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  For the happiness of being a writer or an actor, I would bear the dislike of my family, I’d bear deprivation, disappointment, I’d live in an attic and eat only

  coarse bread, I’d endure dissatisfaction with myself and awareness of my own imperfections, but, in return, I would demand fame . . . real, resounding fame . . . (She covers her face with

  her hands.) I feel dizzy . . . Oooooof! . . .




  Nina, a would-be actress, in the second act of The Seagull




  I performed senselessly . . . I didn’t know what to do with my hands, I didn’t know how to stand on stage, I couldn’t control my voice. You’ve no idea

  how it feels to know you’re acting badly . . . Now, I’m not like that . . . I act with enjoyment, with enthusiasm, I become intoxicated on stage and I feel beautiful . . . Now I know, I

  understand . . . that in our work . . . what matters isn’t fame, isn’t glamour, not the things I dreamt of, but the capacity to endure. To bear your cross and have faith. I have faith

  and it’s not so painful, and when I think about my calling, I’m not afraid of life.




  Nina, an actress, in the fourth act of The Seagull




  







  FOREWORD




  PAM FERRIS




  Most of what I am as an actress I owe to Mike Alfreds. He gave me the language and the tools I needed for my craft.




  When I met him in 1976 I had been acting professionally for ten years, and although I’d had no formal training, I thought that all the classes I’d been to, and books I’d read,

  had given me my own ‘Way of Working’. How wrong I was. I was just muddling through.




  The slow and sometimes painful process of taking on board Mike’s system seemed, at first, to threaten that vague thing I called ‘Instinct’, and I’ve since seen other

  actors struggle and sometimes reject his work for fear of damaging their mysterious internal processes. But if you trust the work, not just intellectually but viscerally, it liberates a powerful

  creativity that makes old-fashioned ‘Instinct’ look a shambolic hit-and-miss affair.




  I remember clearly my feelings before the first performance of The Arabian Nights. The rehearsal period had felt like a series of exercises, all enjoyable and enriching, but without the

  goal-orientated focus I was used to. Nothing was set. No moves. No agreed way of saying a line. Nothing. There was too much freedom, and I felt really insecure. But I also knew that inside I had a

  huge resource of knowledge about the characters I was to play, the world they lived in and most important of all – what they wanted.




  Understanding what a character wants and embodying it fully is the challenge. It took me about a year of continuous work for the knowledge to seep through from my brain to my whole being, and it

  makes me sad when young actors think that just to know the words ‘Action’ or ‘Objective’ is enough. I get even sadder when I work with some directors – I wish they

  knew who they were – who have some sort of intellectual theory about theatre, but no idea how to put it into practice. I hope they read and digest this book soon.




  Over a period of years I came to enjoy that empty/full feeling before stepping on stage and I love it still. There is nothing so exciting for me as the push and pull of battling out a

  well-written scene with another actor. It’s like an improvisation with carefully worked-out parameters, but within those limits, it’s as free as any football match. I believe an

  audience knows when actors are ‘in the moment’ and Mike’s work fosters that freedom more than any director I know.




  I haven’t worked with Mike for many years now, but I still find myself comparing other directors with him. I’m always a little shocked by their lack of rigour, their vagueness, their

  willingness to accept second best. Mike’s pursuit of excellence drives him on and I’m proud to have travelled some of that journey beside him.




  







  




  A PRACTICAL GUIDE




  PURPOSE




  The book has two subjects. The first is how I direct. The second is the relationship between actors and directors. Combining them, this book suggests ways for us to

  collaborate. But techniques and processes risk becoming arbitrary unless they’re framed within some cohesive ‘philosophy’ of what theatre is. Specific methods of preparation and

  rehearsal should logically derive from – and aim towards the fulfilment of – what we believe makes theatre intrinsically what it is, rather than something else. What follows then is my

  vision of what theatre is or could be, and how I try to achieve it: ways of working and ways of thinking about work; practice and theory; modus operandi and modus vivendi.




  ORGANISATION




  In the first part, I set out my wares, which include my own learning curve, my idea of theatre’s purpose, its vital elements and the broad belief system that

  frames how I function.




  The second describes in detail the concepts of the techniques I use in rehearsal, with examples of how they work.




  The third describes the work of the pre-production period: preparing the text, planning the rehearsals and casting.




  The fourth describes the practical application of those techniques from the first day of rehearsal to the final performance, together with consideration of some technical matters.




  The fifth describes the troubleshooting that accompanies the rehearsal work and offers some ethical considerations in connection with this.




  The sixth, a brief coda, consists of a résumé of the main principles guiding the work, a glossary for quick reference and some suggestions for further reading (which,

  together, could spare you reading the rest of the book).




  STYLE




  GENDER




  ‘Actor’ refers to both genders. I use ‘actress’ when it seems appropriate to make that distinction. To avoid the self-consciousness of alternating

  even-handedly between she and he, him and her, hers and his or of even more self-consciously trying to compensate for centuries of injustice by

  ‘privileging’ she, her and hers, or of using either the laborious he-or-she or the ugly, unpronounceable s/he, I’m attempting to stick to

  they, them and their.




  TYPEFACE




  Points of emphasis, foreign terms and titles are in italics. SMALL CAPITALS indicate topics that are dealt with fully further ahead in the text

  and more concisely in the glossary.




  FOOTNOTES




  The footnotes are not vital to the flow or understanding of the main text. They’re asides in which I’ve succumbed to the urge to elaborate on detail, illustrate a

  point from my own experience or indulge in a diatribe on matters adjacent to what I’m currently pursuing.




  ADDRESS




  Most of the time, I’m addressing the director; but sometimes I talk to the actor and at all times, of course, to the reader.




  DEFINITIONS




  PLAY




  Although I refer consistently to plays, the techniques I describe can, with intelligent adjustments, be applied equally well to devised work and adaptations of non-dramatic

  material.




  STAGE




  When I refer to the ‘stage’, it implies any space where acting takes place.




  THEATRE




  Within the text I of course describe in considerable detail what I believe theatre to be, but I’ll define it here briefly as an event in which one group of human beings,

  in the presence of another group of human beings and on their behalf, transform themselves into yet another group of human beings who pursue objectives through actions that involve them in

  conflict.




  ART




  Where I use the words ‘art’ or ‘artist’, it’s not in any elitist sense, but rather to suggest the aspiration to create something of

  excellence.




  PRACTICAL WORK




  

    PREPARATION – REHEARSAL TECHNIQUES – EXERCISES – IMPROVISATIONS




    All practical work is set in boxes and is found in the central three sections. Anyone can go directly to these, should they wish, and ignore the verbiage surrounding them.


  




  

    INTERPRETATION




    The interpretive suggestions I make for the choice of actions and objectives in my examples of text analysis are just that, reasonable conjectures, and in no way meant to be

    definitive.


  




  

    PLAY REFERENCES




    I’m focusing mainly on Chekhov’s Seagull and, to a lesser extent, his Cherry Orchard to illustrate techniques and processes. The translations are my own. Along

    the way, I refer to other classic texts that I trust are reasonably familiar.


  




  ARGUMENT




  To pursue my argument for a particular way of working as vividly as possible, I deliberately contrast it with a completely different tradition of going about things. But, in

  theatre practice, things are never quite so cut-and-dried as this might imply. For example, when discussing the interpretation of plays, I stipulate that there are two basic approaches: one –

  that I criticise – imposes a concept on the text; the other – that I espouse – allows the text to reveal itself. Of course, directors don’t neatly divide up on one side or

  the other. They practise their craft in endless variations on a spectrum between these two extremes. But wherever directors fall along this continuum, I’m suggesting that they should be

  examining their true intentions (why they work the way they do). I’m fully aware of the necessary pragmatism imposed on us by the circumstances of most of the theatres we work in. But I see

  no point in letting us off the hook with excuses for not doing the work we should be doing. Similarly, in order to make my point firmly when I describe certain behaviour patterns of actors and

  directors, I sometimes amalgamate several connected tendencies into one syndrome.




  







  HEALTH AND SAFETY WARNINGS




  Health Warning: Danger from Words




  This is a book about theatre. That means it’s first and foremost a book about acting. But a book about acting is a contradiction in terms. Acting means doing. It’s

  as it says, active, physical. Actors are athletes. A book of acting techniques is a poor substitute for experiencing them on stage or in the rehearsal room. It won’t work like a manual for

  building a garden shed, from which, if you follow the instructions accurately, you’ll get predictable results. To expect predictable results from an actor is as unrealistic as expecting a

  garden shed to build itself. It’s also undesirable. Actors are, paradoxically, their own instrument: they are at once artist and creation, doer and done-to, fingers and keyboard, feet and

  football, programmer and programme . . . Like the rest of us, they live inside themselves. There’s no way in which they can extract themselves from the delusion of objectivity under which we

  all seem to exist, in order to observe themselves from the outside. We’d like to think we operate predominantly through common sense and reason, but the larger part of our functioning is

  autonomic and unconscious. Therefore, there’s a limit to how much control actors can have over their creative – unconscious – selves.




  Human beings – and who should be more in touch with their humanity than actors? – are holistic: bodies, feelings, needs, thoughts are not discrete elements that can

  each be dealt with independent of the others. We’re hard-wired by billions of nerve cells that interconnect in ways we still scarcely understand. The danger of reading a lot of words about

  acting is that it may lead you to believe that learning to act is a matter of using your head, that ratiocination will solve the problems of acting. This isn’t so. Words are helpful only so

  far as they point you towards other areas of understanding – experiential, visceral, in the muscle, in the gut. What’s clear is that too many words can disconnect us from the rest of

  ourselves: from our physicality, our spontaneity, our instinct, our imagination – those very channels, in fact, that might tap those unconscious parts of ourselves where true creativity lies

  dormant, waiting to be woken up. Too much discussion blocks action. Too much talk encourages evasion. Actors become head-bound and their instincts immobilised.




  Nor is language always precise enough to pinpoint the nuances of motives, feelings and impulses involved in acting. Besides, people translate what they hear and what they read

  subjectively within their own frames of experience. Most often, the intellectual understanding comes after the doing and experiencing. The sequence is: do, experience, then

  understand. This is a problem for many directors who love words and love listening to themselves using them. Inevitably they ask actors for direct results, making their appeal from head to

  head, bypassing the rest of an actor’s holistic self on the way. So I would suggest, for the good of your artistic health – especially if you’re an actor, more especially

  if you’re a director – that while reading this book, you periodically remind yourself that the ultimate aim of all these words is to activate the instinct.




  However, true to myself as a director, I’d love these words to be ‘heard’. I’d love them to be useful to both actors and directors and of

  interest to anyone curious about acting.




  Safety Warning




  LIVE ACTORS: HANDLE WITH CARE. AVOID BLOCKING CURRENTS OF ENERGY.




  







  1




  INTRODUCTIONS




  







  CURRICULUM VITAE




  I’m a director. I’ve staged some two hundred productions in about fifty years. Once I did as many as twelve in a year; now I restrict myself to no more than two.

  Most of my life I’ve spent running companies or being in some way involved with the same group of actors over a sustained period. Parallel with this I’ve maintained a career as a

  teacher both of directors and of actors. I’ve translated and adapted many of the texts of my productions. I was born in the United Kingdom, trained in the United States and have worked in

  eight other countries.




  As a child, I wanted to act. Rotting in some attic – or so I hope and pray – is a home movie of me, aged six, impersonating Carmen Miranda, in a turban of real

  fruit and a towel, with multi-coloured plastic rings, the sort for identifying chickens, dangling from my ears. My first stage appearance – or half appearance – was as the third of a

  trio of bluebells in a school pantomime. We wore gauzy blue costumes with floppy hats. Due to the incompetence of the first bluebell, or her malice, I barely got out of the wings. (Big

  disappointment of parents: ‘Why didn’t you push?’) In the following year’s school play, I was promoted to the role of Amundsen, of whom I’d never heard, and had one

  line: ‘My name is Amundsen and I’m going to get to the South Pole before anyone else.’ Then, bearing the Norwegian flag, I had to run in a circle faster than the boy playing Scott

  who was running around in the opposite direction with the Union Jack. Auntie Bea, the headmistress who conducted rehearsals, asked me what I’d eaten for lunch. ‘Cod,’ I replied.

  ‘Well, you’re acting like a stuffed cod,’ she said. (Directors, our jibes go deep and last for years.) At grammar school, I played Madam Wang in Lady Precious Stream and

  Raina in Shaw’s Arms and the Man. I was probably appalling – but I read well. There was a one-act verse play whose name I’ve forgotten, something on the lines of

  Phoebe or The Spartan Maid in which I played the title role in a borrowed maid’s uniform. It was some arch 1920s parody of Greek Tragedy, but whatever it was went right over my head.

  I was about to be relieved of travestie by playing Jaques in As You Like It (my voice was breaking), but the performance dates conflicted with my Bar Mitzvah. So my official break

  with drag was delayed until I joined a local amateur group a couple of years later, for whom, good Jewish boy that I was, I played – in a church – St Cuthman in Christopher Fry’s

  The Boy with a Cart. I was so nervous that all I can remember is inverting words, making hills roll down stones. An actors’ agent, a friend of the family, came to see the

  performance. She arranged a screen test for me to play the boy king Ptolemy in a film version of Shaw’s Caesar and Cleopatra, starring Vivien Leigh with whom I was totally smitten. I

  was so overcome by terror that on the scheduled day I pretended to be ill. The agent, undaunted, gave me a copy of Stanislavsky’s An Actor Prepares, of which, ironically, I could

  then make neither head nor tail. This key that eventually unlocked some basic truths about acting for me remained unturned on my bookshelf for ten years. I continued to perform with the local

  amateur group with increasing self-consciousness.




  My growing awkwardness on stage chimed with, or maybe was the reason for, my new ambition to become a playwright. From the age of eleven I’d become a regular theatregoer, so that by the

  age of eighteen, when I went off to do my National Service, I’d seen a lot of productions and read a lot of plays. At that time, London theatre was uncomplicated – just the West End

  plus a couple of what were then called Little Theatres, specialising in gloomy foreign muck. Consequently, I saw a lot of light comedies (a genre which, like intimate revue, has long since passed

  away). I have a file with the yellowing first few pages of my earliest attempts at playwriting which begin: ‘Act One Scene One. A Country House. Through the French windows enters . . .

  ’ I thought Hay Fever and Private Lives were the funniest plays imaginable and read them over and over again. When my mother, some years later, rather unwisely asked Noel

  Coward to read a play of mine, he did so and wrote back suggesting ‘he try writing one off his own bat’.




  Directing, then called producing, meant little to me, although I was aware of Peter Brook and did see several of his earliest productions, including Ring Round the Moon which I

  precociously didn’t find as stylish as I’d been led to expect. I was already starting to develop a critical eye of my own and – though I then couldn’t have stated it in this

  way – a sense of theatrical truth. During this period I saw Peggy Ashcroft in The Deep Blue Sea and Sam Wanamaker and Michael Redgrave in Winter Journey (the English title

  for Clifford Odets’ The Country Girl), and was profoundly stirred by the deep sexuality of her performance and the spontaneity and danger of theirs. I saw the Oliviers in The

  School for Scandal, which revealed that classic texts could be immediate and accessible. Their playing of the ‘screen scene’ unveiled another thrilling possibility: comedy and

  tragedy could exist within the selfsame moment.




  When I ended up in the RAF in Singapore, I started a film club and began reading about film direction. I was excited by the discovery that the manipulation of composition, light and movement

  could suggest meanings beyond their literal purposes. I understood that film (and by implication theatre) could be about more than its surfaces. ‘One of those bells that now and then

  rings’ rang for me. This was what I wanted to do. Direct. Films.




  So instead of returning to the UK, I managed, with laborious cutting of red tape, to get myself demobbed in Singapore and took a cargo boat across the Pacific to Hollywood. I got work at MGM as

  an office boy in the Tom & Jerry cartoon department; then, after two weeks, made gloriously rapid promotion onto the Main Lot as an apprentice in the Publicity Department. I thought

  there was no stopping me. There was. My attempts to move myself yet further, into the Production Department, came to nought. My days were spent giving VIPs special tours of the studio, which, as

  well as taking them onto the sound stages to watch shooting and to be photographed with none-too-willing stars, included showing them dresses that Garbo had worn in Camille and pointing

  out Elizabeth Taylor in the commissary. My evenings, however, were spent directing for one of the theatre companies that mushroomed around Los Angeles, providing potential showcases for the

  thousands of aspiring movie stars that came West in the unreasonable hope of being discovered. My first production was of a one-act play by Tennessee Williams called Hello From Bertha,

  about a whore dying of a broken heart in a New Orleans brothel – a long way from my native Maida Vale! Nevertheless, it won ‘The Southern California Theatre’s Jesse Lasky Award

  for Best Production’ and seemed to confirm me in my third choice of career. My next endeavour was an ambitious triple bill. It comprised an adaptation, by me, of a Kenneth Tynan piece on

  bullfighting, The Death of Manolete, and a translation, by me, of Cocteau’s The Human Voice, a one-act play for a woman and a telephone, in which I cast a Swedish actress

  who planned to be the next Ingrid Bergman. (In the perilous shoals of Hollywood she sank without trace.) The third item was a farce by Molnar called One, Two, Three, for which, during the

  intermission, I – single-handed – converted the seating from an end-on configuration to one in-the-round. The evening was successful but long, a description that has accompanied much of

  my work down the years.




  It was successful enough to encourage me to take off and study in New York and subsequently at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh, then Carnegie Institute of Technology, in whose theatre

  department I began to learn my craft and to whom I am, as they say, eternally grateful. The training was intense and intensive, firmly balanced between practice and theory. We worked eighteen-hour

  days, acting, directing, building scenery, making costumes, writing plays, stage managing, assistant-directing, preparing research papers, analysing texts and – as neophyte directors –

  doing endless exercises in composition, focus, balance and picturisation. While training, I found, to my dismay, that my instinct for directing, which had served me so well up to this point, sank

  under the weight of the techniques I was acquiring. For a while, my work was correct, but unspontaneous. Over time, I absorbed these techniques and eventually, to my relief, my instinct resurfaced,

  strengthened by my new skills. I came to realise that in theatre the absorption of processes takes its own good time and cannot be hurried. I learned that it’s useless, apart from being quite

  wrong, to expect immediate results from actors, except of the most practical sort.




  In the summer vacations, I went as a stage manager to a summer stock theatre in Kennebunkport, Maine, which did a different musical, operetta or opera each of its eleven weeks. The director for

  the season had to leave early, and I was offered the last two shows to direct which I did well enough to be asked back as director for the following season. I learned to deal with a large cast of

  some forty performers, to focus on essentials, communicate precisely and to get a show on efficiently in record time – approximately nine hours. Mornings were devoted to music rehearsals and

  staging dance numbers. I got to block the first half of the show on Wednesday afternoons, the second on Thursday afternoons and pull the whole thing together on Friday afternoons. Saturdays there

  were matinees, so we couldn’t rehearse. Mondays, we did technicals and, the next day, dress rehearsals in a state of hysteria, weeping with helpless laughter and sobbing with frustration. By

  some miracle, every Tuesday-night opening was as smooth as the proverbially unruffled lake.




  When I graduated, a group of student colleagues and myself set up a winter stock theatre in Tucson, Arizona, which lasted an ill-fated single production. Then, at 26, I became artistic director

  of the Cincinnati Playhouse-in-the-Park where I directed fourteen plays in nine months, including Hamlet, The Seagull, Hedda Gabler, Volpone, Heartbreak House, La Ronde, A View from

  the Bridge, The Servant of Two Masters, Ionesco’s The Chairs and Sartre’s No Exit. Some of these plays became part of a personal repertoire that I’ve since

  directed frequently, with ever-increasing pleasure. I had a permanent company and learned painfully to deal with the challenges of several Methodised actors. Their moments of truth were stunning,

  but were always about themselves and not their characters. I also learned to work out my daily rehearsal schedules according to who had slept with whom the night before and who had broken up with

  whom. My job, unofficially, included rushing downtown to the Greyhound Bus Station in the middle of the night to drag actors off departing buses when they’d suddenly decided they just had to

  get back to New York. It was a period of intense apprenticeship for a very young artistic director. My learning curve was steep. I came to understand that directing was as much about dealing with

  people as with texts.




  When I started directing, I worked conventionally, blocking the actors. I had a clear idea of how every moment should be played and tried to push the actors towards these very detailed results

  which I then set. I had, I believe, a good instinct for what was meant by the word ‘style’ and was meticulous in my research and preparation. However, part of my training had been in

  The Method, at its peak at that time, and amidst its confusions and indulgences, I was struck by the recurring exhortations to ‘Play the moment’, ‘Be in the moment.’ I was

  also greatly thrilled by reading accounts of the rehearsal processes of Stanislavsky, Vakhtangov, Tairov and Meyerhold. Their conditions of work seemed to come from another planet where they had

  access to full costumes and scenery from the start of rehearsals and worked on one production for as long as they needed, sometimes for more than a year – a far cry from our prevailing

  one-to-four-week schedules. I had taken a directing class in New York at the now defunct American Theater Wing, given by a playwright, Joseph Kramm, whose claim to fame was a play called The

  Shrike. Twice a week we brought in scenes we’d prepared, begging and borrowing actors wherever we could. After we’d shown them, he would ask the actors what their objectives were.

  Almost without fail, when the scenes were replayed, they came vividly to life, their previously blurred images pulled sharply into focus. Another of those profound bells tolled the good tidings

  that objectives were vital to the life of theatre. Through these various influences, I gradually discovered greater and greater freedom in working with actors. From Kramm, I also discovered that

  good plays were not just what they literally seemed to be about, but were metaphorical.




  I came back to England in 1962. The theatre there beckoned with an exciting new energy emanating from the Royal Court. When a good Cincinnati lady had come up to me gushing, ‘I just love

  Isben’, I did begin to wonder what I was doing in the Mid-West. I came back to England. And promptly stopped working. Despite my three-year training, some forty productions and the fact that

  I’d run three companies, I was treated as if I’d just dropped off the moon. I had an interview with Hazel Vincent Wallace, then a doyenne of the English repertory system, who ran the

  Sybil Thorndike Theatre in Leatherhead. ‘You’ve done quite a lot,’ she conceded grudgingly and then, as if she were holding up a dead rat, ‘but in America!’

  Within six months, from an ebullient and confident 28-year-old, armed with good reviews and a fairly impressive résumé (American for CV), I became a bitter-and-twisted recluse, full

  of resentment towards the British theatre establishment, who let me know that I was already passé and that they were only interested in recent Oxbridge graduates. That resentment and sense

  of not really belonging has never entirely left me. The first directing job I did get, a dreadful Peter Ustinov play called Photo Finish, at the Churchill Theatre, Bromley, was conducted

  for its two weeks’ rehearsal with icy politeness between myself and the cast, who let me know that they were having no truck with any American nonsense like improvisation and seemed mainly

  concerned as to whether they were going to be centre stage, lit in surprise pink or special lavender. I swore to myself that if this was English theatre, I wanted none of it.




  I did a variety of odd jobs. I was one of a bevy of stage managers for a Night of a Thousand Stars, an annual charity event at the London Palladium. It was a Night of the Thousand

  Humiliations for me. I upset John Mills and was the only one not wearing a dinner jacket. I knew nothing of the rigid etiquette then still pervading English theatre, where stage management mirrored

  a below-stairs class structure, the company stage manager functioning as the butler, and assistant stage managers ordered around like tweenies. I caught sight of Edith Evans rehearsing, hatted,

  gloved, suited and bejewelled as if for lunch at Claridges. At Frinton Rep, I steered a husband-and-wife team called Hannah Watt and Roderick Lovell through their adaptation of Les Liaisons

  Dangereuses in which they played all the roles. They were a handsome, imposing couple, rather large and rather old for the cast of decadents and innocents they’d chosen to embody. I

  assisted on a musical called What Goes Up! at the Theatre Royal, Stratford East, notable for its very jolly company and the aura of Joan Littlewood which I imagined permeated the very

  walls around us. The production had nothing to do with her company, Theatre Workshop, but I did, with awe, glimpse her one day, through the half-open door of her office, wearing what looked like a

  knitted tea cosy. I also directed some small-scale touring operas, including Die Fledermaus for a company run by two rather hearty ladies, one of whom went rock-climbing between singing

  bouts, the other, a lady-in-waiting with very long arms and a limply regal handshake, who played the piano; she had to sit quite far from her instrument to do so. I directed a touring production of

  La Traviata for the Welsh National Opera and had digs in Cardiff with a Mrs Price who used to keep her lodgers up-to-date by reading them items from the morning paper. ‘Ngaio Marsh,

  the novelist, has died,’ she informed us all as we chewed our way through eggs, beans, bacon, fried bread and sausages. Most of my time, however, I spent in a bedsit, watching my hairline

  recede and convincing myself my life was over.




  I slowly regained my creative health when I began teaching and directing at LAMDA (The London Academy of Music and Dramatic Art). While there, I came to discover that I was a natural teacher and

  began to take the steps that evolved into the way I structure my work today. As soon as I started teaching, certain things about the nature of acting, which were still confusing me when I left

  Carnegie Tech, suddenly became clear. I realised (another bell rang!) that during the three apparently fallow years in which I’d scarcely worked, the unconscious had somehow been freed to

  solve problems that up to then had eluded conscious solution. This led me to certain ideas about the essentially anti-creative nature of accepted rehearsal structures, more of which later. While at

  LAMDA, I was hugely influenced by Philip Hedley who was also teaching there. He showed me a lot of liberating techniques from East 15 Acting School and Stratford Theatre Royal, run, of course, by

  the lady in the tea cosy. Her productions, alive, freewheeling, honest, spontaneous and, in the best sense of the word, popular (never populist), and those of William Gaskill, meticulous, honed to

  their essentials and equally honest, were strong influences on me at that time and have, I hope, remained so.




  My time at LAMDA was interspersed with occasional sorties into rep. Some people, rather discouragingly, still think that Lady Be Good, a Gershwin musical I directed at the old Marlowe

  Theatre in Canterbury, is the best thing I’ve ever done! While at LAMDA, I collaborated with their singing teacher, Anthony Bowles, a multi-talented musician, on two musicals for the

  students; I contributed the book and lyrics. One of them played at the Edinburgh Festival from where, thanks to excellent reviews, it was taken up by a West End theatre management who

  wouldn’t let me direct it. For two years of innumerable rewrites and a mediocre provincial tryout, we spent a life of misery in the hope that our suffering would be compensated by fame and

  fortune when the production reached London. It eventually staggered into the West End, unrecognisable from the show it had first been. It received the sort of notices one could only wish for

  one’s worst enemies. The period involved with this show introduced me to a theatre that was about the abuse of power, the humiliation of actors and, possibly, ways of creating a tax loss.

  Seeing, at last, my name outside a West End theatre was like ashes in my mouth. It was a turning point for me. The possibility of success weighed against a world apparently devoid of decency, I

  decided, was an unequal trade-off. I knew then that I wanted to work only where I could try to do what I believed in with like-minded people. Career (success, money) would have to take second place

  to vocation. The glamour of the West End was a mirage left over from the theatregoing days of my childhood. Since then, forming my own companies is one of the ways I’ve tried to create my own

  terms and conditions of work.




  After five healthy and productive drama school years, I decided that LAMDA was becoming a cosy womb from which I would never be delivered if I stayed any longer. I somehow knew that clinging to

  security leads nowhere but backwards. You have to trust that if one door closes, another will open. Sometimes, you have to initiate that possibility by firmly closing one of those doors behind you,

  yourself. With regrets and immense gratitude, I left LAMDA with no jobs in view, no reputation to speak of, but a growing knowledge of how to work and a great confidence in what I believed theatre

  should be.




  I was unemployed for three months, and then I went to work in Israel. For some while, a lot of offers had been beckoning me in that direction until I thought that maybe some Old Testament deity

  was nudging me rather heavily to go, not before time, and check out my Jewishness. Oded Kotler, an actor who ran The Actors’ Stage, then the most interesting alternative company in Tel Aviv,

  had seen my work at LAMDA, where his wife had been a student, and gave me my first opportunities there. I was made welcome, learned Hebrew, soon got my own company and theatre, the Jerusalem Khan,

  created a lot of original material, had a warm response to my work, won prizes and, most important, was able to develop the techniques and processes I’d begun at LAMDA. This was helped in no

  small way by the Israeli tradition of immensely long rehearsals, inherited from its roots in Russian theatre, the thrilling accounts of which had so inspired me at the start of my career. A sort of

  creative longing had unexpectedly come full circle. I now consider long rehearsals a necessity and a right, not something for which you should express gratitude, as so many actors, well-meaning but

  erroneous, think they should (‘We’re so lucky!’ they cry when they discover they have five weeks rather than four). I become anxious and aggrieved if I have anything less than ten

  weeks. A long way from those weekly musicals in Kennebunkport! Though from them I know I can get a show on in short order should the necessity arise. One project at the Khan, a political

  documentary about Jerusalem, got me into trouble with various authorities. A newspaper editorial described me as ‘foreign poison’, and arts journalists who had professed themselves my

  advocates retreated clumsily from my requests for support. For a while, I had a very faint taste of what it must feel like to be a dissident in a dictatorship. I was vindicated when the Yom Kippur

  War, a few months later, proved the foresight of our show which, amongst other matters, questioned the public assumption that since 1967, under Israeli authority, the Palestinian population had

  never had it so good.




  For five years I had managed to retain my English calm amidst excitable Levantine temperament, but when I found myself starting to scream at actors and throw props at them (more effective than

  words), I decided, once more with regret and gratitude, to be on the move again. Yahweh, incidentally, had not revealed Himself to me.




  I came back to London very confident in my abilities to start my own company alongside the many alternative theatre groups that were then driving the theatre forward at that time. I formed

  Shared Experience and ran it for thirteen years. Peter James, then artistic director of the Crucible Theatre in Sheffield, had seen my work in Israel and generously gave me the opportunity, budget

  and space to launch the company from his theatre. Our first show, telling stories from The Arabian Nights, was a tremendous success and got us unusually rapid revenue funding from the Arts

  Council of Great Britain. The early years of Shared Experience were the most creative of my career. We did one project a year and had long rehearsal periods as well as long tours in which we

  continued to develop our work. We won awards and an enthusiastic following. I made what I think were genuine discoveries about creating an ensemble, solving complex acting problems, telling

  stories, adapting novels, playing Chekhov and, most important of all, realising the purpose for the company: my belief that you need nothing else but actors in order to create good theatre. For

  five years, we did shows in any space we were offered, without any design or technology whatsoever. It was theatre at its purest, stripped to its vital elements: actors and audience sharing the

  same evenly lit and totally empty space, with the actors transforming themselves into other people in order to act out whatever material – be it story, improvisation or play – we had

  chosen to perform for the audience.




  Eventually, the company became trapped in its own structures and on an Arts Council touring treadmill. At the moment when we were getting the greatest recognition, our work, I felt, was becoming

  less interesting. I left Shared Experience for the National Theatre, lured there by a vision of art and career. At that time there was a policy of directors with their own companies

  producing repertoires within the National’s framework. First, I directed a successful Cherry Orchard for the Ian McKellen–Edward Petherbridge company. Then Peter Hall offered

  me a company of my own. Whereupon I had two four-hour flops: The Wandering Jew, adapted from an immense nineteenth-century popular French potboiler, and Countrymania, a trilogy by

  Goldoni, that emptied, respectively, the Lyttelton and the Olivier Theatres. The following year, I worked in China, Australia, New Zealand and Canada, a period rich in experiences. When I came back

  to London, I felt persona non grata, out in the theatrical cold, and did a variety of rather undistinguished jobs from which I learned nothing.




  I had never been happy freelancing, so when I had the chance to run the middle-scale touring Cambridge Theatre Company (later converted to Method & Madness) I grabbed it. Naively, I now see,

  I thought that I could change the nature of what was acceptable in middle-scale theatres and spent almost a decade increasingly ruing my miscalculation. Despite a very joyful collaboration with

  playwright Philip Osment, resulting in four fine plays; despite two stimulating co-directing stints, one with Neil Bartlett, the other with David Glass, both of whom taught me a lot, as I’d

  hoped when I invited them to team up with me (my work was rewardingly refreshed by observing it within the context of theirs); despite half-a-dozen engrossing adaptations, and winning a TMA

  Director-of-the-Year Award, it was a downhill struggle. Eventually, in our eighth year, total lack of support from the touring circuit, ranging from indifference to unsheathed hostility, forced us

  – after twenty months of the very special three-year project we’d initiated – to disband the ten actors who had courageously pledged themselves to it. I spent a further few months

  trying to reimagine – reinvent – the company, then gave up and resigned.




  I found myself surprisingly happy without a company – words I never believed I’d hear myself even think. I’d been released from the concerns of budgets and bookings, and Arts

  Council demands for mission statements and staff evaluations, quarterly returns, annual reports, three-year business plans, five-year assessments, marketing policies and ‘gesture’

  education schemes, all the increasingly time- and energy-consuming burdens of most artistic directors. I was free to come and go as I wished and to respond to a variety of offers, both at home and

  abroad. One from Mark Rylance at Shakespeare’s Globe gave me the chance to begin to learn about Shakespeare and to tackle the challenging potential of the Globe stage. There, I encountered

  what up to then I’d only experienced in Israel – audiences that exercised their right to be part of the performance.




  This seems not to be a time for companies. But I still believe that the best theatre comes from a committed ensemble. And what follows will, I hope, explain why.




  







  THE PRIMACY OF THE ACTOR




  The Reason Why




  Theatre is predominantly the domain of actors. We speak tautologically of live theatre; we proclaim ‘live-ness’ as its greatest attraction. Rightly so, for without

  any life there’s no theatre, at least not theatre that honours its true nature. And no one brings the theatre to life – or, to be more accurate, brings life to the theatre – but

  actors. Before actors come on stage, everything about theatre is abstract, theoretical, potential. Actors are the ones who make theatre happen, who turn ideas into experience.

  They’re the artists through whom all other elements of theatre are mediated: they embody the playwright’s words and the director’s intentions; a good set is incomplete until

  actors inhabit it; it is actors who make contact with the audience. Actors are the sine qua non of theatre.




  In fact, actors are its raison d’être. We go to the theatre because of them. Actors are more than mere executors of other people’s ideas. More vitally,

  and in their own right, they manifest the extraordinary human phenomenon of acting: the ability to embody another person. I believe that at the deepest level of our theatregoing

  experience, we long to witness this special evidence of our humanity in action. Apart from actors and audiences, everyone else in theatre (and therefore everything else except what actors do) is

  expendable.




  A Little List




  Quite some time ago, on one of those not infrequent occasions when I become convinced that live theatre has finally died but just won’t lie down, I sat down and

  made lists of what different performance disciplines had to offer. I wanted to discover what was unique – or whether there was anything unique – to theatre. What, if anything,

  made theatre truly itself? Did it have its own purity? Or, as I suspected, might it be no more than a collection of elements begged, borrowed and stolen – or dumped on it – from other

  art forms?




  I’d begun to doubt its validity as a medium. What vitality could it have for a present-day audience? Compared to film, for example, it seemed slow and clumsy; the component parts and

  participatory skills of most productions were of far too variable a standard, and rarely integrated seamlessly enough to command the sort of absorption achieved so seductively by film. Other

  burgeoning forms of media seemed to deal much better with anything theatre had to offer. Quite possibly, like many other institutions that we’re brought up to look on as eternal facts of

  life, theatre had, after some two-and-a-half-thousand years, actually passed its sell-by date and should be dispensed with and disposed of. I wasn’t too happy with this conclusion; hence the

  list-making.




  My lists confirmed that most of the elements that go to make up theatre could be found elsewhere. I arrived at a fairly standard definition: theatre could be created when two lots of people came

  together at the same time in the same place, in order for one lot to present something, more or less prepared, to the other lot. It was – that already stated platitude – live.

  So what was new! And so what! Didn’t classical and rock concerts, recitals, stand-up comedy, lectures, busking, circus, sports events, even political rallies, fulfil these requirements?




  What did distinguish it from those other sorts of events, however, was that in theatre one of the groups of people transformed themselves into yet another group of people before the

  very eyes of their audiences. Theatre offered the phenomenon of actors becoming other people, creating the amazing double reality of being themselves in this performance space at this moment

  and simultaneously other people in another place at another time; being both here now and there then. But what benefit was to be gained by actors transforming themselves in front

  of an audience rather than, say, giving a performance on film, shot, lit and edited to perfection? Just that: the audience experienced the transformation simultaneously with the actors. The

  audience and actors shared in an act of imagination. The two groups were brought together by this duality.




  This, then, was the essence of theatre, what made it unique and defined its purity. People talk about the magic of theatre, a lazy phrase I don’t much admire, but if theatre does have any

  ‘magic’, it is our complicity – actors’ and audiences’ – in an act of imagination, in this double experience of believing that something is happening when it

  really isn’t happening at all.1




  —




  The Most Human of the Arts




  Theatre is the most human of the arts. Its basic material is three groups of people: audiences, actors and characters – the first two groups complicitly

  combining their imaginations to create the third, sharing in the double process of transforming the here-and-now into the there-and-then, and bringing the there-and-then into the here-and-now.

  (This actor in this theatre at this moment is playing Hamlet in Elsinore in some imagined past and making me believe that I am watching Hamlet here in Elsinore now.) This is what theatre does:

  makes what isn’t there, be there; what doesn’t exist, exist. I am completely caught up in the story unfolding before me and at the same time know that I’m in a theatre

  watching actors. Both audience and actors are doing two things at once: the human beings on stage are objectively doing their job as actors while subjectively living their characters’ lives;

  the human beings in the audience are objectively appreciating the actors’ skills, while subjectively being moved by the characters’ stories. This duality is what makes theatre

  theatre.




  The actor is demonstrating our extraordinary human capacity for empathy. In this respect, the only difference between actor and audience is that of degree. Every person is born with the

  instinct to act and the potential to imagine. The actor has the particular talent to embody this act of imagination. The audience responds by augmenting and detailing this imagined world

  and its characters by means of their own imaginations, framing them within the context of their own lives. Ideally, all members of the audience create their own performance, each one

  recognising and interpreting it from an individual perspective and understanding. This is genuine audience participation. All those involved in this shared experience, both actors and

  audiences, fulfil themselves individually and communally. The actors offer a suggestion, the audience develops it. The actors initiate a transaction, the audience completes it. Actors and

  audience bond in a shared act of imagination.




  Audience Participation




  In the early, purist, storytelling days of Shared Experience (the actors in their own clothes, in a totally empty, technology-free space, in constant white light that they

  shared with the audience), we did a ten-hour, four-part performance of Dickens’s Bleak House. When we began work on this thick novel, it offered us many possible interpretive

  directions to pursue: the expressionist (Kafkaesque), labyrinthine world of the law; the, then, very right-on, satirical attack on an entrenched establishment; documentary social realism (abused

  children, poverty); a thriller (this was the first English novel to portray a detective, the first ‘who-done-what’); and the psychologically astute autobiography of its heroine. It was

  also comic, at times to the point of slapstick; and it was sentimental. Which avenue should we go down, which was the tone that should dominate? After long deliberation, it seemed invidious to

  reduce such rich material to any one interpretive colour. We decided to embrace the book in its entirety to the limits of our collective abilities. When we at length performed it, members of the

  audience would say to us ‘How Kafkaesque!’, ‘It’s so politically relevant!’, ‘Ah, what a lovely story!’, ‘What a terrific thriller!’, ‘I

  haven’t laughed so much in ages!’ . . . A French woman summed up the point completely by thanking us ‘for allowing me to see my own show’.




  At another level of experience, too, audiences had been able to use their imaginations. People, meeting me later, would express their admiration for ‘the wonderful lighting in Bleak

  House’. When I assured them that they had watched the show in constant white light without a single change of cue, they insisted on distinct memories of candlelight, chandeliers,

  firesides, fog and gas lamps in the street. From the evidence we’d put before them, members of the audience had not only made their own personal interpretation of the material, they’d

  also visualised their own performance. They’d been given the space in which to stretch their creative muscles. The greater the intrusion of other elements (sets, music, lighting) into the

  relationship between actors and audience, the less the audience’s imagination is engaged. Depending on the amount of ‘production’, audiences shift on a sliding scale from active

  collaborators to passive consumers. Howard Barker wrote that musical comedy is the most fascistic form of theatre, by which I presume he meant that its ingredients beat the audience into submission

  by bullying them into preconceived reactions. I think any show that tells the audience what to think, what to feel, and how to react, that prods and nudges them as to when they should

  laugh, cry or sit-up-and-get-the-message, is fascistic.




  The application of rigour, on the principle of less is more, is a way of trying to recover theatre’s true source of vitality, rediscovering its purity, reinventing its unique nature.

  Here’s a quote from a very fine French director, Jean Vilar:2




  

    

      Imagination . . . is that boundless realm which the stage, and only the stage, can represent. And that is why . . . the stage must be unlimited, unconfined and, if

      possible, bare. Then the imagination of playwright, spectator and actor delights and rejoices . . . The theatre must be reduced to its simplest – and most difficult – expression:

      the stage actor or, more precisely, the acting. Hence the stage must not be turned into a crossroad of all the arts . . . The designer must be put in his place . . . Music should be used only

      when the script explicitly calls for music . . . In short, all effects should be eliminated which are extraneous to the pure and Spartan laws of the stage, and the production reduced to the

      physical and moral action of the players. (My emphases.)


    


  




  —




  The Three-Dimensional Medium




  We live in an increasingly two-dimensional world. We spend more and more time gaining our experience by means of flat screens – computer, television, cinema. There are

  days when I, who am neither TV surfer nor internet anorak, can spend one third of my waking day looking at virtual reality. Theatre, by contrast, is three-dimensional. For someone raised on

  two-dimensional images, it must be confusing to participate in a three-dimensional world. It is an innately more complex experience and it demands more interpretative initiative. A rounded person

  gives off more signs and information than a flat one. A dedicated screen-watcher has to (re)discover how to become a stage-watcher in order to deal with the less selected, less controlled

  complexity of three-dimensional life. It requires more effort than pressing a remote control button or tilting an image. It needs alert and inventive watching – piecing together the evidence

  into your own narrative. And you can’t rewind. You have to travel with a performance at its own rate.




  Whatever theatre once was, it now has to exist within the context of these technological media. Which means that it cannot avoid comparing itself with them. Which should mean that theatre ought

  to exploit those of its elements that make it unique. Instead, it seems to suffer from a sense of inferiority and feel required to justify its existence by borrowing the exciting technology from

  the new forms of media. By dressing up in other people’s clothes, it hopes to retain – regain! – its status, to reverse its dwindling appeal. But, in fact, by allowing alien

  elements to dominate, it becomes less and less itself without becoming anything other than a dissatisfying hybrid.3




  This is ultimately self-defeating on three counts: first, however much theatre pursues technology, it cannot aspire to the fluidity and rightness of that technology’s existence within its

  own natural context; second, it will encourage a new audience to believe that theatre is just another of the many branches of technological entertainment and to expect more and more (and better) of

  the same; third – and most critical – it smothers actors, depriving them of their life, which is the only true life of the theatre.




  I don’t at all say that technology should never be used, but it needs to be thought about, rather than desperately and somewhat mindlessly seized upon as a means of restoring

  theatre’s ‘sexiness’. Consider how appropriately Robert Lepage utilises technology to enhance the humanity of his material. It becomes his servant, rather than the other way

  round. His technology exemplifies the language of theatre: metaphor, transformation, imagination. Compare this with the use of technology, say, in a production such as The Coast of Utopia,

  Tom Stoppard’s trilogy at the National Theatre, where the use of moving projections were literal – the contemporary equivalent of realistically painted backdrops4 – and

  not in the least metaphorical or transformative or imaginative.




  The Dangerous Medium




  Theatre can only be really vibrant when it concentrates on what it does best and what it has – which is immediacy and freedom. Theatre is potentially subversive

  because it is rough and unpredictable (if only most of its practitioners would refrain from trying to tidy it up). Anything filmed can never be rough or unpredictable, even if the film-maker

  allows unexpected images to come before the camera. However the images are achieved, they’re finally contained by the necessity of cutting. Chance moments become enshrined in the editing. So

  it unspools (or whatever digital film does) irrespective of its audience and cannot be other than what it was before it was shown on a screen. Because there’s no danger of the actors breaking

  out of the screen, audiences can watch even the most disturbing images in the secure knowledge they’ll come to no harm (that might be why horror films work so well). The film has no immediate

  life and so we watch it in a dream or state of reverie. It’s notable that even in a crowded cinema, we have very little sense of community, of sharing an experience with others. Theatre is

  potentially more dangerous. Because it’s actually taking place at the very moment it’s being watched, there’s the possibility that anything could happen. Nudity on stage is far

  more disturbing because the intimacy is real: the actors on a stage are vulnerable; actors on a screen are not. And so we can never really watch a play in the same private dream-state that we do a

  film. We’re all there, actors and audience alike, with our shared awareness of our shared live-ness; theatre is much more a social and collective experience. In the cinema, you snuggle back

  in your seat; in the theatre, you sit up.5 When we come out of a cinema, we’re often still in our dream; we walk along streets that are now an extension of the film. When we come

  out of a theatre (assuming the work is good), we have a greater sense of experiencing the life in ourselves, we feel energised. Theatre is open to the unexpected because of the presence of

  actors who cannot be edited, cannot be controlled beyond a certain point. Live actors – if only most of them would acknowledge this potential in themselves – are dangerous because

  they’re raw, at any moment capable of bursting beyond the confines of theatrical decorum. By dangerous, I don’t mean that they should threaten the audience with acts of sex-and-violence

  but that they have the possibility (rarely taken) of extending our experience of what they’re enacting to heights and depths of the most intense and intimate revelation; to shock us with

  truth.




  The Intimate Medium




  Technology can cater for millions at a go. Out of sheer practicality, theatre can only be seen by hundreds at any one time. Any theatre much larger than a thousand starts to

  dissipate its human-scale experience. I myself want to get up close and personal with the actors. I want to experience their breathing, their sweating.




  Because of scale, theatre can’t be other than elitist. It’s true that a musical performed all over the world for a generation will have eventually been seen by millions. But each

  one-off experience is for the few. And so the specialness of that intimacy needs to be explored and exploited to the full. Intimacy is a vital component of the theatre experience.




  The Interactive Medium




  Technology makes great claims for interactivity. But the simple, neglected fact is that theatre’s the truly interactive medium. Interaction is part of its condition. Just

  by sitting, observing and responding in the most natural way, an audience creates interaction with the stage. Depending on the format of a production, this can be developed by any degree to the

  point where the audience actually goes into the performance space and mingles with the performers or the performers invade the auditorium. Technology will never achieve that degree of interactivity

  for the simple reason that its essence is based on bringing something from a distance in space and time. Even as voyeurs of the goings-on in the Big Brother house, we can never see more than

  we’re shown, we can never really be there. Imagine how much more excitingly prurient it would be actually to spy on the inmates through holes in the wall.




  The Ephemeral Medium




  Every performance is born and dies within its chosen length. It cannot be recorded, held, locked. Theatre has as much to do with time as with space. Possibly more. The

  ephemerality of theatre is yet another reason not to pursue the futile attempt to recreate what has already happened. We can do this no more than we can recreate a moment in our actual lives; any

  experience has too many variables beyond our control. Isn’t the desire to recreate, say, a rapturous experience of love-making totally ruined by that desire. You can never quite repeat

  what’s gone. Even athletes, gymnasts, dancers – all those who are skilled at using their bodies with the utmost precision and technical control – cannot guarantee to bring their

  bodies repeatedly to the exact same state just by their determination to do so. During a performance, we’re all growing older together, actors, audience – and characters. The transience

  of theatre is part of its uniqueness, its poignancy. As soon as it’s happened, it’s gone.6 (Photographs, recordings and written accounts can never recreate the actual

  experience.) Its only trace remains subjectively in our unreliable memories.




  The Transcendent Medium




  Over a hundred years ago, the advent of electric light and theories of the unconscious brought naturalism to the theatre. But film and TV can ‘do’ naturalism far

  more convincingly. Those nice plays that fed the theatre for most of the twentieth century with their ‘sort-of’ realism are now as dead as dodos. Theatre is metaphorical and

  imaginative, suggestive – never literal. Personally, I love naturalism from time to time, but the sort of inner naturalism – something akin to the intensity of an Ingmar Bergman

  close-up – that allows a ‘baring of the soul’. This goes hand in hand with the intimacy of small spaces and the ability of actors to transcend themselves: their potential to

  explode the confines of the expected and accepted and to transport us beyond our normal world. Only actors can do this – not directors, writers, designers and technicians, who can only

  prepare the ground for take-off.




  What I’m proposing places a huge onus on actors. They have to be more than mere entertainers, charmers, interpreters; they must be dedicated craftspeople, artists, who understand that

  it’s their job to expose their humanity to our gaze. This demands actors of prodigious bravery with exceptionally high performance skills that ensure nothing inhibits the release and

  expression of such revelation. That’s what theatre has to offer. And it’s possible that most actors don’t want to go anywhere near this. The sense of fulfilment could be

  extraordinary, but the personal cost for many might be too high. But for theatre to be viable as a unique experience in its own right, that is perhaps what has to happen.




  The Human Medium




  I think of the actor as a sort of sacrificial being who, on our behalf and for our benefit, undergoes a sequence of experiences, terrifying, tragic, sad, funny, ridiculous,

  joyful, celebratory, as though saying to us, ‘This is what life’s like, isn’t it? Do you recognise this? Have you ever thought of life in this way?’ The actor manifests our

  capacity to be vulnerable and daring, sensitive and strong, perceptive and compassionate, to be expressive and to be beautiful. The actor not only stimulates our empathic imagination but also

  reminds us of our inexhaustible potential as human beings. We all have something of everyone else within us.




  If theatre has a purpose, I believe it is this: the revelation and confirmation of the heights, depths and breadth, the multi-dimensional richness, of our shared humanity.




  —




  The Actor’s Job




  No boredom is comparable to the tedium that can smother us in the theatre. It’s not just a manner of speaking when we say we’re dying of boredom, that we’re

  bored to death. Boredom in the theatre really does seem to threaten us with imminent mortality, no doubt because we’re being deprived of the very thing we came to the theatre for: a strong

  dose of undiluted, unpolluted vitality: human energy – a fix of life itself. 7




  When I watch a performance in this state of torpor, I’m overcome by the pointlessness of what’s taking place. Why is he pouring a drink, why does she perch on the arm of that chair,

  why on earth are they crossing and recrossing the stage, why in heaven are they saying those words with such strange emphases, what in hell do those strange gestures mean, what is this meaningless

  ritual? What’s going on? My disbelief remains firmly unsuspended. I’m trapped in some Sartrean inferno where hell is not just other people but, specifically, actors who have

  abandoned the purpose of their craft.




  Since actors create the life of theatre, the responsibility for this state of affairs lies firmly on their shoulders – not just on their shoulders in fact, but in their whole being. Good

  theatre only happens when the actors are doing their proper job: playing with immediacy, with vulnerability, which means with complete honesty. We’ve all seen enough deadly performances of

  Shakespeare to know that the play, alone, is not the thing – even with Armani suits and ravishing lighting.8 Have you ever come away from seeing a play for the first time,

  saying, ‘What a wonderful play’ and in the same breath, ‘The actors weren’t good, though’? We can’t do without good actors. Bad acting can kill a good play

  (think of the painful productions of classics we’ve all endured). On the other hand, good acting can make a mediocre play seem good (take your pick), at least while it’s happening.

  Actors frequently save a writer’s bacon, to say nothing of creating a director’s reputation!




  Building a Home v. Renting Space




  Good theatre is hard to achieve. The occasions on which it is good are rare, but when they do happen, they’re so life-enhancing that they make it worth risking

  more of those other – deadly – performances in the hope that once again something intensely human will occur. I can count on maybe twice the fingers of both hands such occasions, spaced

  over a lifetime’s theatregoing, that have – mercifully – given me periodic shots of renewed belief in theatre and reminded me why I first so wanted to be a part of it.




  Three of them, conveniently, occurred within a very short space of time in 1975: the Market Theatre from Johannesburg’s Sizwe Banzi is Dead at London’s Royal Court Theatre;

  L’Age d’Or by Le Théâtre du Soleil at their home in La Cartoucherie outside Paris; and a very early preview off-Broadway of A Chorus Line at the Public

  Theater. Subsequently, reflecting on why these three experiences of theatre – a play, a devised piece and a musical – had seemed so exhilarating, I realised that what these very

  different productions had in common was the unique involvement of the actors in their creation. Athol Fugard had collaborated with his cast of two on a play that reflected their own lives in

  Apartheid South Africa. The French company’s collaboration, distilling a Commedia vision of contemporary society, centred on the plight of North African immigrants. The performers in

  the musical had contributed their autobiographies to the construction of a show about the lives of Broadway dancers. The actors in all three shows wanted the audience to appreciate something both

  intensely personal to them and at the same time greater than them. Their sense of ownership intensified their commitment to the performance. These three shows reinforced my conviction that actors

  are the vital force of theatre – and vividly so if they are given the opportunity.




  Something of this extra sense of excitement can occur when actors are the original interpreters of a new play. Even if they have had no official input into the text, they will inevitably have

  contributed to its first performance.9 This sense of ownership cannot exist in quite the same way in the performance of an extant text, no matter how great the play or how fine the

  production. The actors in these cases inevitably function more as interpreters than as creators. When you’re part of the creation of a production, you’re building your own home; when

  you interpret, you’re renting space. This doesn’t mean that revivals don’t have their own validity; past achievements are a source of inspiration, the launching pad from which we

  can take off into the future. We can only seriously build our present on our past, otherwise our foundations for the future will be very shaky. But it does mean that, in all circumstances,

  actors should be allowed the maximum creative space to ensure that those texts live to their fullest.




  Live Theatre, Open Theatre




  When I formed Shared Experience Theatre Company, it was to prove that to make theatre all you needed were actors with a story to tell and an audience to tell it to.10

  And these were the terms on which we began our explorations: actors and audience in constant mutual awareness; the actors’ transformations effected right in front of the audience; the dual

  nature of theatre (simultaneously here-and-now and there-and-then); the actors’ and audience’s shared act of imagination; the actors’ freedom to create and respond freely at each

  performance. The actors were the central creative energy of the performance, so it was imperative to strip away all the accretions of theatre practice which, while appearing to help them, were in

  fact disguising their true identity, encouraging their own evasions and hiding them and the audience from each other with the complicit pretence that, from each other’s point of view, neither

  was there. Costumes, make-up, scenery, lighting, blackouts, sound effects, curtains, proscenium arches, darkened auditoriums, wings, masking, the actors’ custom of abandoning the performance

  for the dressing-room when they weren’t in the action – all these seemed to impede the revelation of what made theatre theatre. Lighting and sound scores (especially music) manipulated

  the audience and reduced the actors’ purpose in being there; their imagination and that of the audience were, much of the time, deprived of their function. Nor was a play vital to a

  performance. Many other sources of material could be valid, from narrative poetry to improvisation, and these could be expressed through many forms – mime, dance, song and so on . . . These

  realisations cleared my theatrical decks of a lot of clutter. I began to see a way in which theatre could have its own validity.




  Since theatre was live, how wasteful, let alone perverse, not to exploit that uniqueness, not to investigate fully what it really meant for theatre to be live. Since

  human beings were the most important element of theatre and actors the generating force of a performance, it seemed illogical not to take advantage of human unpredictability. Theatre should be

  treated as a living process rather than a product pre-packaged for passive consumption. The more traditional treatment of the actor as a reasonably intelligent robot, programmed to repeat

  more-or-less the same vocal, physical and emotional patterns night after night, denied the only thing that theatre actually had to offer: life. When we live fully, we’re creative,

  spontaneous, curious, enterprising, responsive to others . . . Theatre, to be theatre, had to express these qualities. In brief, the performance had to be open-ended, not fixed.




  It seemed, too, a distortion to give so much emphasis to the other elements of theatre before the central power of the actor had first been developed and exploited to the full.11

  Maybe that’s why so much theatre seemed so hollow behind its slick exterior. Cynical directors could disguise the lack of life in their actors by the vibrancy of music, lighting and,

  increasingly, high-technology. Edna Everage used to wave a bright chiffon scarf at those in the audience she identified ‘foreign persons’. ‘They’re happy with a bit of

  colour and movement,’ she would say, vigorously flapping it in their direction.




  There’s no point in pursuing an ideal of external, polished perfection in a medium that simply doesn’t offer that sort of possibility. Things can go wrong (a source of challenging

  possibilities to a lively actor) in a way that can never happen, say, with film. The actor is a vulnerable human being, both fallible and capable of inspired resourcefulness. Technology, too, has a

  way of sabotaging a performance: revolves jam; computerised lighting boards can take on a life of their own and decide to run through their entire sequence of cues in rapid succession. But unlike

  actors, technology cannot adapt or improvise its way out of a mishap. Audiences, too, have a will of their own (though you might never know it from their often lemming-like conformity) and the

  energy of their collective concentration has a huge influence on the nature of a performance in a way that can never happen in a cinema, unless movie-goers took to invading the projection booth. At

  their crudest, audience members arrive late and leave early; some have all too identifiable laughs; theatrical moments can be so alarming that some have been known to faint! At their most

  sensitive, entire audiences can hold their collective breath and give the actors the most thrilling sense of a shared experience. All this inevitably draws attention to the double reality of

  theatre. Theatre is essentially a rough medium. It can never be completely controlled. Because it’s live, life has a way of breaking in on it. Therefore it would seem logical to welcome

  this element of uncertainty, of possibility, of the unexpected; to embrace life’s intrusions creatively, rather than trying to block them out.




  As part of the audience, I could feel our collective discomfort during a realistic production when a well-known actor’s hat fell from his lap to the floor. He never attempted to pick it up

  but sat trying to pretend it hadn’t happened. The hat lay there commanding greater and greater focus from the audience the longer it remained undealt with, sucking all the energy out of the

  moment, a dumb but embarrassingly expressive condemnation of the falsity and deadness of this performance in which spontaneous life had been denied.




  A theatre production is repeated for a certain period of time during which the actors continue to lead their lives, have experiences, grow and change. So why shouldn’t they also be able to

  do so within their roles? The actor’s growth and change in real life should feed the life of the character; subsequent insights that were not realised during rehearsals (and of course what

  doesn’t get discovered in rehearsal is immeasurable and unknowable) should be allowed their expression within any performance in which they materialise.




  An open-ended performance becomes exponentially richer. Beyond the actor’s own personal discoveries is the stimulation provoked by partners who are similarly making new choices that of

  course demand new responses. Actors who play truthfully can’t help but accommodate each other’s fresh impulses, which automatically create further fresh moments. There is also, as

  noted, the stimulation of different audiences at each performance who by their particular collective perception may reveal new aspects of their performance to the actors and elicit fresh responses

  from them.12 This cross-fertilisation, this complex of fresh stimuli, creates a proliferation of details, textures, perceptions; the experience of life itself.




  Open-ended playing would seem the natural way for the actor to proceed, but common practice is counter-intuitive and prefers to set things. The reason for this is the fear of vulnerability: the

  actor’s fear of exposure and the director’s feared loss of authority (see: ACTORS AND DIRECTORS in UNCLOGGING THE WORK). But if

  theatre isn’t vulnerable, it’s not human. If a production is drilled to within an inch of its life, even that inch of life eventually dies in automatic repetition and mechanical

  energy.




  If a production is sealed off after it opens, if directors feel it’s their main business to get the show up to scratch for the press night,13 if actors are condemned to repeat

  more or less the same pattern of performance night after night, all they can do is refine and polish what already exists. A long-running production, un-nurtured, can easily become a slick and empty

  display. Actors, having a deep instinct for survival, rapidly develop an effective muscle memory that can easily take over without their even realising they’ve gone onto auto-pilot. I know of

  actors, who, in the middle of performances of long runs, have suddenly forgotten what scene they’re in – somewhat like waking abruptly out of a dream – or, rather, finding

  themselves in a nightmare!




  Often, literally right after a final performance, actors suddenly realise how a scene or aspect of character that evaded them through the entire run could have been played.

  Once released from the strictures of the fixed production, their unconscious creativity is unblocked and – too late – they’re free to imagine and create! Why should a human being

  be forced to become little more than a sophisticated copying machine? The actors’ creativity should be continuously at play for the entire life of the performance. There’s no limit to

  the discoveries that imaginative and open actors can make. There’s no such thing as a definitive performance. If there were, audiences wouldn’t return again and again to see the same

  plays.




  I believe, in fact I know from my own practice, that a production can be developed through rehearsals in such rich depth that the WORLD OF THE PLAY becomes

  profoundly absorbed into the actors’ psyches. They feel so familiar with this world, its space, its conventions and the relationships within it, that it gives them the security to play openly

  and freely every night. The external structure of fixed patterns and deliveries is replaced by strong inner structures. Each performance should be a disciplined improvisation in which the

  ‘what’ (text and, to a certain degree, ACTIONS and OBJECTIVES) remains unchanged, but the ‘how’ (the

  execution of these) can vary. This is not change for the sake of change, but for the sake of being alive and true to each moment as it occurs. Tonight is not like last night and certainly

  not like a rehearsal several weeks ago. The performance is open to the possibility of increased fluidity, sudden revelation, greater intensity, creative joy. Such exhilaration is not only

  the experience of the actors, but also transfers itself to the audience. They’ll probably believe that what they’re seeing is what every other audience has seen, but, without

  understanding its source, they’ll certainly experience the vitality and freshness of a genuinely creative moment.




  If actors know in advance how their partners are going to deliver a line or play a moment or, indeed, how they themselves are going to respond to that line or moment, there can be no

  spontaneity, no surprise, no risk and therefore no true creativity – the actor is safe, playing a facsimile of what once was. What was truthful and spontaneous in rehearsal dies a little each

  time it’s repeated. However skilfully an actor contrives to keep a repeated pattern alive, there comes a time – after a few days, a couple of weeks, maybe a month if they’re lucky

  – when it’s going to become stale and then dead. The laws of entropy and diminishing returns kick in. All that’s left is the external representation of a moment, while the impulse

  that created it has withered away. An actor cannot pretend to be spontaneous (vide the rictus, the fake, strained, grimacing energy of some musical-comedy performances). Honesty only

  occurs when something really happens between actors for the first time. Everything else is no more than very skilful repetition. And though adroit skills of delivery may fool many people

  much of the time, the audience deserves at very least the occasional possibility of experiencing those thrilling moments that seem mostly to happen during rehearsal. Then the performance grabs us

  by the lapels and we find ourselves sitting forward in our seats drawn into the action with a totally different sense of alive-ness.14




  If it isn’t totally clear by now, I define theatre as an artistic medium in which the essential element are actors who, in front of an audience, transform themselves into other people,

  spontaneously and openly acting out stories; and in which everything else serves to enhance this phenomenon. What follows describes ways of supporting and reinforcing this particular vision.




  







  PERMANENT TRAINING




  The Mystery of Rehearsals




  Sometimes, in the middle of a rehearsal, when the actors are playing some sophisticated version of Grandmother’s Footsteps (this is what we get up to in rehearsal), or

  when one of them is incoherently demanding attention for a problem that appears to have nothing to do with the work in hand, or when I’m suddenly hit by the total unreality of a scene being

  worked on so earnestly, I wonder what on earth we’re all doing in this room. Outside, the rest of humankind – useful, responsible citizenry – goes about its business while we stay

  indoors, exploring our feelings and motivations. Working in the theatre can feel like an exercise in irrelevance and self-indulgence.




  What goes on in a rehearsal remains a mystery to everyone but the participants. Even directors know very little about each other’s work because they rarely observe each other in action. If

  they are curious, they tend to get an actor into a corner and enquire in an offhand way how such-and-such a director goes about his or her business. Actors, after all, are the ones who

  should be in the know. With luck, they’ll have worked with quite a few directors. However, for various reasons – they may be called to rehearsal only for their own scenes and not have a

  sense of the whole; they may be too absorbed in themselves to take in what’s happening around them; the work may be too chaotic to bear description – it’s frequently the case that

  their view of rehearsals is selective or partial. Often, quite simply, it’s difficult to explain what’s going on.




  This has nothing to do with a desire for mystification, but everything to do with the nature of the work, which is the complex relationship between a group of people struggling to create

  something three-dimensional, living and breathing, out of an idea – at most, from a two-dimensional page. A large part of rehearsal is a search, and while nothing appears to be happening, it

  is then, more likely than not, that something is developing beneath the surface. This can be boring for an uninformed observer (sometimes for the participants too). But rehearsals are not about

  entertaining whoever’s there. Of course, rehearsals should be carried out in a spirit of creative play, but we’re there to work, not to amuse ourselves. When things are going

  well, the former rewards us with the latter. When actors do suddenly burst into flower, it may well be the result of the previous week’s drudgery and frustration. The casual observer can

  never understand the full implication of that moment. Many laypeople’s idea of an actor, if they have one at all, is of someone out of whom character, emotion and ‘timing’ pour

  effortlessly and to order. The cliché, ‘How do you remember all those words?’ suggests that all they can pinpoint as the actor’s actual job is the learning of

  text; everything else is presumed to come naturally.




  —




  Actor Training




  This false impression of how actors work is compounded by the boast of certain actors, mainly from earlier generations, that they haven’t had any training (‘Never

  had a class in my life!’), the implication being that you either ‘have it’ or you don’t, and those that study do so because they, less talented beings, need the help and,

  what’s more, theories about acting get in the way of the natural actor. They tell you that what they’ve learned, they learned on the job, which means, mostly, that they’ve picked

  up (bad) habits, tricks and short cuts, reductive ways of saving their skins rather than releasing their creativity. No doubt, some talented actors succeed without formal training, but

  they’re the exceptions rather than the rule.




  Crudely, what drama schools used to teach or what actors would pick up learning on the job were largely a set of external techniques for making sure their faces could be seen and their voices

  heard. When I studied theatre in the States at Carnegie Mellon, we had three acting teachers, one of whom was an actress who had played Abbie in the original production of O’Neill’s

  Desire Under the Elms, and was rumoured to have been his mistress. In her classes, we used to repeat, ad nauseam, exercises which involved opening and closing doors, looking out

  of windows, kneeling and standing, all with our upstage foot slightly ahead of the downstage foot, props held in our upstage hand, so that we would be more open to the audience. Whenever we moved

  upstage, we had to do so on a complicated and totally artificial S-curve so that as much as possible of our face was turned to the audience for as long as possible while executing this manoeuvre.

  There was certainly a degree of common sense about these rather narrow skills, but they are hardly intrinsic to the complex business of acting and, if necessary at all, would be so at the end of

  the work, not at the start. In work on text, she subjected us to rigid line-readings with great emphasis put on stressing the right word. Again, if the actor hasn’t found the logic of a

  speech through the truthful playing of the scene, this might function as a last resort. There was the great day when a student had to deliver the line: ‘When the sun shines on the Riviera,

  it’s raining in Merthyr Tydfil.’ ‘No, dear,’ said our mentor whose name was Mary Morris, ‘you’re not contrasting Riviera with Merthyr Tydfil sufficiently.’

  ‘When the sun’s shining on the Riviera, it’s raining in Merthyr Tydfil.’ ‘Good, dear, but now you’ve forgotten to compare sun and rain.’

  ‘When the Sun’s Shining on the Riviera, it’s Raining in Merthyr Tydfil.’ ‘I can’t hear “When”, dear.’ ‘When The Sun’s

  Shining On The Riviera, It’s Raining in Merthyr Tydfil’. ‘No, no, no, dear – now you’re HITTING EVERY WORD!’




  What was considered learnable was a series of external skills; all the rest, the inner life, was presumed to be the natural talent of the actor for which no training was any use whatsoever.

  (‘Touch it and the bloom is gone.’) I’ve known actors who superstitiously don’t want to know how they work (‘Don’t tell me what I was doing!’ they scream),

  as though self-knowledge would pull down the entire edifice of their careers. Acting can never be an exact science but there are techniques for negotiating scenes, developing the

  imagination, releasing emotions and focusing the will. Acting schools are now considerably more enlightened than they were, so it’s possible for actors – and it behoves them – to

  learn the tools of their trade in a coherent manner rather than piecemeal, ‘on the job’. But two or three years of drama school should be just the beginning of a lifetime’s

  development.




  Other performers – singers, dancers and musicians – know they cannot sing, dance or play an instrument without intense and specialised training. Indeed, their lives are accompanied

  by continuous coaching, study and exercise. (Dancers know that if they don’t take a daily class, their muscles will seize up.) Whatever their natural talent, it needs skills and structures to

  release its potential. Actors know little of such rigour. A human being’s potential is inexhaustible, but most actors seem to settle for a sort of competence. Their potential remains largely

  unchallenged. Indeed, most casting directors and many directors, too, abet this; they want actors for exactly what they’ve done before and exactly as they are. They like the security of a

  known product. For them, actors are a commodity like soap powder, the more predictable the better, and the less they confuse their possible employers with options and choices, the better. The

  profession is ecologically wasteful, destructive. It uses up its most valuable resource (actors), but does nothing to nurture or replenish what it devours. It’s an unspoken assumption that

  there will always be a constant flow of fresh actors coming on stream. But, like cod or oil, the source may one day dry up; people who might have the urge to act may realise what a mug’s game

  it is for the majority of the profession and curb their impulses. Some of the larger theatre organisations talk about furthering the actors’ training, but make little more than perfunctory

  gestures in that direction. Nobody gives a damn about an actor’s growth. So actors have to take the fate of their development into their own hands.




  This contrast in attitude to training lies largely in the perceived demands of different performance skills. Anyone can see that to sing, dance or play an instrument requires exceptional

  abilities well beyond the norms of everyday life. It’s given to relatively few, say, to dance Petipa, sing Wagner or play Liszt. You have to master incredibly demanding techniques and then

  keep on top of them for the rest of your career. And, to a certain degree, you cannot cheat. At very least, you have to be seen to get on point or heard to hit that note right in its centre. On the

  other hand, all that actors are seen to do, mostly, is talk and walk about, displaying attitudes and emotions common to us all. In theory, anyone can do what actors do. This in a way is true: part

  of the actor’s job is to reveal what is common to us all. However, they should do so in a way that is heightened, selected and resonant. The Victorian actor, William Macready,

  unexpectedly, has something to say on the subject:




  

    

      One of the disadvantages incident to the pursuit of the theatrical act is the supposed facility of its attainment, nor is it less cheapened in public estimation by the general assumption of

      the ability to criticise it. How frequent, to questions of opinion on other arts, are the evasive answers, ‘I am no judge of poetry’; ‘I have never studied pictures’;

      ‘I do not know much about sculpture.’ Yet the person confessedly ignorant on these subjects, would be at no fault in pronouncing a decisive judgement on ‘the youngest of the

      sister arts where all their beauty blends!’ [i.e. acting!] . . . It surely needs something like an education for such an art and yet that appearance of mere volition and perfect ease,

      which cost the accomplished artist so much time and toil to acquire, evidently leads to a different conclusion with many, or amateur acting would be in less vogue.


    


  




  Employable dancers nowadays must have a practical knowledge of many disciplines – classical ballet, Graham, jazz, tap, Laban, acrobatics, for starters . . . Can actors similarly offer

  their directors competence in, say, Stanislavsky’s physical actions, Michael Chekhov’s psychological gestures, Laban’s efforts, Meyerhold’s biomechanics. Grotowski’s

  cat, Meisner’s repetitions and Boal’s forum techniques . . . ? (And would many directors know to ask for any of these?) The irony is that by comparison, actors, who work with their

  entire being – body, voice, emotion, will and interpretative skill, whose job, I believe, is ultimately the most demanding – hardly train at all. This may account for the

  rapturous and endless applause that greets dance and opera performances and rarely finds its way to straight theatre.15 Possibly I idealise the rigour of other disciplines, but from

  where I stand, that particular grass often looks greener.




  —




  The Art That Conceals Art




  The good actor’s art is the art that conceals art. The naturalness, the effortlessness that Macready refers to, takes extraordinary skill and dedication. Unfortunately,

  just because acting for the most part appears to consist of walking and talking (remember: all that other stuff – emotion, ‘mimicry’ – are supposed to come just naturally),

  actors themselves are complicit in undervaluing their own craft. They aren’t much good at talking about their work and they don’t much help matters when they do. When interviewed, they

  indulge in anecdotes about dropping props, ‘drying’ (forgetting lines) or ‘corpsing’ (laughing uncontrollably when something goes wrong on stage – a sort of hysteria),

  all of which merely trivialises their work. Revealing their private superstitions, the lucky charms that accompany them to their dressing-room tables to be wedged in their dressing-room mirrors,

  only compounds this. They may gush indiscriminately about the talents of their colleagues or writhe in agonies of incoherence, attempting to describe the indescribable – their private

  processes. At such moments, they come across as arch or pretentious, narcissistic or downright stupid. This is not totally their fault. The process of acting is elusive, hard to define,

  and whatever language does exist is notoriously imprecise. (‘It feels like . . . ’; ‘I have a sense of . . . ’) There is inevitably much use of the words ‘I’,

  ‘me’, ‘my’ connected to words like ‘feeling’ and ‘instinct’, that adds unfairly to the image of the actor as totally self-absorbed. But as actors are

  their own instrument, what else can they talk about? Unlike music and dance, which – as a bottom line of communication – do at least have concrete vocabularies, theatre has no

  common language from which to start work (apart from simple instructions like ‘stage left’, ‘stage right’ – and some actors have problems even with those). If I were

  to ask twenty actors and directors what they understood by, say, an action or a beat, I’d be likely to get twenty different replies. Even a request for more energy isn’t as precise as

  it might seem. Whenever I watch session musicians coming together for the first time, I envy their ability to make some immediate sense of the music they’re playing. What pleasure, what a

  relief, to be able to come to the first day of rehearsal, tap your baton and have the actors make good sense of their text and look as if they were working together. But it can take a long time

  before a group of actors show any semblance of coherence individually or collectively. The musical director at least has the starting point of a basic common language with the musicians. The

  director has to work out a separate way of communicating with each member of the cast or of initiating a language they all can share. And both take time.




  Directors are just as guilty of dereliction of duty as actors are. Most have even less formal training than actors and learn their jobs on the job, mainly at the expense of the actors. If

  it’s easy to walk and talk, it’s even easier to tell other people how to do so. It’s not difficult to talk a good directorial job; words come cheap. It’s less easy to do

  one.




  It’s a sort of miracle that productions ever come to fruition, let alone achieve any degree of excellence. You could describe many rehearsal experiences as a group of people who have

  probably never before worked together, cooped up for far too brief a period in a frequently disagreeable, dark, dirty and noisy space, without a shared language or a shared vision of what they

  believe theatre to be, in order to create something as profound and complex and as intimate as a performance. Some people stagger through rehearsals by an arbitrary and inconsistent mixture of

  moment-to-moment decisions (‘Wouldn’t it be a good if . . . ’, ‘ . . . fun if . . . ’, ‘Here, why don’t we . . . ’, ‘How about if you . . .

  ’) or of superstitious routines that, with some actors, pass for technique (‘I always take a long walk in the park’, ‘I have to know my moves before I learn my lines’,

  ‘I can’t work without the real props’, ‘I find the character when I get the right shoes’). These are really nothing more than habits of limited usefulness that have

  grown into delusional crutches.




  No, acting is not an exact science, but if other professions proceeded with the same lack of a shared language, knowledge and rigour, buildings would crash, bridges collapse and patients die on

  operating tables as a matter of daily routine. Actors are physical, emotional, mental – and, if you like, even spiritual – athletes; they should treat themselves as such and those that

  work with them should treat them with appropriate care, expectations and demands. Acting at its best is an act of bravery. Nothing lies between actors and their audiences’ observation of

  every aspect of their physicality, taste, sensibility and intelligence. To face such scrutiny, the actor needs to be master of many skills.




  Acting is hard. That some actors seem to compound this fact with the determination not to continue to develop their skills seems a form of complacency, if not insanity. Or fear – fear of

  having to learn things that might disturb their sense of themselves and how they already function. True, it must be painful to face the fact that for many years you could have been going about your

  work in a far more creative and productive way than you actually do. It can be more comfortable to avoid this sort of realisation. This is not dissimilar to the sort of trauma a lot of acting

  students go through in their first year of study, when they’re forced to realise that acting has nothing to do with their fantasies of what it might be – showing off (those inclined to

  comedy), going on an emotional binge (those inclined to tragedy) and having lots of fun, money and fame.




  The process by which an actor creates a performance is mysterious, elusive. I could never say that I understand precisely how a particular actor, even one I know well, actually thinks and feels

  and imagines. I can make reasonable guesses, which come from experience and sympathetic observation. I work with the faith bred of trial and error that if I offer a series of suggestions or

  instructions (input), the actor will more often than not produce a series of appropriate responses (output). The more I develop a shared language with the actor, the more reliable this process

  becomes.




  —




  A Way of Working




  I believe that there can be a shared language and a shared process of work, certainly as a point of departure, and that if a group of people understands each

  other’s language and processes, we save time, avoid a lot of unnecessary confusion and gain greater coherence. For better or for worse, I’ve evolved a way of working. I don’t want

  to call it a method as that tends to lead to confusion with ‘The Method’ with which it has only a passing connection. Let’s call it a process of work. This process has evolved

  over a long period in which I’ve begged, borrowed and stolen other people’s exercises or modified them to my own requirements. I’ve also invented many of my own. As time’s

  gone on, I’ve jettisoned some procedures that grew less useful. Some have been elbowed out by others I found more specific or that dug deeper. Some I’ve simply grown out of; good in

  themselves, they’ve gone stale for me. There’s been a continuous movement and adjustment, elaborating something here, simplifying something there, replacing, reordering, rethinking. For

  most of the time, this, too, has been a living process.




  Each step of the way has its particular purposes.16 But each step should be taking the actors on an ultimately coherent journey. There exist innumerable excellent exercises and

  improvisations, but you have to know why you’re using them. An exercise may be good in itself, but it also has to have relevance to the context in which it’s placed. A particular

  exercise can take on a different emphasis depending on how and when it’s set up. I’ve observed some directors starting rehearsals with games and improvisations, all great fun, then

  abruptly halting them at some point in the schedule, never to refer to them again, as they embark on a totally conventional pattern of rehearsal. This brings virtually nothing to the actual

  performance and leaves the actors with a feeling of coitus interruptus or, at least, of precious time having been wasted. Gestures are being made to a way of working that is neither really

  understood or quite trusted. But improvisatory work and training have to be continuously blended throughout the rehearsal in a sustained manner so that the actors’ techniques and

  discoveries become organically embedded in the development of the performance. Working on a text through exercises, improvisations and non-linear techniques is radically different from working

  one’s way, more traditionally, from scene to scene, mainly though discussion, and requires a totally different mindset. Discussion usually means negotiating on behalf of a preconceived

  result. The route of improvisation is a search for possibilities.




  I’ve evolved this work in an attempt to serve and honour as fully as possible the actors’ autonomy and humanity. I’ve sought ways to provide them with the greatest creative

  space appropriate to each project, in which to maximise their imagination and expressiveness, living in the moment, continuously spontaneous, growing and deepening in their roles to the last moment

  of the final performance.




  —




  More Words of Warning




  A few beginning directors have sat in on some of my rehearsals and then immediately tried, too literally, to apply the processes they’d observed – with disastrous

  results. It’s clear they hadn’t fully digested the intentions behind what they’d seen, and had only dealt with the surface. I’m aware that, in an attempt to avoid this

  happening with readers, I may have detailed the instructions for some rehearsal techniques more elaborately than might be wished. But I’m trying to be as precise, as specific as possible in

  their description. I suggest that anyone interested in trying them out should take the time to absorb them calmly and thoroughly before embarking on their practical application.




  What I’m describing in this book is a way of working I developed for myself. All the choices, structures and sequences are what I created to solve my own personal artistic aims.

  I’m in no way advocating a system that must be slavishly followed. By all means, embrace the spirit of the work but (a) use only those processes that seriously connect with you, that you

  understand in some depth and can therefore justify for your actors; and (b) use them in any order that makes sense to you and in any way that blends with your own processes. You may quite possibly

  find fresh applications for them. I’m not saying, ‘You must do it this way’, but, rather, I’m encouraging you to think along similar lines about theatre and to develop your

  own rehearsal processes that will release the actors’ creativity in a form of theatre that’s genuinely alive.




  







  2




  CONCEPTS




  







  PROCESS V. RESULT




  Stanislavsky Turns Gently in His Grave




  I want to define the principle concepts of the techniques I use in rehearsal before I describe the actual process of putting them into practice. Some of them are based on

  Stanislavsky’s System of Physical Actions, and of course you can read about that in many other books, not least his own. Most acting books refer to his techniques in some degree and most

  drama schools do deal with them, but I’m always suspicious as to how thoroughly. I’ve met few actors for whom the playing of actions and objectives is second nature, as I believe it

  should be. Most actors know about them, but seem to regard them as something interesting you might apply now and then, rather than essential to the craft of acting. Actors will say to me,

  ‘Oh, yes, such-and-such a director used them with us. M’m, very good!’ But, no, they haven’t used them since. I think one reason that actors don’t use them as a matter

  of course is that objectives and actions implicitly deny the possibility of a repeatable result. If you genuinely play an action, you can never exactly reproduce a moment you’ve played

  before. The principle of an action is process-orientated rather than result-orientated.




  Fresh Air v. Stale Air




  I stated at the start of this book that theatre is by its nature live. But that doesn’t mean any old live-ness. It’s not enough for actors to drag their bodies on

  stage and repeat some learned patterns of behaviour. That act alone doesn’t guarantee the particular quality of life necessary to give theatre its vitality – or validity. It merely

  offers us the equivalent of poor-quality air recycled into the cabins of some airlines. Good acting functions differently. Understanding the distinction between acting by result (closed, dead) and

  acting by process (open, live) is fundamental to the creation of real life on stage and impinges on everything else to be discussed. You cannot play an action spontaneously if you already know how

  you’re going to do it. All actors, I’m certain, would tell you they do sincerely try to play each moment as if for the first time. But surely it’s easier and more natural to play

  it, not as if it were for the first time, but actually for the first time.




  What and How




  Of course, the actor can’t avoid knowing what will happen next and what is about to be said. But in performance the how is the thing that

  matters. The how gives the what its vitality and specificity. We can read the what at home. The what (the play) is a blueprint, not the thing itself. We return

  continually to see certain plays in the hope of discovering something new about them. This can only mean that each time we revisit a classic, we expect the actors to provide us with something fresh

  about the text, characters and situations; for no one else but the actors can do that: invest the basic what with a fresh how. Directors can – and do, with their designers

  – fill the stage with visual clues as to how we might look anew at a text and, of course, point the actors in certain interpretive directions; but only the actor can play the specific,

  detailed, moment-to-moment choices, choices which are frequently too subtle, too instinctive, too fleeting and too complex for verbal explication and are therefore, in a sense, beyond the

  director’s reach and exclusively the business of the actor.




  Any scene and any line of text can be played in an infinite number of ways; we know there’s no such thing as a definitive performance. So if the text is always legitimately open to

  interpretation and if the interpretation can vary from production to production (in fact we expect it), why shouldn’t it vary from performance to performance within one particular

  production. What law of theatre dictates that each production is allowed only one choice of interpretation per line or per moment!




  Stanislavsky’s work supports this flexibility. It’s based on the simple perception that in life we’re driven by WANTS – needs and intentions that

  motivate us to carry out a range of actions in an attempt to fulfil those WANTS. As in life, so in the theatre: the actor-character functions in exactly the same way. This

  way of playing is based on intention rather than result. Actors working this way ask a different question from that asked by actors who fix their performances: ‘What does my

  character want at this moment?’ as opposed to ‘How shall I play this moment?’: process versus result; open versus closed. The former allow the how to reveal itself

  from moment to moment; the latter decide in advance on the how for the foreseeable future of the production, either by choosing from several options that emerged in rehearsal, or by

  discussion (i.e. negotiating) with the director and other actors in the scene (‘If you play your line like that, then I can play mine like this!’). Such a choice often depends on the

  determination of the person with the highest status rather than on the requirements of the text. This is a reductive option; a denial of the actor’s full creative potential (a potential that

  even some actors deny themselves) or a refusal to accept it. Moments pregnant with who-knows-how-many rich possibilities are reduced by ego and fear to the false security of one.




  Process and Results in Practice




  Process-led actors build an internal structure of intentions and actions that liberates them dynamically through time and space. Result-led actors build an external structure of

  moves, business and line-readings that imprisons them in time and space; what feels to them like security is actually constraint. Process-led actors pursue objectives through actions that

  spontaneously release whatever feelings are aroused in them by those actions and by their partners’ reactions to them. Result-led actors repeat predetermined patterns and try to inject

  planned simulations of emotions into them. (Emotion is a can of worms I’ll open up in due course.) Process-led actors think in character. Result-led actors think about themselves (how

  they’re doing). Actors who play results may give performances that are intelligent (well analysed and well shaped), but incomplete (unfulfilled and unembodied). The external form, devoid of

  the inner life that created it, becomes a repeated formula, life-like but actually life-less.1 What you get is what you see and what you hear. Such performances tend to

  lack dimension or subtext. They’re exclusively linear. They offer the top line of the score, without any harmonics, any counterpoint, any orchestral richness. You get the simplistic, the

  obvious, the predictable, the cliché, rarely the revelation or the surprise. One reason why theatre so often seems dull is because the audience is ahead of the actor; they know what the

  actor is going to play before the actor plays it. At a head-based level of experience, they’re as familiar as the actor with the conventionally accepted clichés of how people behave in

  particular situations. But we’re all different, complicated and unpredictable. The actor who works through process is likely to produce an unpredictable choice, one that is revelatory and yet

  inevitable – because it’s true to that moment and that performance and that performer.
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