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  Introduction




  This book is for actors like you.




  As a younger actor, I had a clear process for everything. My acting toolkit was pretty well organised. I had my movement warm-ups, my vocal warm-ups, and my craft tools from various acting methodologies. I was a very well-trained actor except for one critical thing: I did not have a method for approaching a new script when I started work on it. This was the one area of my training that was mysteriously absent.




  I think everyone in graduate acting school just assumed that someone else was teaching this to us. The few acting teachers who tried to give us some tools for breaking down a script did it in such a murky way that we all wound up totally confused. Without a clear process to understand a script, I drew from my experience as a student of English literature. This was better than nothing, but it was more of a cerebral, academic approach, and not a sufficiently active process to translate into engaged acting. I’m not sure that as a working actor I ever really developed a great system for breaking down a script either. I flopped back and forth between overplanning and underpreparing.




  It was not until I transitioned from being an actor to being an acting teacher and coach that I discovered a way of working that was flexible, successful and repeatable across a range of genres and styles. As an actor, I worked with one script with one set of challenges at a time. As a teacher of acting, in a single class or coaching session, I had to learn how to approach multiple scripts in rapid succession. Each script had its own style and structure and its own set of problems to untangle. The sheer volume and variety of scripts that I encountered daily meant that I had to learn to work quickly and incisively. I learned by trial and error; I learned from my academic and artistic colleagues. Most of all, I learned from my students. As my acting students encountered challenges in their scenes, we all searched for answers together. Years of training smart and passionate acting students helped me to discover, articulate and document a great way of working. This is the book I needed in the past, so I’m writing it for you now.




  Why Do You Need This Book?




  Your character is on a journey and your script is the roadmap. To be a good actor, you need to learn how to read the map. This book will help you to do this in a clear, concise and practical way. It is written for actors, not geared towards directors, dramaturgs or other creatures of the theatre – though I hope that they, and teachers and educators too, will find something of value for themselves or for their own students.




  Script analysis (the term that is usually given to breaking down a script) sounds cold, clinical and not a whole lot of fun. Yet, the process of breaking down and understanding your script is a great adventure. A script is a little world; a self-contained universe with living, breathing people contained within its pages. In it are entire lives and histories, diverse locations, and complex psychologies and relationships. But how do you enter this world and make it your own? How do you look at both the big picture and the small details without losing sight of either one? Good scripts are not static. They are alive and they are interactive. How do you begin, not only to read a script, but to interrogate it?




  In this guide, we will develop the macro-tools to look at the whole script and the micro-tools to break it down scene by scene and line by line. I will help you find useful questions to ask your script and I will show you interesting ways to find answers. At each step along the way, I will offer practical exercises to apply to your script so that you can put concept into action. We will look at a few different styles of scripts for our examples. The work that we do here is applicable to a script from any period or genre. From the ancient Greeks to contemporary plays, the process of breaking down your script is the same.




  This book will meet you wherever you are in your training as an actor. If you are just beginning your exploration of acting craft, what better way to start than by understanding how to approach a script? If you are an experienced actor with a range of tools, this book goes hand in hand with every other aspect of your training. Every portion of our craft is connected. No matter which acting methods you use, a structured and methodical approach to breaking down your script will provide the foundation on which the rest of your acting tools can stand. While the vocabulary that I will use in this book is largely drawn from the system created by Konstantin Stanislavsky (with a side order of Uta




  Hagen and Stella Adler techniques), the tools that I will give you for breaking down your script dovetail nicely with almost every acting method and tool that I can think of.




  The concepts in this book apply to scripts of all sizes and to acting tasks of all kinds. You might be preparing a scene for a scene-study class and wondering where to begin. You might use these tools when cast in a difficult role in a full-length play. You might be working on a film script and need help getting started. You might apply these tools to breaking down a new monologue for an audition. Whatever the acting task at hand, the process and concepts will be similar.




  The language that I use is the language of the theatre. In this book I look at play scripts for examples; I speak about the actor as though they are an actor upon the stage. But all of the concepts here can be applied to any job the actor might be called upon to do. These concepts apply to film acting, television acting, voice-over acting and even commercial acting. The ideas can be transposed and transported to suit the medium you are working in. In our craft as actors, I always look to the theatre as our first home, even though we have made artistic homes in many areas.




  How to Use This Book




  This book is your working companion. I wrote it with the intention of serving as a small, portable guide – actors already have enough to carry around! I suggest reading the guide as a whole first, in order to understand the various ways of breaking down your script. Later on, when you have a new script to work on, I suggest going to the individual sections, reviewing the terminology and concepts, and then completing the exercises for your script (or the portion of the script that you are preparing).




  I have included many worksheets for you to play with. Depending on the way you like to work, you can choose to write out the answers to the worksheet questions, or you can opt to answer them in your head. It is really up to you. Only you know how you work best. My hope is that if you use these exercises enough, they will eventually become an automatic part of your process.




  Intuition, imagination and inspiration are the driving forces behind great acting, but these ephemeral flashes of creative lightning can only work when they are based on a solid foundation of structural understanding. This book will become your guide, as we move step by step through discovering your new script.
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  1. Looking at the Big Picture: A Global Read Approach




  They say that many actors are introverts disguised as extroverts. In my case this is certainly true. I am usually a bit uncomfortable meeting new people. I like to rewatch television series with characters that I already know, instead of finding new shows to watch with unfamiliar characters that I have to ‘meet’. I like to reread books where I already understand the places, people and relationships. I hate cocktail parties. Rooms full of strangers make me a little anxious.




  A new script can feel similarly uncomfortable. When I open a new script, I know that it’s filled with exciting possibilities, and yet my first response is discomfort. When I first read a new script, I don’t feel grounded. I do not know these people yet. I can’t hear their voices in my head. I don’t understand their relationships. I can’t visualise the environment. Sometimes a truly great script just leaps off of the page, but this is less common in my experience. Most of the time a relationship with a script is like the slow development of mature and grounded love rather than youthful passion. You get to know and appreciate the script with time, curiosity and commitment.




  So, how do you begin your relationship with a new script?




  Let’s go back to the idea of a cocktail party. When you walk into a party with many new people in an unfamiliar place, what is the first thing that you do? You probably survey the room. Where should you put your coat? Do you know anyone here? Who will you talk to first? How are people dressed? Did you choose the right outfit? Does the food look good? Is there a bar? Human beings are designed to scout out the big picture. It is a leftover from our hunter-gatherer days where we had to scan the savannah for predators.




  If you would scout out the big picture at an unfamiliar party, and gather important information about it before joining the event as a full participant, wouldn’t you do the same kind of thing when beginning to work on an unfamiliar script? So, let’s give this big-picture survey a name for our reference for our reference, and call it a Global Read.




  Starting Your Global Read




  Before we can look at our individual character, our relationships, or our scenes within the script, we have to fully understand the big picture of the script, so that we know how and why we fit into it. It is very easy for an actor to lose sight of the whole script as we dive deep into our own portion of the story. Yet knowing and understanding the big picture, and keeping it in mind at all times, is absolutely critical to the health and well-being of the whole story.




  One of the biggest mistakes that an actor can make is to only see their individual role, and not to factor in all of the moving pieces of the script and how they interrelate.




  Focusing in so narrowly is problematic enough in the context of rehearsing a scene. A too-narrow focus is an even easier trap to fall into with the stress and repetition of production. The deeper the actor goes into the script, moment by moment, and the more they are called upon to repeat these moments in rehearsal and performance, the easier it is for them to lose sight of the forest for the trees. Have you ever had an experience in a production (particularly in the later stages) where you have focused so much on a particular scene, a moment in a scene, or a complicated bit of stage business, that you stop and say to yourself, ‘What is this story about, anyway?’ Losing sight of the overall story and its purpose often happens as your attention homes in on the smaller details of the script. If this has ever happened to you, view it as a very friendly and helpful warning sign for future acting endeavours – a divine flash of illumination from the acting gods telling you that you did not do enough big-picture work at the start.




  A thorough Global Read at the beginning of the process will set you up for success in the future.




  For a Global Read to serve you best, try to begin your read without any preconceived ideas. Just as the first table read of a script in production should be casual and free, your Global Read should be a gentle introduction to the script. I like to read the script twice when doing a Global Read – once just to read it and to be taken on the journey of the script without a big agenda. Then, following very shortly after, I like to do a second read of the script with certain questions in mind. Now that I understand the story and have been introduced to the characters, it is time to dig deeper.




  New scripts, like new people, like to be asked questions about themselves. Here are the questions you might ask yourself during your second Global Read. Some answers will surface in the process of rereading the script. Some will unfold after you finish your second read. Some answers might remain elusive (and that’s okay). Flag any of the questions that don’t want to be pinned down just yet. They may just reveal themselves to you as you spend more time with the script.




  Ideas on paper ultimately need to translate into specific acting, movement and vocal choices, but the seeds of these ideas are planted as you write your answers to these questions. Begin to ask these questions now, we will explore them in greater detail as we work scene by scene.




  Global Read Questions




  What is the story of the script in one paragraph?




  The task: Now that you’ve read the whole script twice, can you tell the story of the script in one paragraph? For example, if I were to write the story of the script in one paragraph for Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, it might look something like this:




  

    Two young people, Romeo and Juliet, come from rival families. They meet at a party and quickly fall in love. They know that their families will never permit them to meet with each other, let alone marry. A sympathetic Friar (Friar Laurence) arranges to help them to marry secretly. The night of their wedding, Romeo, while celebrating with his friends, kills Juliet’s cousin, Tybalt, in a duel. Romeo is banished by the Prince for the murder and must flee the city or he will be put to death. Meanwhile, Juliet’s parents, not knowing of her marriage to Romeo, insist that she marry Paris. At first, she refuses to marry him, but ultimately acquiesces as she makes plans (once again the help of Friar Laurence) to be reunited with the banished Romeo. The Friar arranges for Juliet to fake her death by drinking a sleeping potion. Once Juliet appears to be dead, she will be taken to a crypt, there to wake up and be secretly reunited with Romeo. Romeo, however, does not receive the details of this plan. After Juliet takes the sleeping potion, a devastated Romeo discovers her in the crypt and, thinking that she is truly dead, kills himself. Juliet wakes up from the sleeping potion and, upon discovering that Romeo is dead, kills herself with his dagger. The rivalling families, now grieving for their children, vow to end their conflict.


  




  Why this is important: Boiling the story down to its basic elements ensures that you are telling the clearest version of the story. As you continue to work on the script, go back to this paragraph from time to time. Are the acting choices you are making supporting this story? Have you strayed from the story as you originally saw it? Do you need to realign your acting choices to ensure that you are continuing to tell this story clearly?




  From time to time, you may want to look again at what you originally wrote. Have you discovered something new about the story that changes your original perception? Our understanding of scripts can grow and change over time. You are free to reformulate the answer to this question as you discover more about the script, but such amendments or alterations should only come from new insight and fresh understanding.




  What is the story of the script boiled down to one sentence?




  The task: You already described the story of the script in one paragraph. Can you distil the story even more, crafting it into a single sentence? If I were to tell the story of Romeo and Juliet in one sentence, it might look like this:




  

    A pair of star-crossed lovers meet, knowing that they must evade their rivalling families who will forbid their union at all costs.


  




  Why this is important: A well-constructed single sentence that encapsulates the story of the script is a great tool to keep you on track. The more chaotic your rehearsal gets, and the more deeply immersed you become in specific moments in the script, the more helpful it is to have a single sentence to go back to that clearly tells the story. Whenever you start to lose sight of the big picture, go back to the sentence you created. Ask yourself, ‘Am I still telling this story?’ If your acting choices are veering too far off-course from the sentence that you created, it may be time for reassessment and adjustment.




  When crafting your sentence, try to make it juicy, intriguing and active. Checking in with an exciting and descriptive sentence may help you find more fun things to play with than a dull and matter-of-fact sentence.




  Where does the story take place?




  The task: A story can take place in a single location or in multiple locations. Sometimes the writer will give you very specific information about location. Sometimes they will be vague and not provide you with any information at all. If the location is not specified, look for clues in the script and make your best guess. Work your way from the big information (country, county/state, city or town) to the small locations (living room, library, museum, pub). If the script spans multiple locations, make a note of this. You can go into greater details about the individual locations later on when we look at the script scene by scene.




  Why this is important: People are deeply affected by their environment. How does the place and the environment affect or move the story? How does place affect character? Is it a place that you know, or a place that you know very little about? Research it. Learn more about an unfamiliar country. Learn more about how a space you may not understand (for example, a prison or an all-girls school) affects behaviour. Go deep into the where. It is not enough to simply name the place, start to ask why the script is set in this particular place. How would the story change if it were set in a different location?




  What is the ‘world’ of the script?




  The task: This is one of those tricky questions. Every book, every movie, every television show and every play has its own stylistic world. You can begin to think about the world of the script in terms of its alignment with the style of the script. By this I mean, is the script everyday realism (you and me in our living room talking about our problems)? Is the world a magical fairytale? Are there vampires? Is the world an ugly, dystopian future? Is it a ridiculous, fast-moving romp? Does the script draw from any historical sources or styles for inspiration or reference (for example, Restoration comedy, melodrama, Theatre of the Absurd)? Does it weave together and fuse historical elements or styles to create its own thing? (I am thinking here about Paula Vogel’s play How I Learned to Drive, a modern play that fuses a contemporary setting with elements of a Greek tragic chorus.)




  Why this is important: As an actor, you need to understand the landscape that you are operating in. Identifying style is critical so that the actor knows how to behave in the world they are inhabiting (for example, one moves and speaks very differently in a Molière play, a Chekhov play, a Restoration comedy, a farce or a contemporary drama). Sometimes a script will blur the lines between genres (for example, a Chekhov play is both comedy and tragedy). Go one step further. After you identify the style, describe the world in your own words. What description captures not only the genre and style of the script, but the essence and the feeling of this world? By articulating the world of the script in your own way, you can accommodate nuance, and avoid the trap of thinking in a way that limits acting choices.




  What (if any) are the ‘rules’ of this world?




  The task: Are there any special rules that govern this world, or is the world dictated by the rules of reality that you and I commonly agree on? Examples of special rules might be: animals and rocks speak, characters break the fourth wall and talk directly to the audience, walls melt and disappear, and so on.




  Why this is important: Once, before I became an actor and director, I went to see a play with my director friend. The play just didn’t work. I couldn’t put my finger on why it almost came together, but then left me confused and unsatisfied. I turned to my director friend and asked her, ‘Why didn’t this work? It was so close to being good.’ She said something that would change the way I viewed acting and directing forever. She said, ‘The actors and the director did not agree on the rules of the world.’You may have a script that does not have special rules; many scripts are constructed without them. If, however, you see patterns, repetitions, conventions or devices, pay attention to them and honour them. Ask yourself why they are there. What is their purpose and how do you need to approach them?




  How is time treated in the script?




  The task: Different scripts deal with time differently. Often, time moves in a linear fashion. Sometimes a script can jump backwards and forwards in time. Sometimes the story progresses linearly, but characters have flashbacks that move them to past times and then back to the present.




  Why this is important: Time is a critical element of storytelling. To understand your character’s journey is to understand their development across time. Don’t take time for granted. Think about it consciously. Why has the writer chosen this structure? What does it reveal about your character and their journey?

OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
BREAKING
DOWN YOUR
SCRIPT

A Step-by-Step Guide for the Actor
THE COMPACT GUIDE

Laura Wayth

13
NICK HERN BOOKS
London
www.nickhernbooks.co.uk





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
GUIDE

BREAKING
DOWN
YOUR
SCRIPT

A Step-by-Step Guide
for the Actor

o
>3
o
o
1]
L
=

Laura Wayth





