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JOHN CAIRNEY is well known to audiences in Scotland and internationally through his one-man shows about Burns. Indeed, in many minds he is synonymous with the Bard and is considered as one of the leading interpreters of the works of Robert Burns.


In more than 50 years as an artist, he has worked as an actor, recitalist, lecturer, director and theatre consultant. He is also a published author and an exhibited painter. Trained at the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama, he was a notable Hamlet at the Citizens’ Theatre and a successful Macbeth at the Edinburgh Festival. He was also This Man Craig on television and has appeared in many films like Jason and the Argonauts and Cleopatra.


He gained a phD from Victoria University in Wellington, New Zealand and is much in demand as a lecturer, writer and consultant on Robert Louis Stevenson, Charles Rennie Mackintosh and Robert Burns. Dr Cairney has written books on each of these famous Scots, as well as other books on football, theatre and his native Glasgow, where he lives with his New Zealand wife, actress and scriptwriter, Alannah O’Sullivan.


Some people in Scotland regard him as a legend and a national treasure. But he sees himself as a jobbing actor and always will, as long as he can stand up and talk to an audience. As he says, ‘Theatre has given me a full, wonderful and rewarding life. Now, it is payback time. Hence this book.’
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To the late Michael Williams, Actor (1935–2001)









I am a persuader


Using the radar


Of my mummer’s art,


Spoken lines to impart


A thought for a moment


For an audience to catch and consider;


To let the imagination


Dance to the music of the word.


Is it not absurd


That a mere player


Can take it to places it might never see


Except in the mind’s eye?


The pleasure and the pain go with the ticket.


A lifetime’s recollections of delight


Can be bought at the box office


Or a passing sensation


Rented for the night.


JOHN CAIRNEY – Glasgow, 2010
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Foreword


I WAS FIRST AWARE of John Cairney at the Edinburgh Festival in 1959 when he and Tom Fleming both appeared in The Thrie Estaites, directed by Tony Guthrie at the Assembly Hall.


We did not meet until 1990 when Michael and I accompanied our daughter Finty to Greece. We went as chaperones, as Finty was only 17 and had been cast as one of the leads in The Torch which was filmed in Greece and Yugoslavia for Edinburgh Films. John and Alannah were in the cast as, subsequently, were Michael and I. Later on, we shared a lovely Highland holiday weekend at Eriska in 1990 before John and Alannah left for New Zealand. Their last night in the UK before emigrating in 1991 was spent at our house, and it was in our local, The Bell, that Michael suggested to John the subject for this book.


This book is the result and it is about the job we all love – acting! It tells the story of persistence against all odds because we care passionately about the work that we do.


It is a tribute to actors. You might not always know their names, but you recognise their faces when they turn up in plays, on television or in films. This book is about the sweat and tears of getting started, working under a director, nerves on the first night, facing the critics, coping with type-casting, and worrying about old age. In spite of all the angst, through it all is the inner dynamic of sheer pleasure in the work and satisfaction in the results, and, above all else, the relationship all actors build up with their audience. This, to me, is the kernel of the book and its main thrust: that theatre in the end doesn’t belong just to the actor, but to the audience as well.


Judi Dench, 2010









Prelude


THE WHOLE IDEA OF Stage Whispers started with a simple line – ‘What wilt thou, my Lord?’ This might have sounded innocuous enough had it been uttered in any Shakespearian tavern around the end of the 17th century, or perhaps today in the most pretentious of London clubs, but it was actually said to me by that late and lovely actor, Michael Williams, in a pub in Surrey in 1991. He was asking me what I would have. Like all well-brought-up Catholics we had repaired to the ‘Bell’ straight from Sunday Mass and with the yardarm at least a whole afternoon away it was time to enjoy our first beer of the day. However, as Michael had asked me in his second language, which was the Shakespearian iambic pentameter, I attempted a reply in the same.


‘A beer, i’ faith. For ‘tis said, that here in England, the Sabbath morn is not complete without its ale.’


‘Without fail.’ replied Michael immediately, ‘By the Mass, the soul having had its balm, the body calls for same support. A beer, you say?’


‘I do, and with much thanks.’


It went on like this for ages, with Michael coping effortlessly and me running hard to keep up until I had to call out,


‘Michael, hold, enough. A glass of ale, I say.’


‘’Tis done. I will away.’


While he headed for the bar, I took a seat near the dart board and set myself for the delights of a sunny, May morning in an English pub.


I had halted our ‘Shakespearean’ exchange, not because I was desperate for a beer but because I knew I couldn’t sustain it at Michael’s level. All his years at Stratford and elsewhere had given him a love for the Bard and an easy assurance in the delivery of the standard line as it might have come from any of the plays. He revelled in Shakespeare’s timeless rhythm. I had a young Hamlet under my belt, and a middle-aged Macbeth, not to mention assorted Shakespearian casting over the years but I was no match for my morning companion’s broader bardic experience, or indeed his wider, practical appreciation of the whole formidable canon. This gave him a rare insight into the essentials of drama, at least as the Bard of Avon saw it. As Michael said, ‘Let’s face it, Shakespeare’s said it all, hasn’t he? And if other writers have said the same thing, so what? He said it better.’


‘I wouldn’t argue with that. Here’s to the Immortal Bard.’


‘Cheers.’


Over our beers, Michael and I talked much as all actors talk, that is, with a love of the spicy and the humorous, hinged on the personal, but not entirely egotistical. Michael Williams was much too diffident a man, and genuinely modest, to be vain, but he knew how to cast himself as story-teller and he had every actor’s love of the anecdote – especially the delicious sort that deals with the performer’s predicaments on stage and their often hilarious consequences.


Stage talk, or greenroom gossip, is a conversational genre all of it own. It’s rarely barrack-room bragging or cocktail party innuendo. It’s full-blown, Rabelaisian bluster delivered with gusto, and enjoyed by the speaker as much as his audience. If it is personally-based it is likely to be self-deprecating. That’s a safer way to win the listener and help steer the speaker away from the exhibitionistic tag that dogs the actor of whatever type or nationality. In my experience, and I go back a bit, the greater the talent, the less histrionic the off-stage personality. Quite rightly, and if only for self-preservation, the real actor keeps ‘exhibitions’ for the boards, where they belong, and for which he is paid. Unlike the second-rate performer, he is unlikely to be seen or heard giving second-rate performances for nothing at dinner tables or even in conversation at the corner of a bar, but Michael Williams was no second-rater.


I couldn’t help noticing that while our fellow patrons at the ‘Bell’ enjoyed his presence, and knew well who he was, they gave him a regular’s privacy and didn’t bother him. That’s real respect. He was liked, so he was left alone. This is unusual. In any gathering the actor always seems to be the stranger. The ubiquitous enquiry to someone met at a cocktail party or dinner. ‘And what do you do?’ Generally delivered with the eyes already looking over your shoulder and one ear on the nearest conversation, the polite enquirer rarely expects to hear ‘I’m in the theatre,’ and one can see the eyes whip back in reflex. The questioner is now interested and follows up with, ‘Oh really? Should I know you?’ This is the normal assumption that all actors should be famous. This is not always so. The journeyman actor doesn’t worship at the Court of Celebrity. Fame is something thrust upon him, if it does happen, so he learns to live with it and take it as a compliment to his work and not the person he is.


Michael Williams was such an actor, and such a man.


I was due to go off to New Zealand the next day and was planning a book on Solo Performers for an American publisher. I very much wanted to include Michael, because of this very quality of likeability, mandatory for any soloist. The audience must sympathise at once with the soloist or they will never go the distance with him. And there is no longer journey for both actor and audience than the two hour traffic of the stage when one party in the act is uncomfortable with the other. Michael exuded stage ease and won houses over with, apparently, the very minimum of effort. He was the perfect solo player (as he was later to show as John Aubrey) because he was of that rare breed that found no difficulty in filling the stage with his presence.


At that time, however (May 1991), I was trying to persuade him to play Rob Wilton, the famous English North-Country comedian, who was also, like all great comedians, a superb actor. I could just see Michael bring off the earthy, kindness of the man and in that voice that was so near his own Lancashire roots. To my delight, and the amusement of those around us, Michael actually gave us a ‘Wilton’ moment there and then, in the ‘Bell’. I can still see his hand wiping itself around that amiable, elastic face as he uttered the famous Rob Wilton opening lines as heard on the wireless, as we called it then.




‘The day war broke out, my Missus said to me, “What are you going to do about it?” “About what?” I said. “The war,” she said. “I don’t know. I didn’t start it…’





And so on. We all wished he had gone on. Unfortunately, for one reason or another, he never got to play his fellow-Lancastrian, and I regret it to this day. Not only would it have been a striking piece of theatre, it would have been an important entry in the Solo book. However, while we were talking of that, he said,


‘Why don’t you write a book about us?’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘A book about actors, ordinary actors who spend their lives in the theatre. Not the stars, the big boys, the celebrities, they can write their own books.


‘Or have them written for them,’ I put in. ‘Half the Amazonian rain forest has been given over to books about acting.’


‘Or a touch of the bios,’ added Michael. ‘Everybody’s done that. No, I mean something about the kind of performer we both know. Quiet and ordinary off stage, but ‘on’ they give a performance that’s right on the button. Bloody good actors, all of them, yet nobody knows them. They might not have made a name for themselves, but they made a living. And had a good life of it. The old-time rep performer, the everyman actor. Know what I mean?’


I knew exactly what he meant. We had so much in common, Michael and I. Both working-class, big-city, grammar-school boys who, to their surprise, found theatre, or did theatre find us? Michael came from that English Glasgow called Liverpool and I came from the Scottish Liverpool called Glasgow. However, we both knew the repertory actor type well. They’re almost gone now, swallowed up by television and a few days in a film now and then, but once upon a time they were the backbone of every decent theatre company in the country. And there were lots of theatres then. They’re forgotten now, of course, but that doesn’t matter, the actors who played in them, week in week out, had their hour, you might say. and you can bet they grabbed it.


Each of us knew, too, the last of the great and glorious, repertory days in British theatre. A new production every three weeks, audiences packed with typists and school teachers (nurses free on Monday nights, pensioners on Saturday matinees). Great classical plays with huge casts supplemented by students and local amateurs and crowds at the stage door. All of this was pre-TV, of course, and pre-Bingo, it was another kind of theatre in a different time. We were both fortunate to know this golden age of greasepaint before the shadow of home entertainment fell over it. Yes, I knew exactly the kind of actor he was talking about. They were English colonists who brought the West End to every provincial theatre in the country and converted so many to the stage. These missionaries in motley weren’t stars but they shone brightly with what is still called talent.


Michael and I talked of men like these and wondered where their kind was in the technological climate of contemporary theatre. Of course, actors of the type like the pre-television practitioners are still there. Great actors, like great footballers and great singers, emerge in every generation. That’s a fact of cultural evolution, and no one can be other than of their time, but, Janus-like, the great ones, as all real artists, look back to previous eras and, simultaneously, to future generations.


Our talk that day was along these lines, a pleasant mixture of recollection, observation and appreciation of the gods of our youth. Deep down, as Michael pointed out, they were ordinary flesh and blood men who stood up to be counted when it mattered – when the houselights went down and the stage lights went up. In our early days, we had stood behind these actors as virtual extras in the nightly ritual, watching them as they took us, as well as the audience, to Parnassus. At just the right moment, they seemed able to reach up and touch the stars.


We thought, this is what it must be like to be an actor. It was hard to remember that just that morning the same men were in tweed jackets or turtle-neck jerseys, sitting in a broken-down armchair in the green room with a cigarette in one hand, a pen in the other and the day’s crossword on their knee. They knew at all times, that however little distance they may get in their chosen trade, they would get far enough to survive in a reasonable degree of comfort.


As we talked the minutes flew. We each quoted our instances and gave our examples as yet another beer went down and another cigarette was lit. We came to the agreement that the chorister, acolyte, vagabond, mountebank, buffoon, stroller, travelling gypsy having been with us now, under any or all of these titles, for nearly 3,000 years, should be remembered. The actor was actor whatever his time. He was of all time and his story should be told.


By this time, our lunch at home was getting cold but the actors we were talking about grew taller and more magnificent with every word and the actresses more beautiful and beguiling. Even the incidents mentioned were becoming funnier. Like Edmund Keane, who, on being castigated by a Glasgow audience for being drunk at a matinee of one of the histories, swayed down to the footlights and boomed out, ‘If you think I’m drunk, wait till you see the Duke of Buckingham!’


Or the Method actor who went to extremes in preparation for every part. When cast as Long John Silver in Treasure Island he insisted that he should have a green parrot.


‘I’ve only got a yellow one,’ said the pet shop man. ‘Wouldn’t that do?’


‘No. It must be green,’ replied the actor.


‘Well, come back in a week and I’ll have your green parrot.’


‘Good.’


‘Right. I’ll have it here for you next Monday. OK?’


‘Next Monday?’ asked the actor.


‘That’s right.’


‘That’s no good.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’m having my leg amputated that day.’


The stories went on, until, just a little unsteadily, we rose to go. The last toast was given by Michael, ‘To the Unknown Actor, ‘ he said, emptying his glass.


‘Hear! Hear!’ I said, doing likewise. Then I asked him,


‘What about the Unknown Actress?


Michael thought for a moment, then grinned. ‘We’re all one under the greasepaint, don’t you think? Anyway, who was it said, “Scratch an actor and you’ll find an actress?”’


‘Wasn’t it Dorothy Parker?’


And that was it. We put our glasses down on the bar with a satisfied clunk and moved to the door past the waving hands of the remaining customers.


As we moved to the car, Michael said, ‘And by the way, we don’t want another act-tract either. We’ve been preached at this morning already.’


‘As you say, Michael.’


At the time of writing, it is 20 years since that lovely Sunday morning but the book Michael and I talked about is now in your hands. It is offered now as a tribute to the unknown artist-artisan-actor, who, in every theatre, everywhere, is humanity’s spokesperson, acting for all of us, then and now, and continues to do so, serving the drama which in the theatre is the living repository of everybody’s heritage.


Why this is so is the mystery these pages will attempt to fathom.









Prologue


‘when, by a generous public’s kind acclaim


that dearest need is granted, honest fame;


where here your favour is the actor’s lot


not even the man in private life forgot’


Spoken by William Woods at his benefit night at the Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, 16 April 1787


‘EARLY DOORS’ IS SOMETIMES used as a euphemism for actors who died young. Early doors were the admittance to the gallery and the cheaper seats well before curtain up allowing them to make the long climb to the Gods. This then was taken to apply to young actors who made their way to God prematurely, hence, ‘early doors’. In this case, however, the title serves to indicate a kind of Preface, an opportunity to expand on what kind of book this is meant to be, and for whom it is intended.


First of all, this is not a How To… book for would-be actors, nor, I hope a When I was… book by a has-been actor, but rather a Why it is… book by someone who wants to pass on to the average theatregoer and anyone else interested in theatre what it feels like to be a professional actor. It is about what actors do, and have been doing for almost 3,000 years, as they go about their business of pretending to be someone else in public for money. It is an actor’s view of his own world, of the audience, of critics, from the inside, a peep behind the mask by someone who’s worn it, a look again backstage and into the rehearsal room by one who’s spent most of a lifetime there.


The concern here is not with the great stars, or leading performers or performances, but with un-public doings of the rank and file artisans of the histrionic trade, without whom the said stars could not shine, nor could any play be possible. These greasepaint stalwarts are the backbone of theatre. They are not bit players or extras, but solid performers, proven journeymen and women who can fill out a character intelligently and not without talent, and manage in the course of their careers to pay their taxes, buy a house and send their children to university. In short, they are sound professionals.


Who better than they to investigate the theatre paradox, where part and person mix in a combination of truth and prevarication? Who is more entitled to define the mystery behind the mystique of their craft or to understand its power over an audience? As the actor’s every act on stage is for the benefit of that audience, so this volume is aimed at enhancing and filling out the theatregoer’s enjoyment of the theatrical experience.


For the sake of clarity, and remembering Michael’s comment, I shall refer to my actress colleagues here by the generic term ‘actor’, in accordance with modern usage, loathe as I am to discard that lovely word ‘actress’. However, it was noted by Sheridan in his Epilogue to The Rivals in 1775.




Through all drama – whether damned or not –


Love guilds the scene, and women guide the plot.





It is accepted today that acting is neither the preserve of a fraternity nor the exclusive property of a sorority but what they have in common now is actorship, a resort of the universal histrion. Their mutual business is to engage a group’s attention in a given place and hold them there for a given time, releasing them to return to the other world that is outside the theatre doors, trusting that they are better for having spent the afternoon or evening in the company of actors.


What is basic to the whole enterprise, and essential to its success, is that the audience has assembled willingly and has paid good money to watch painted people, dressed in funny clothes, pretending to be someone else in another place, and finds these same imitators, at the time of performance, completely believable. This is the suspension of disbelief that is the real mystery, and at the heart of all acting and the following pages will expand on this. The actor creates a make-believe world of his own but it is only justified if it is shared with an audience at that ‘intersection of the here and now’, to quote Paul Taylor’s memorable phrase.


The art of the drama is always in the present tense. Its act is NOW. That is its magic, and why it’s so often memorable. Fashions may change from generation to generation, styles of acting may vary, names will change from season to season, but essentially, acting itself, the engagement with the audience in the NOW, remains the same whatever the time or place. The actor burnishes the scripted lies in rehearsal and offers them to the audience in performance, which then polishes them further by absorption and takes them home at the end as memories.


This is the business of theatre. So much of its night-to-night image is ephemeral but its basic verities are constant. The demands it makes on both audience and performer are different. Disbelief is suspended in the theatre in a way unique to itself and not at all the same as when the performance is seen on a screen. First of all there is a huge difference in technique. The performance to camera is built up by a non-sequential aggregate of captured moments, whereas the stage performance is delivered in one continuous sweep of the hour hand in the course of the whole play. The screen actor picks at his food, the stage actor swallows it in one big gulp.


However, the final intention is always the same, to satisfy the audience’s appetite for sensation, that feeling brought about by reaction to a re-enacted event presented to it in performance. Film acting may be described as hours of boredom broken up by spasms of anxiety justified by flashes of insight. Stage acting is to stand at the foot of a mountain and know that the first spoken line is the first step on a long climb. It always looks a long way up from the bottom. Even though rest camps are provided at intervals, it takes no little courage to commence on such an ascent. Acting is first and foremost, a physical challenge, and no small one in terms of stamina, voice control and memory.


Its purpose is to bring the audience into the world the performer is creating at that time by inhabiting the script and conveying to an audience by action and the word the dramatist’s vision. Even with finest script, the most detailed production and a wealth of acting talent on display in front of a sympathetic house, there is no guarantee it will work every time. That’s its challenge, its fascination, but it’s also the reason why so few actors are smug. They can never be sure about getting a job in the first place, and when they do, they can never be entirely certain they will do it well. There are so many variables, but then that’s what this book is all about.


Hundreds and hundreds of thousands of unknown theatre performers all over the world, in big-city theatres, village halls, tents, sports grounds, park pavilions, hotel restaurants and wide, open-air spaces have trembled in whatever serves as ‘wings’ before stepping into the spotlight and uttering that terrifying first line. This book is theirs, it belongs to the anonymous soldiers of a vast army enlisted to serve in that great crusade of the human spirit known as the drama, in its many forms, ancient and modern.


The actor has walked a long road over the centuries and for much of the time it was rough going. In medieval times, the bearward gave way to the stroller who ceded his platform to the common player of interludes, who, in turn was replaced by the counterfeit Egyptian or petty chapman or any guise that would earn a penny in the market place. From 1632, a licence had to be sought from the authorities under pain of a good whipping, and if not obtained, all players were deemed rogues, vagabonds and sturdy beggars and threatened with a lengthy spell in the House of Correction. Play-acting was not a soft option, yet it has survived plagues and pestilence, wars, revolutions, closures and exile to become the sport of the fashionable and the study of the learned. Its practice has attracted minds of quality and probity, and men and women of great physical beauty as well as every scoundrel that ever chased a dishonest profit. If acting is indeed ‘a mirror held up to Nature’ then it needs a good cleaning now and then. After all, it is a very old mirror.


Theatre may be the place where the Devil gets his due, but it lives, as people live, for the passing hour and is justified only in its living moment. Emotion can be stimulated by the swirl of a cloak or the flourish of a hand, but the same cloak hides the real emotions of the actor wearing it and this personal dichotomy has always to be borne in mind. As long as people will gather to witness, the actor will perform, and the stage will have its upholders. As Charles Lamb said in his Popular Fallacies of 1826,




A man might blur ten sides of paper in attempting a defence of it.





A side was the old name given to the pages of actor’s individual part as opposed to the whole play script. Actors up to Victorian times were often cast in a part by being given only the sides for that part, without ever really knowing what the play was about. They were expected to pick that up in rehearsal. It was felt appropriate in this little book, if only as a little conceit, to use the term as a chapter heading if only to honour all those who were handed their ‘sides’ on the first day of rehearsal.


The term ‘side’ also serves as a metaphor not only for the actor but for every human being who plays his or her part as cast in the world without really knowing much about the ‘play’ as a whole or why they are in it in the first place? Like the actor, they are expected to pick up such information as they go along.


The thing is to enjoy the journey and its starting point is the first read-through of the intended play by the cast-to-be in the presence of the director and stage crew. Most professional plays begin with the read-through. Usually held in the theatre, sometimes on stage, the actors are seated round a table along with the dramatist (if living), the producer(s), director, designer, stage management and such friends as might have influence with the producer. Generally speaking, however, this is a strictly closed shop for the actors and those off-stage, fellow-professionals who will lend their considerable talents in putting a group of vulnerable personalities on stage. Whatever the play, its period or theme, comedy or tragedy, there is always a party atmosphere at read-throughs. This is because most of the actors gathered are basically relieved to be in work, which is why a slight hysteria prevails. There is also a degree of apprehension. Actors have been known to be fired after the first read-through, although it is rare. Nevertheless, there is a tension.


On this first morning, however, when a gaggle of mostly strangers come together to make a play for the stage, it is theatre with its public mask down, and it belongs to the actors alone. For them, no matter how experienced, it is a starting again from scratch. Every new part is a beginning. Every new character is a return to base because every actor is at heart a character actor. He or she is, of necessity, at the ego-centre of their existence, if only because they are not only the result of their own work, they are also the workshop.


The leading players may know each other from previous shows but many of the supporting cast are meeting for the first time. Their over-loud voices and too-ready laughter betray their nervousness. The stage manager calls everyone together and the director of the play speaks to them, as it were, from the top of the mountain which is usually at the top of the table. A polite welcome is given to everyone assembled but most present are quietly glad to be in the welcoming arms of that old harlot Mother Theatre again, and out of the rough workaday world for a spell. Yet their play-world can be as rough and ready as any factory or workshop as the next few weeks might show, but meantime, everybody agrees with everybody about everything, and all talking at once, they take their places at the long table. They know that such utopian compliance won’t last long, so they make the best of it. There will be a lot of heartfelt catching-up in the pub afterwards.


Meantime, they gather round to admire the model of the set and the costume drawings laid out for their inspection. They make appropriate noises although few really take it all in. The stage manager then calls for silence. It falls, and all eyes turn towards the director. That potentate of the morning, smiles and says, so very politely,




‘Well, ladies and gentlemen, shall we begin?’





From here on the actor retreats more and more each day from the real world and begins to populate that other country where the actor and actress share citizenship, that mapped-out, distinctly different environment that is called the rehearsal room. It might not even be a room. It is the particular environment set out for the performer to find his other self, the part he or she has been cast to play. Much can happen in that bridging process called rehearsal, that wonderland or purgatory between the putting down of the books and the donning of the costumes. This is the actor’s play-room where behaviour can be fittingly infantile, or the haven where refuge is found from all the crowding uncertainties. He is himself at rehearsal. He can clown or cry, lose himself in laughter or rage in frustration because he is among his own. He can make a fool of himself in the common pursuit - the co-operative project that is the making of a play.




‘Half-an-hour, please!’





This is the call that rings through the backstage corridors of every theatre exactly 35 minutes before the curtain goes up. It is not half-an-hour to the actual curtain-up time, but to ‘Beginners’ which is the five minute call to be in position for those who begin the play. The half-hour call is the warning to all actors and actresses in the building that they should be at their dressing-room places getting out of their coats and street attire ready to get into whatever costume has been set out for them. Besides the practical requirement to get ‘dressed for the part’, there is also a symbolic meaning in this, almost a rite. The actor needs to throw off the outside world prior to entering into the special world of the play. Each has to try and gradually enter into themselves, as it were. In effect, turn the outside in, emptying themselves to make room for the character to be played. This is kenosis, theatre style.


All actors and actresses must hang up their private concerns with their coats, and fold away such personal problems as all might have, whether mental or physical, with their trousers, skirts, shirts, or tops, boots or shoes, socks or tights thus making themselves free to become someone else, or rather, appear to become someone else, for the evening or afternoon as required. It is part of the process in helping them to get ready for the night ahead. Each pre-occupation is folded away neatly with each garment so that by the time he or she is down to jock-strap or bra and pants, the private self has been completely emptied of his or her street personality and everyone is ready to take in the characters they have been hired to play.


Each sits at their dressing-room space ostensibly exchanging the gossip of the day. All actors love gossip but, with every succeeding stroke of the make-up stick, they gradually give themselves up to other priorities, that world of pretence they will combine to populate with their colleagues for the benefit of the audience they can now hear chattering through the dressing-room tannoy. Not for a second do these buzzing outsiders give a thought to the performers, who, at that same time, are getting ready to go to work, but that is just what they are doing as they sit staring into the mirror and painting their faces.


For the theatre artist, getting into costume or stage clothes is just the same as any artisan getting into his boiler suit or overalls, the technician putting on his lab coat, or the lecturer donning his gown before facing a class, although it is unlikely, one hopes, that any of these will redden their lips or put on a full-bottomed wig. Even if there is no apparent change of costume other than the changing of modern street clothes for modern stage clothes, the fact remains that the dressing-room costume change is a remarkable metamorphosis, and it happens nightly and often twice on matinee days.
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