resonance


Expression


Clarity
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