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  Preface




  You will find that, when it comes to acting and directing, I am a curious mixture of freedom and discipline. It is not always the discipline that should come first either. Sometimes spontaneity, imagination, openness and instinct need to predominate before you start learning about dealing with all the other technical attributes that enable good performance. It took me many years to realise that discipline and spontaneity need to be symbiotic. Acting is a strange thing; one of the things that attracted me to it as a child was that you didn’t need to learn how to do anything before you could try it out, unlike the painstaking discipline of playing a musical instrument for instance. However, without some discipline and skill, performing Shakespeare is very challenging.




  Working with young people on Shakespeare can produce incredible results, which is often, in many respects, better than work from professional companies. Too often for me, professional actors performing Shakespeare carry the great weight of history on their backs, a kind of cynical exhaustion which says, ‘Yes, I know you have seen and heard this a thousand times.’ They often do not play with freshness nor remember that their audience may not have seen the play. This problem is often compounded by conceptual directing where actors are manoeuvred into a concept rather than encouraged to respond creatively.




  Of course, in some areas your young actors will not be as strong as a trained professional group, you will not have the same budget, the same talent pool, the same skills, the same amount of rehearsal time nor the same level of life experience. However, what you will have is an incredible energy waiting to be tapped, a strong sense of ensemble often totally lacking within some professional productions and an incredible joy and commitment to performing. If you can guide and support your group and expand these positive areas, at the same time as giving technical support along the way, then you and your group are going to have a great experience whether you’re devising a project around a Shakespeare play, looking at some scenes, or mounting a full production.




  I sincerely hope that this book will help you guide your young people, in whatever context you approach Shakespeare, whether in class, at youth theatre or at college, into this amazing material from centuries ago, which in many respects is as relevant now as it was then.




  The idea that Shakespeare is not for the faint-hearted or only for a privileged few is a myth which still exists today. At the very least there are still many people who consider there are ‘ways’ of saying and performing it. When I was first introduced to Puck’s ‘My mistress with a monster is in love’ at ten years old, I noticed that it was a lot easier than I thought it would be. Yes, there were some tricky words but the rattling rhythm and excitement of the piece thrilled me. As a young man who played Puck for me decades later in a youth theatre production remarked, ‘I was scared of doing Shakespeare and now I’m not’. In fact, in many ways, once you get past understanding the language, Shakespeare is easier for young people because it is poetic and out of their immediate reality. It can really free the imagination and take them into new areas of experience.




  I have worked as an actor, director, teacher of voice and acting, playwright and writer. Right now, I am working at the National University of Ireland Galway as a teacher in Voice and the Michael Chekhov Technique, in addition to my several varied teaching commitments and directing projects. I also run Chekhov Training and Performance Ireland (www.chekhovtrainingandperformanceireland.com), dedicated to promoting the Chekhov work. Much of my directing work has been on classical productions and many of those have been with young people in youth theatres and colleges. My main influence and approach to acting is Michael Chekhov, whose psycho-physical approach I use not only as an acting and directing tool but also to invigorate the imagery of dramatic language which, for me, is absolutely key to success in Shakespeare. Chekhov Technique is physical and visceral. A strong aspect of this work is to actually physicalise the psychology of the characters. Its effect on the text and actor can be very immediate. This physical approach generally works well with young people and can be quite transformational in terms of their capabilities.




  Directing young people in Shakespeare requires a holistic approach so this book is not a ‘voice book’ per se but there are two voice sessions within its pages because without an approach to voice you are going to have problems with Shakespeare. It is not purely a book about directing either, though there are several chapters about that. Nor is this a book solely about Chekhov Technique, as we will be looking at all sorts of methods to bring out the best from your young people.




  It is an amalgam of all the above and more.
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    Introduction




    Our Journey


  




  

    What country, friends, is this?




    Twelfth Night: Act One, Scene Two


  




  It has been one of the great joys of exploring Shakespeare with young people to help them discover that it is indeed, for them, even though they can be initially daunted by it.




  Young people are often nervous of Shakespeare: bad classroom experiences, a feeling that the language is a barrier and that the plays are too high-brow, boring and so far removed from life’s everyday experience that they seem irrelevant. For directors and facilitators of young actors, it is hard to challenge these assumptions, but it is worth it. In our harshly materialistic environment, you will be opening doors for them into poetic drama and new theatrical worlds. If you are working in school, in addition to assisting with their intellectual understanding of the work and enabling them for exams, you will be giving them a more holistic and deeper understanding of the work.




  By the end of this book I hope you will have gained an understanding of my approach, and will hopefully apply aspects of it to your interactions, projects and productions of Shakespeare that you might undertake with your own young people. Whilst there is some theory and discussion at the beginning, as in my book Teaching Voice (Nick Hern Books, 2016) this is primarily a hands-on book, giving practical support.




  Of course, you will dip in and out, looking for the areas of support you need. In this book, I hope to take you on a journey from basic skills, through intermediate explorations, to short scenes and devising, and finally give you support towards mounting a full production.




  Who This Book is For




  This book is for anyone who wants to direct or explore Shakespeare with young people in a practical way, be they youth theatre leaders, teachers of secondary or undergraduate courses, or new directors working on Shakespeare with young actors.




  I do not assume you are necessarily going to do a production; you might only go as far as the end of Part Three, where you devise a short Shakespeare project with your group, look at very short scenes or soliloquies, because that is as far as your group either can or wants to go. However, to follow this book from the beginning to the end is to chart a journey towards doing a production with your group. I would suggest that, before embarking on a more complete production, you do a good deal of preparation with your group, and explore much of the earlier part of this book in practical workshop with them.




  Overview




  Part One, Our Journey and How to Get There, is an introduction to the work, laying out the principles and ideas we are going to develop through the rest of the book. If you want to get a deeper understanding of the exercises and approach, try not to be tempted to miss it out and move on to the practical work.




  Part Two, Skills Workshops: Background, Voice and Acting, looks at the reasons for working on Shakespeare with young people and provides the basic tools to work with your group practically in workshop. We look at Shakespeare’s original theatre in order to help young people understand why the plays were written as they were. We explore through improvisation and exercises some of the dynamics present in the Elizabethan theatre space, particularly the actors’ relationship to the audience. There are two workshop plans for voice work (an absolute priority if you are going to look at Shakespeare in a holistic and effective manner) and two acting workshop plans utilising the Michael Chekhov Technique, which offers many accessible acting tools for young people to explore and use. We use a variety of Shakespearean extracts for exploration in these workshops. While you don’t need to use the pieces I suggest, I have picked them to correspond to the broad subject matter of each workshop.




  Part Three, Moving Towards Performance: Devising, Short Scenes and Soliloquies, looks at the practicality of working with the text and getting the students to really inhabit the language and themes of Macbeth, the play we are using most in this section of the book. It includes a chapter on creating devised drama projects with text, movement and original writing. There is also a chapter working with short, manageable scenes from the play which will be helpful for less experienced directors and performers. This section also gives some assistance in directing soliloquies from a number of Shakespeare plays, expanding on the techniques and exercises explained in earlier pages. The work in this section can be an absolute end in itself, or is ideal as a stepping stone towards a full production.




  Part Four, Making the Play with Young Actors, explores making a Shakespeare production. Primarily, we will be using Twelfth Night in this section. We further develop some of the general techniques and pathways, though now at a deeper level. We also explore general directing issues, how to build bridges to the material, and issues of engagement. We explore intelligent editing (as opposed to the idea of putting the text into modern language), and transposing of scenes and speeches. Most importantly, we develop through exercise and discussion what the young actors bring to the play and the production, so they are at the very core of our interpretation, rather than having some arbitrary concept concocted by the director imposed upon them. We then move on in the following chapter to a fundamental Foundation Week Plan, the purpose of which is to up-skill the actors, look for responses to the story, and encourage the importance of the text, whilst at the same time exploring the energy and conflicts in the play, both physically and theatrically. Finally, rather than a journey through the rehearsal period, I have chosen specific areas to highlight that I feel are important. These chapters will offer the reader further potential pathways to work with young actors, particularly in ensemble, which can easily transfer to other plays.




  







  

    Chapter One




    Tools and Pathways


  




  

    A rose by any other name…




    Romeo and Juliet: Act Two, Scene Two


  




  Why Do Shakespeare?




  If you have bought this book, you are probably surprised I am asking this question. I feel it’s important to give you some understanding of my perspective of working with Shakespeare before we embark on exercises, workshops and productions. That way, you will get the most out of them.




  I think you have to decide when your group is ready to tackle Shakespeare. For some people – teachers, for example – you may not have a choice.




  What is amazing about Shakespeare is that, despite the poetry, despite the manners and mores of another time, despite the archetypes of kings, queens, fairies and peasants, he and his collaborators speak to us now. Let’s focus for a moment on the issues of family, ageing, cruelty and redemption which course through King Lear ; those of romantic love, identity and gender in Twelfth Night ; tyranny, revolution, personal responsibility and ‘doing the right thing’ in Julius Caesar. And despite any obfuscation created because it was written long ago, I feel the directness of Shakespeare really speaks to young people; characters asking questions and challenging audiences to help them decide on a course of action is involving and can be intoxicating.




  However, there are several Shakespeare plays I would be wary of putting before a group of young people, because their overview seems, quite simply, at least questionable. The Merchant of Venice and The Taming of the Shrew are obvious examples, due to their inescapable assumptions about Jews in the one and the role of women in the other. Many productions have found ingenious ways to soften the prejudices inherent within these texts; to make The Merchant of Venice’s anti-Semitic world the critical target of the play or to make Katerina in The Taming of the Shrew ultimately wily rather than obedient. Of course, both these plays can be a great starting point for devising and discussion, and there are wonderful scenes within them. However, when it comes to exploring the whole play in depth, I for one, would steer clear of them in their original forms, unless you are going to challenge what appear to be their premises.




  I hope to lead you and your young people through our work together in voice and acting towards a deeper shared understanding of Shakespeare, but I feel it is worth briefly describing a rather negative theatrical moment in order to draw something positive from it, build our own ethos as to how to proceed, and get a handle on the challenges involved.




  I remember an event where young people were the audience. It was a particularly atrocious production for schools of Macbeth. In the interval I listened to a group of young people talking angrily about how bored they felt and how they longed to escape. One of them complained he was sitting next to a teacher and therefore could not escape and had to sit through it. Luckily for me, I was an adult and fled.




  And what is worse is that the young person, having witnessed such a production, would probably never imagine that Shakespeare had anything to offer them. They would hate it, probably for the rest of their lives. If you are an adult and have had the misfortune to attend one of these kind of experiences, you might well ask the question at the top of this chapter, ‘Why do Shakespeare?’ Your next question might be, ‘How can I make it relevant?’




  So what could possibly be the answer? Perhaps if the production were in modern dress, with some current music, or if it were given a setting like a TV crime series, it might make the young person more engaged? Perhaps if we added a good soundtrack? Or maybe if we threw in some film and multimedia?




  Updating




  Well, we can do all those things, but it doesn’t mean it is going to work. It might get you through the performance but will it encourage the young person into believing that this is amazing and profound material? Updating can simply make it more bearable, rather than truly accessible.




  Films like Romeo + Juliet (Baz Luhrmann, 1996) with Leonardo DiCaprio and Claire Danes, can only be partially successful in engagement because they try so hard to be ‘cool’. Updating can mean that the play gets forgotten; that its success is measured not by emotional intensity or truth but by style alone.




  Let’s look at the obvious problems in an updated production: immediately we notice characters talk about objects that are not in evidence, like daggers, swords or cross-gartered stockings. There is no immediate correlation. In fact, putting the play in our own time period immediately intensifies our distance from the time in which it is set. It is something to have a giggle about, to see as cleverness; it is distancing rather than engaging.




  Of course, Shakespeare’s plays were full of anachronisms in his own time. Look at the mechanicals of Athens in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. They ooze the character of rural Tudor workmen rather than Athenians. These anachronisms were made, I am certain, to provide what our updating tries to do, to connect the material to the audience. For instance, Marullus, at the start of Julius Caesar, describes ‘chimney-tops’ when he speaks of the mob cheering at a victory march, not because they were part of the landscape of Ancient Rome, but of Elizabethan London. All Shakespeare wants to do here is unite his audience, encouraging them to remember the triumphs or parades they had seen through the streets of London, or spark their imaginations to create it in their minds. In other words, the ‘updating’ is built into the text. It was not layered on afterwards, and this is an important distinction with the updating that happens now.




  As Peter Brook says in his book Evoking (and Forgetting!) Shakespeare (Nick Hern Books, 2002), ‘one must recognise the crude modernising of a text and the potential within it that is being ignored’. On the other hand, if we look at a more traditional take on Romeo and Juliet in Franco Zeffirelli’s film version (1968), in which the beautiful cast play out the story in fifteenth-century costume and Italian period surroundings, we might be equally alienated, and feel it has nothing to do with us. However, the fifteenth-century option does give us the possibility to get more emotionally involved with the story because we are not having to allow for the fact that when the character says ‘sword’ he is actually holding a gun. Setting aside the slightly stilted delivery of some of the actors and the occasionally intrusive soundtrack, much of this film still moves me.




  So where does that take us? I agree with theatre academic and playwright Oliver Taplin, when he states in Greek Tragedy in Action (Methuen, 1985): ‘It seems pointless to pretend that one can become an Elizabethan. It is not just that the exercise is doomed to failure; it is to turn our backs upon ourselves.’ We want to find common ground with the past and the present, both for our young actors and, if they have one, their audience.




  Peter Brook again: ‘The “present” and “contemporary” are not the same thing.’ We will return to this later through practical exercises, but I believe that as soon as we become over-specific as to setting, we are dooming and narrowing the expansive and emotional aspects of Shakespeare’s work; that establishing contemporary references is fine and effective (changing the gender of a character to reflect a more modern contemporary feel, for instance) but it needs to be done cleverly, or it will become the sole focus of a production. On the other hand, making some contemporary references is essential, otherwise why on earth do we bother to perform and study the plays at all? What are they teaching us about life and experience right now? A production or course of study to my mind has to be relevant. This is as much an issue for you as the teacher/facilitator/director as it is for anyone else.




  For instance, in a modern-dress production I did of Measure for Measure in 2014, Escalus was a female judge and Mistress Overdone a man in drag. This made many references to our modern world with regard to sexual repression and exploitation, particularly when Overdone was carted to prison hounded by a prejudiced mob. The play, costumed in modern dress, only referenced it (no mobile phones, motorbikes or anything that would fix the play too manifestly in the present). The costume was there for the audience to make connections. This meant that the updating did not become the reason for doing the play, but it made some strong connections to our contemporary modern life.




  Translation




  Another way of ‘updating’ is to examine the possibility of ‘translating’ the text into modern English. To me this has to be an absolute last resort, because so much of the power of Shakespeare comes from the imagery within the text. If you denude the play of that language, you take away character, psychological journey and atmosphere. The play becomes only the story, when it is so much more. It is like going on the internet for a precis of Macbeth, reading it and then imagining you have experienced the play. To convince students, it can be useful to ask them to describe their favourite song to a friend without singing it, then ask them if the listener got a feeling they had experienced the song from the description alone. The answer, of course, is not really. Poetry is the language of feeling and one of the principal ways we need to connect our young people with the text.




  Of course, you might consider your group would not be able to deal with the language as it is and that what I am saying is impractical. In that case, you have to make sure that you encourage them to explore as much of the language as you feel they might be able to experience. This is often where devising around certain scenes or characters can be especially useful, when you can use other entry points but still retain some of the original language. I believe that without using/exploring some of the original text you are depriving the student actors of a complete experience.




  When doing a production, I think it useful to have an assistant, a designated person, to work with the understanding of the text alone before the actors come to rehearsal. If you are working in a workshop or classroom, that person, of course, is going to be you.




  The Language




  Shakespeare’s language, especially the imagery, carries and holds almost everything. It gives us the psychology, energy and rhythm of the character. It creates atmosphere and environment. I feel it is the very magic of the language that can initially draw students towards the profundity of the plays and engage them. I use the word ‘magic’ in its truly transformative sense. It can involve them on a deep level, provided they can be given some tools to understand and experience the way it was used, to find a route to its immense power, and then explore that complexity for themselves. If we can encourage the young people to do this, even in short pieces of text, we will be making the language, the character and the story live.




  I am going to explain this further and then fully explore it later on, practically with exercises. I will offer suggestions as to how to approach language with physicality in a way that might really help young people get into the text. But first, some theory.




  Images




  The idea of the images being the essence of the play is explored by G. Wilson Knight, the celebrated Shakespeare scholar and practitioner. In his book The Imperial Theme he states: ‘The action is not decorated with images: the images are the action’ (my emphasis). Images are complex and multilayered, and unlock and explore complexity of character and situation. There is a popularly voiced belief that Shakespeare is without subtext. There is subtext, but it comes directly from the image. Poetry integrates both the conscious and unconscious, it is an ideal way of exploring the full complexity of intention.




  Let’s look at one example of this depth of imagery, from Macbeth (Act One, Scene Seven), as Macbeth struggles with the idea of murdering the King, Duncan:




  

    But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,




    We’d jump the life to come.


  




  Macbeth is looking for certainty in the future, certainty of success. However, the very use of the shifting image, ‘this bank and shoal of time’, tells us, the audience, that Macbeth knows subconsciously already that certainty is not a possibility. Through the image we discover that Macbeth knows something of the ensuing voyage of chaos to come, and the young actor may choose to use this in the way the speech is delivered, imagining a quality of drowning perhaps or impending darkness engulfing him.




  To show how such a use of metaphor expounds feeling and character in an even more concrete way, let’s take Oberon’s speech from A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Act Two, Scene One). After receiving the magic flower with which he is going to ensnare Titania, Oberon, the Fairy King, begins with the famous, lyrical:




  

    I know a bank whereon the wild thyme blows,


    Where oxlips and the nodding violet grows,


    Quite over-canopied with luscious woodbine,


    With sweet musk-roses and with eglantine.


  




  On one level this opening creates a magical picture and atmosphere; at the same time it is almost as if Oberon is completely intoxicated by the imagery for a second, and we, the audience, experience the picture sensually too; then later there follows:




  

    And there the snake sheds her enamelled skin,


    Weed wide enough to wrap a fairy in.


  




  This image of the shiny dry skin of the serpent is hard and dragon-like; it is ugly. It is an image of something discarded, unwanted, something which has outgrown its usefulness, rather the way Oberon might feel about Titania herself. The coiling nature of the image, emphasised by the use of the repeated ‘w’ sounds, implies strong physical sexuality and dark feelings turning in on themselves. Oberon abandons his pastoral idyll for the image of the snake and uses it to launch into the next, literally venomous, statement:




  

    And with the juice of this I’ll streak her eyes,


    And make her full of hateful fantasies.


  




  The imagery powers the workings of the actor’s imagination, and charts the character’s emotional journey. The poetry gives us all these layers. Once the young actor realises this, the poetry becomes much more than archaic words on a page. They become a magic tool, a musical score, to take the actor into the very soul of the character. How you make this happen, without poring over the script for far too long and drying up this essence we are looking for, is the challenge.




  How do we achieve this, with our young people? We do it by approaching language through the imagination and the body, with practical exercises.




  The Michael Chekhov Technique




  Of all the different training methods I have explored, Michael Chekhov Technique has been the most thorough, expansive and freeing, and I use it as the bedrock for all my work. His technique works exceptionally well with young people, especially when working on Shakespeare because it is an active technique and immediately engages them in a way that ‘table work’, much allied to study and schoolwork, can alienate. I do not neglect the language but use Chekhov to enliven it: understanding intellectually alone is not the core of acting. Chekhov Technique is about experience.




  I am going to share a lot of this work with you as the book progresses, both in the acting workshop chapters and through my suggestions for workshops, rehearsal and devising. Chekhov Technique infuses all of my work with whatever level of performer I am working. I think you will find it helpful.




  Michael Chekhov (1891–1955) was one of the most innovative actor/director/teachers of the twentieth century. A nephew of the great playwright Anton Chekhov, he acted in the Moscow Art Theatre with extraordinary success, occasionally coming into conflict with Stanislavsky and others who worked there. As a teacher, he has influenced generations of actors, teachers and directors. His belief in the creative imagination and use of the body to find sensations and feelings for the character makes acting a truly magical art of extraordinary potential.




  Within the body lies so much of who we are at any moment. It is quite literally a channel through which all our energies and experiences come. It is the manifestation of our history and even though so many of the cells in our bodies are replaced and replenished through our lifetime, there is something that is manifestly us. It is alchemical, impossible to define and so much more than ‘body memory’. When you align this psycho-physical work with the use of a vibrant imagination, you open up new and exciting pathways to acting.




  The technique makes the connection between voice, imagination, body and feelings. This is important because it makes us into whole people, as well as whole performers. It offers an awareness both of ourselves and the world. This should be one of our prime aims when working with young people, who may not necessarily make performing their career but can hugely benefit from this enhanced awareness.




  The body should be our friend, and it can be, if we loosen it up and make it porous to all the sensitive influences of which it is capable. Young people tend to have very polarised views about their bodies, from free and elastic, to tense, uneasy and closed. This can be a challenge for them and for us, but using the body to free breath, feelings and language is healthy and positive.




  I am going to recommend a series of books on and by Chekhov you might like to read and will go on to explain more. There is also a glossary of terms of the Chekhov Technique elements used in this book in the Appendix. Now I am just going to highlight a few of the elements I shall be using in the early acting workshop plans and give you a taster with a few exercises.




  Radiating and Receiving Energy




  ‘Radiating’ is allowing your natural energy to flow out into the space and to your fellow human beings. Chekhov is very concerned with energy and there are many exercises to develop it within his books. Notice how easy it is to communicate with people you like, the energy pours out of your eyes and face quite naturally. With someone you know less well or don’t like, you either pull your energy back or create a mask so the interplay between you is guarded, even when it appears open. Chekhov believed that we should always be radiating our energy strongly onstage, even when the character is negative or depressed. We have all seen even professional actors let go of their energy onstage and wondered why we lose interest in them. The process of ‘radiating’ is offering our performance to the audience. It is an act of generosity. And everyone can do it. Also, when working with a scene partner, you are often ‘receiving’ their energy. This is so much more than merely listening. It is responding to your scene partner with your whole being. It can be developed easily because we often share with each other this way in our daily lives.




  Try a little experiment.




  •  Very slowly open your arms and imagine you have a light in the centre of your chest. Imagine a sun, if it is helpful.




  •  Imagine you are sending that energy out into the whole room and, if you are standing before one, out through the window. Get a sense of how that feels.




  •  Try saying a line like, ‘Give me your hands if we be friends’ (A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Act Five, Scene One). Feel it flowing outwards.




  •  Now let your energy drop. No longer imagine the light and your energy streaming out, but keep your arms open. Notice how that feels different. Say the line again: notice how it takes more energy. You feel cooler, more detached, you start thinking of something else. Your body is not matching your mood, your face becomes harder and colder.




  •  Without moving your arms, reconnect that light/centre with your imagination and you will immediately notice a difference. Try the line again.




  •  Now, maintaining that sense of radiating from your centre, let your arms fall and say the line again. Radiate your energy outwards. Notice how this feels. Radiating your energy is as much part of that oft-expressed quality, projection, as breath and clarity.




  Psychological Gesture




  In Michael Chekhov Technique, a ‘Psychological Gesture’ is an inner gesture made externally to provoke sensation and, ultimately, feeling. It’s one of the most useful tools and the one you are most likely to know something about.




  It is a physical manifestation of the character’s inner intention, what they are doing. Are they pushing away? Tearing? Embracing? Once decided on and practised, the gesture can then be imagined and internalised, so that it will provoke the feeling as the person speaks.




  Let’s explore this a little.




  •  Let’s take Juliet’s line, ‘O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?’ (Act Two, Scene Two). What is Juliet doing? For instance, is she reaching for love? Let’s say she is.




  •  Try a reach, stretching your arms out, sending your energy out into the space and far into the room in which you are. Bend your knees. Try not to think, but listen to your body. Send your energy out beyond your fingers. You might start to feel a sense of desperation and longing. Try the gesture a few times.




  •  Now try and make a sound. A moan or a sigh might come out.




  •  Now say the line, still with arms outstretched. Notice how the words are filled more strongly with purpose and feeling.




  •  Trying to keep this feeling in your body, bring your arms down and say the line again. You will find you have retained a lot of the specificity and intensity. If not, go back to the gesture, say the line again, then bring your arms down again and try speaking again. Initially it can be tricky to retain the intention when you bring your arms down.




  •  This movement or ‘Psychological Gesture’ provokes very authentic feelings without the danger of the young actor associating them directly with a real (and possibly traumatic) event from the actor’s life.




  •  Try the same procedure but this time imagine you are grabbing or pulling. Notice how that feels in your body. Try the gesture a few times.




  •  Keep the gesture going and make a sound. Try and keep that sound open. What I mean by that is: don’t growl or grunt. Then say the same line as you pull. You will notice a big difference in the way you feel and how you say it.




  I hope this example will convince you, if you need convincing, that this activation of the body to find an authentic voice for the young actor, and then the character, can be potent, fast and effective.




  In addition, rather than using this physical gesture to explore psychological character intention, it can also be used to explore the emotional content and dynamic of a word or phrase. In other words, instead of taking the character’s action as the impulse for the gesture, you take the word as the root of it. More of that later.




  General Atmosphere




  The final principal element I will mention here is ‘General Atmosphere’. Chekhov says, ‘atmosphere is the oxygen of performance’. He goes on to say that performances without atmosphere can never be satisfying to either actor or audience; that in life, atmospheres exist independently of our own experience and that there is something specific in the air, even when there is no one present. Just accept this for now, whether you acknowledge it or not.




  As audience members, we have all had the feeling that despite an amazing set and fabulous lighting, and even what feels like truthful acting, there is still something wrong. It is hard to pin down what it is, but you can bet that it has something to do with a lack of atmosphere. Atmosphere must be generated by the actors, as well as by the lighting and design.




  Let’s say we walk into a church, a library, a classroom or our own front room. In each of these places there is an atmosphere that exists. This atmosphere might be there because of the purpose of the building, the energy in the room, what colour it is, how much open space there is, or what’s happened there. Of course, how we react to it is personal to us. The atmosphere does not undermine our ability to respond; in fact, it always provokes a response in us because it is so powerful.




  An analogy I often use is as follows. You are going to a party that for some reason you do not want to attend, but you have steeled yourself to go. You reach the front door and ring the bell. Let’s say it is a noisy party. The music is blaring out. The door opens and a friend greets you. As the door opens you get a blast of the atmosphere. You smile, and there is a little struggle you have with yourself as to whether to accept the atmosphere and jump in, whether to try and remain in your bubble, or whether to just change your mind and go home! Once in the house, you may continue to struggle or the atmosphere may just overwhelm you and you will enter into the spirit of it.




  These atmospheres need not be literal (library, hospital, cosy pub); this is just the tip of the iceberg. They can also be abstract things like embarrassment or laughter, or concrete images like broken glass or feathers. Often these less literal atmospheres can be even more effective at expressing the ‘invisible’. These powerful atmospheres can be generated by the young actor using the power of…




  Imagination




  As I say in my book, Teaching Voice (2016):




  

    Words and images react with you when you read a book and you create your own world prompted by them. It is an alchemical reaction. When you see the movie of the same book it is frequently disappointing because the images presented are not your images. The film is simply not the way you imagined it. What’s worse is that those movie images can never change, whereas when you read a book the images can change when you read it again. Your own images can help you speak with more feeling and power.


  




  Going back to what I was saying about images with regard to language, try reading this image aloud to yourself:




  

    And with the juice of this I’ll streak her eyes,


    And make her full of hateful fantasies.


  




  What do you imagine? I imagine a wet, sticky hand squeezing juice on Titania’s face. She is lying in a golden nest. The juice smells like vinegar. It almost burns her skin and, though she sleeps, I see her crying out in her sleep before settling back into a deep slumber as the spell does its work. I see Oberon’s face, looking for a moment at his queen and for one second regretting he has done it, then his face hardening, before he melts into the darkness. All this and more, happens between my reading of the words and my imagination. Try speaking it now quite slowly; consciously reimagine these images (or, better still, your own) and you will really feel the text achieves a stronger reality. Notice that it makes the text feel more rooted and truthful. This connection – this formula, if you like – between words and imagination is at the very heart of what the Elizabethan theatre was all about.




  What we see often in professional productions of Shakespeare is a lack of connection to language and imagery. It is a denial of the imagination’s power. When people try to reproduce a flat, ‘modern’ delivery in Shakespeare it is often alienating, because when they do it they are denying a simple realistic truth: that how we speak and what we say are, to some extent, who we are. The flat delivery of intricate, exquisite lines dislocates us and our young actors from the play.




  Again from Teaching Voice:




  

    Exploring through imagination sometimes involves a risk, especially for teenagers who often consider themselves above it and for whom taking that risk might expose them to looking or feeling foolish. Work with the imagination demands they let go of this fear. Reminding them that acting has its roots in let’s pretend can often be reassuring.


  




  It is your job to take them there.




  







  

    Part Two




    Skills Workshops:


    Background, Voice and Acting
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    Chapter Two




    Warming Up


  




  

    Let him be prepared.




    Measure for Measure: Act Three, Scene One


  




  It is my firmly held belief that you cannot really perform and explore effectively without a warm-up of some description. For me, having a warm-up at the start of a session is vital at whatever level you are working. In addition to awakening the tools of the body, it creates focus and unity, enabling your group to let go of the pressures of their day and concentrate on the work.




  So I am putting down a minimal warm-up here for those people for whom time constraints are severe, or for those who feel their group might not be ready for a slower more in-depth one.




  I have called this warm-up…




  Connecting Up




  The next few exercises are to warm up the body and voice a bit. They are not a full preparation, but their job is to focus. More importantly, they are to connect voice, movement, feelings and imagination together. A few of these exercises can also be found in Teaching Voice, but I have adapted some of them here to save the facilitator time.




  

    Beach Ball




    The purpose of this exercise is to connect the breath to the movement and improve focus.




    •  Ask them to stand in a circle. Ask everybody to stand feet parallel to shoulders, knees slightly bent, spine straight but not stiff, shoulders easy, head aligned with spine, looking ahead. Ask them to notice the base of their spine relaxing, as if they are sitting down on the air.




    •  Ask them to slowly lift their arms as if they are holding a large beach ball (about a metre across) to their chest. Watch for tension in their bodies. The most likely place is the neck and shoulders. Suggest they consider that part of their body and say to themselves, ‘Let go’.




    •  Next, ask them to breathe down: to imagine they are breathing right into the soles of their feet. If they have a lot of chest and shoulder movement they should not be concerned but simply notice it. If the mind wanders, bring the focus back to the breathing.




    •  Then ask them to breathe in and very gently, at the same time, to open up the arms. Then ask them to breathe out, bringing their arms back in to the beach-ball position. Suggest they imagine a connection between the breath and the movement of the arms. (Repeat three times.)




    •  Next, ask them to bring their arms to their sides, then, as they breathe in, to slowly raise them as if they are drawing an arc with their fingers over their heads. Their hands should be palms up. Ask them, in the space between the in- and out-breath, to turn their hands so that the palms are down, then to breathe out and bring their arms in the same arc back to their sides. (Repeat three times.)




    Teaching Tip: Notice if you do this exercise regularly, whether anyone in the group gets distracted as it goes on, and for any disconnect between the gentle opening and closing of arms, any flighty eye movements or what I call ‘deadeye’ (eyes with no energy in them). Bring this to everyone’s attention when you finish. People should focus out, sending their energy into the room as they open their arms, and contain their energy as they bring their arms back in. This is a reference to the Radiating and Receiving Your Energy exercise I pointed out to you in Chapter One, when I opened up the possibility of working with Chekhov Technique.




    Breath Dance 1




    This exercise can be developed into a piece of instant choreography, but here we are simply trying to get each group member to warm up the body, stretch and connect to the breath. You may need to demonstrate this first.




    •  Tell each person, at the same time as they breathe in, to make any large movement they like. The movement and the breath have to be connected. They cannot move unless they are breathing in or out.




    •  On the out-breath, make another movement. The idea is that the breath and movement are one, always.




    •  Tell them to note the pause where your breath changes from an ‘in’ to an ‘out’, and your body is still. There is a kind of suspension or sustaining, a moment that has all sorts of possibility within it.




    •  Once they get proficient in this, you might ask them to change the tempo of the breath, which means, of course, that they have to move quickly; a gasp, for instance, makes for a fast movement.




    •  Let this go on for a minute or so and then bring it to a close.




    Head Rolls and Yawn




    •  Ask them to drop the head to the chest and then very slowly roll the head to the right, to the back, to the left and back to the front in a circle. (Four times each way.)




    •  As they drop the head back, suggest they let the jaw go.




    •  Ask them to take a breath and let out a sound from the pit of the tummy as their mouths open. It should sound like a yawn.




    Puppet with Lines




    •  Ask them to stand in a circle and reach up as if they are being pulled up on a string. When you clap or say ‘go’, let them release and hang from the waist.




    •  Whilst in their hanging-down position, ask them to let go, releasing the knees, so they release the back further. They should go floppy and loose like a puppet, bending over from their waists.




    •  Ask them to shake their head and shoulders only, and let out a moaning sound. Do it with them so they are not embarrassed. Ask them to feel like they are breathing from their bellies, that they might feel the tummy moving against the thighs.




    •  Then, very slowly, ask them to bring themselves to standing, curling up the spine vertebra by vertebra. The head and neck should be the last to go into place.




    •  Now ask them to repeat the exercise, but this time to bring that moan up with them as they bring themselves to standing, trying to keep the breath coming from the belly. They can breathe as often as they need to. Once standing straight, ask them to open their arms and send the sound out into the room. Imagine the whole room is being filled with their sound. You will need to demonstrate this first.




    •  Now ask them to repeat the exercise one more time, this time speaking a short line. Let’s use ‘O for a muse of fire!’ (Henry V, Act One Chorus). Ask them to keep repeating the line until they are standing straight and with arms open, sending the sound out into the room. Suggest they look at others in the circle as they speak, and that they notice they are sharing their energy with each other.




    Hand-Throwing




    •  The group stands in a circle. Ask everyone to turn to the left and find someone to look at on the other side of the circle.




    •  Ask them to put their weight on the left foot and change their weight to the right foot as they throw their right hand towards their partner and at the same time shouting ‘1’; they throw again, shouting ‘2’ and so on, up to ‘8’. They do this vigorously, radiating the voice and energy towards their respective partner.




    •  Now ask everyone to turn to the right, and throw with their left hand, counting the numbers vigorously as before. This is a good releasing exercise. Now ask them to do exactly the same but this time not as loudly, but still to feel that their voices are going to their partner.




    I use this exercise as an introduction to Radiating/Receiving, the Michael Chekhov term discussed in Chapter One, which encourages this generous sharing of energy, fully communicating across a space and for projection. It emphasises the voice as something that you use to reach others with your emotions and ideas. Ask them to notice how, when they ‘throw’, they make that connection with the person across from them. It is also one of the exercises in which we are encouraging them to use their whole body.




    Stretch, Yawn, Shake Out




    •  Ask the group to stretch and yawn. Ask them to notice how the throat relaxes and opens at the back when they do it. It is good to yawn if they are nervous before performing.




    •  Now get them to shake out the body vigorously with a groaning sound. Because we are working a lot with the body through all our work, it is important to remember this ‘shaking out’. A lot of feelings are stored in the body. These can be stirred, especially when you work psycho-physically.




    Consonant Characters: Voice and Body




    This exercise can achieve very successful results and emphasises the connection between body and voice.




    •  Ask the group to find their own space and tell them you are going to say a consonant: let’s start with ‘sssss’. Everyone is going to say ‘sssss’ and keep saying it. Ask them to let the body go with the sound; in other words, they start to be the character of ‘sssss’ with their whole voice and body, and move around the room. This is quite easy and nowhere near as ‘out there’ as it sounds. Get them all to do this at the same time, working on their own, and when they feel more comfortable, they can relate to each other.




    •  Let them play with this sound for about half a minute at least, before shaking out. Then change the sound to ‘guh’, ‘vuh’, ‘buh’. Try a vowel sound like ‘ah’ or ‘eee’. Get them to let the body and the sound work together. Say that this will happen naturally if they don’t think about it too much.




    Teaching Tip: Try and get them to forget about thinking when they are exercising. This is very hard because our whole education is programmed primarily towards thinking. However, if they listen to their bodies with a ‘Feeling of Ease’ (a Michael Chekhov term which encourages us to move with an easy motion) then the sound will likely come out clear and true. They can think about it afterwards!




    Radiating and Receiving (Throwing the Ball)




    This is a Chekhov exercise and, though not primarily a vocal one, we are going to add the text from the Act One Chorus in Henry V.




    •  In a circle, the group is going to mime throwing and catching a ball to each other. I always explain we are miming it so we do not have to worry about ‘dropping it’ and can be perfect ‘catchers and throwers’. This exercise is about radiating and receiving energy, from both voice and body, not a sports lesson.




    •  The way we throw is important. The student must have one foot behind the other and be able to throw underarm with an easy swing.




    •  The person who ‘catches’ must receive the ‘ball’ looking at the thrower, so a connection is made between the two. Then the thrower can return to their regular stance once the catcher throws to someone else.




    •  Now, one person has the ‘ball’. They pick someone and ‘throw’ to them. The other ‘catches’ and then ‘throws’ to someone else, and so on. Do not initially go fast. Keep it smooth and steady.




    •  When people ‘throw’, it is important they stay with their throwing arm extended, looking at the person they are throwing to and sending their energy towards them. They are sustaining the movement. This is important so the young actor can feel both that the movement is finished and that they have sent energy to the catcher; that there is an exchange between them.




    •  Stop the exercise for a minute and just do a few corrections on the form of throwing. Are they throwing underarm? Are they reaching out and sustaining? People are often very reluctant to stay with their arm outstretched for a second. They ‘throw’ their energy out quickly and weakly. Point out how onstage it is terribly important to share and communicate with the other actors, as well as the audience.




    •  Now ask them to add a sound when they throw. Let them use their own name or just a ‘hey’. Get them to notice when they feel their voices do not reach their ‘catcher’. Explore for a second the why of that. Could it be they need more breath to project effectively?




    •  Eventually, start to add short lines from the Henry V text we will use in the next chapter (or if you are using this warm-up for another play, use whatever text you are working on). Use ‘O for a muse of fire!’, ‘A kingdom for a stage!’, ‘Princes to act!’, and ‘monarchs to behold the swelling scene!’




    •  Help them by getting them to speak as they throw. That way, the breath will be more free. They are literally ‘throwing the voice’. Indeed, one of the reasons they may not reach their ‘catcher’ with the words is because they simply have not enough breath, or are tense. We will address this a little more in later chapters, but it is tackled in a lot more detail in Teaching Voice.


  




  And now, let’s begin.




  







  

    Chapter Three




    Shakespeare’s Theatre:


    A Discussion and a Workshop Plan


  




  

    Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them…


	Henry V: Act One, Chorus


  




  As an introduction, I want us to look at the idea of Shakespeare’s theatre, through a series of games and exercises. When I say idea, I mean to consider the structure of that theatre, its practical limitations, the mores and the audiences (different at court from the public playhouses and different again once some of his plays were staged indoors).




  Why might this be a useful place to start? Because I think if your young actors understand why the plays were written as they were, they may not find it so easy to dismiss the language as too complicated, or as a student wrote to me recently, ‘I chose this short speech because it had a typical long-winded Shakespearean sentence in it.’




  This does not mean I want them to perform a Shakespeare play in period costume or ignore the fact that this is the twenty-first century, but knowing something of how and why the play was written gives the young actor a great springboard from which to jump.




  Below is the first workshop. It should last about 45 to 60 minutes. You will need a large room.




  The Workshop: ‘The Great Globe Itself’




  Unusually for me, I would like to start with a discussion! The goal here is to draw people into the world of the Shakespearean theatre. If you have read Teaching Voice you may be familiar with this already.
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