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Foreword


by Mark Rylance




WHEN I TRAINED TO BE AN ACTOR IN THE LATE SEVENTIES my favourite class took place on Friday afternoon with Ben Benison of Theatre Machine: improvisation. It was always unexpected and magical, and I learnt the crucial lesson, applicable to all other disciplines, and still essential to every moment on the stage: whatever the other actor offers you, you first say ‘yes’. ‘Yes’, even if your answer is ‘no’.


You must receive what is given. Harder than you would think; many actors fake it. I have caught myself faking it without knowing it. Actually, it is all you have to do. Certainly all you have to prepare to do backstage and the cure for all stage disease, rot and stagnation.


I had arrived from the Midwest of America, aged eighteen, my head in the clouds of fears and fantasy about the precise technique of English acting. I thought everything should be sealed and delivered to an audience and to your fellow actors, precise, repeated, controlled, planned. Improvisation was for amateurs and besides, it was terrifying and extremely vulnerable.


To my great surprise, the best teachers at RADA were interested in life! Spontaneous, unplanned, imprecise, uncontrolled, unrepeatable life! And the place that this happened most of all was when we improvised. Yes, it was still terrifying and vulnerable. I fell in love with it.


I believe all rehearsals, all playing, benefits from a spirit of improvisation. Spontaneous life is what I want to hear and see when I witness acting. I want to experience people who are really lost, confused and vulnerable. Trust is required and improvisation builds this trust and presence.


I think I first met John Abbott above a betting shop in Brixton where I was planning to raise a storm in a stone circle and needed a king to climb through a maze of yellow school desks in search of his lost son. Something like that. John was the king of that Stone Circle Tempest, generous, joyous, patient, committed on all levels. I can still see him looking out over yellow fields of rape, castle embankments, and the concrete foundations of Sam Wanamaker’s Globe Theatre Project, searching for his drowned child.


Later we celebrated his fiftieth birthday reading and discussing Moby Dick over many weeks. That work never grew into the production we had imagined. Our lives took us onto distant oceans, pursuing our individual white whales.


John helped me to create the sonnet walks between Westminster Abbey and the Globe Theatre, inspiring audiences and actors with his wonderful street-theatre creations. Recently we spent a lovely St George’s Day watching his students follow in his footsteps along the Thames.


I’m not surprised that John has found such joy teaching young actors. He delights in theatre and I’m sure this, his second book on improvisation, will inspire and delight its readers into a spontaneous ‘Yes!’






Author’s Note





I STARTED OUT AS AN OBSESSIVE AND ENTHUSIASTIC AMATEUR (The Sunbury Sofisticats); trained at the Central School of Speech and Drama (George Hall, Cicely Berry, Litz Pisk); plunged into the dying days of repertory theatre (Agatha Christie, Salad Days); caught the tail-end of black-and-white television (Z Cars, Softly Softly); got involved in the birth of the London fringe (The Half Moon, The Gate); became a member of the Royal Shakespeare Company (Richard II, The Taming of the Shrew); settled into a comfortable career of TV (Dr Who, Emmerdale Farm, Trial and Retribution); made a few films (Four Weddings and a Funeral, The Young Poisoner’s Handbook) and commercials (too numerous to mention); made enough money to buy a house and raise two kids – and eventually I got a proper job as an acting teacher.


My knowledge of rehearsal techniques has been influenced by the many directors I worked with. My thanks go out to the following:


Malcolm Everett, who introduced me to the joy of putting on a show (The Sunbury Sofisticats).


Peter Oyston, who showed me how to explore the depths of a character (Central School of Speech and Drama).


Guy Sprung, who was the first person to ask me to improvise a scene (The original Half Moon Theatre in Allie Street).


Christopher Sandford, who asked me and a group of actors to create a whole play through improvisation (T.I.E. at The Duke’s Playhouse, Lancaster).


Simon Oates, who gave me the best instruction ever on how to play a love scene: ‘For f**k’s sake, John, stop acting. Just stand there, look at her and say the lines’ (Everyman Theatre, Cheltenham).


John Barton, who proved that academia and theatrical flare are brilliant bedfellows (The Royal Shakespeare Company, Stratford-upon-Avon).


Andrew Dallmeyer, who tore the third wall to shreds and taught me how to genuinely mystify an audience (The Elusive Theatre Company, anywhere and everywhere).


Lou Stein, who made his actors behave as if a grubby room above a pub was the National Theatre (The Gate Theatre, Notting Hill).


Jonathan Moore, who introduced me to anarchy in the theatre (The New London Actors).


Mike Alfreds, who proved that life on stage is more important than a perfectly honed machine (The Cambridge Arts Theatre).


Mark Rylance, who is the master of research, experimentation, originality and truth (Phoebus Cart Theatre Company).


And Jane Harrison, who showed me that teaching all this is a massively rewarding occupation for an older man (The School of Acting, ArtsEd).


I want to thank Nick Hern, for his confidence in me and I also want to thank all his dedicated and charming staff. Most importantly thanks to Matt Applewhite, who has yet again helped me to get a book into shape and onto the shelves.






Introduction




FOR MOST PEOPLE, THE ONLY THING THEY KNOW ABOUT improvisation is the sort of madcap humour that was featured on the hit TV show Whose Line is it Anyway? People in the audience shouted out random ideas to a bunch of highly skilled stand-up comedians who were then brilliant at making things up on the spot. They had crazy conversations, threw their bodies around and behaved like clowns or robots or animals or whatever they thought would be funny. Their reactions were lightning-fast and they had incredibly inventive minds, but as far as improvisation was concerned, their main preoccupation was getting laughs. Entertaining the audience.


But improvisation can be many other things. Musicians improvise. Storytellers improvise. Dancers improvise. Chefs, teachers and salesmen improvise. And, of course, actors improvise.


Actors can be just as creative as the comedians on Whose Line is it Anyway?, but rather than making people laugh, they can improvise with true emotions and an honest belief in their spontaneous creations in order to explore all the genres of text-based drama. Sometimes their improvisations may be funny because real-life situations can be funny, but they can also be tragic, mysterious, romantic, thrilling, poignant or scary. Human beings experience so many different emotions and moods, and if the actors find the truth of an improvisation they can explore all these emotions while they are ‘making things up on the spot’.


Mike Leigh uses this sort of dramatic improvisation extensively when he asks his actors to improvise a whole film from beginning to end. Even more conventional directors working closely to a script will sometimes get the actors to improvise a few lines in order to bring the natural rhythms of real life to a scene. The results can be dynamic and surprising, but like the improvised scenes on Whose Line is it Anyway? these improvisations are made to be watched. They are part of the entertainment.


But improvisation can also be used as part of the creative process of rehearsing a play. It can be a fabulous tool for exploration and discovery. It can strengthen the actor’s commitment to their character. And it can create an environment of confidence and spontaneity.


This book sets out to explore the many ways in which improvisation can be used during the rehearsal process of plays or musicals. Many of the techniques described can also be used as part of the preparation for filming, but I have focused on stage productions because that is my area of expertise. The improvisations can be used with both amateur and professional actors, on school plays and devised pieces, and they can be used on scripts both old and new.


Directors who have never used improvisation in rehearsal will, I hope, find lots of useful suggestions in this book. Even directors who are old-hands at using improvisation techniques should find some new and interesting ideas. I have outlined various improvisation possibilities for each stage of the rehearsal process, from the actor’s first stumbling steps to the final refinements of the whole play, so there should be fresh ideas for introducing improvisation into the mix throughout the entire rehearsal period.


Although this book is primarily for directors, it can also be used by actors who may want to include improvisation as part of their personal preparation. The chapters that deal with character creation can be particularly useful since they deal with solo improvisations. Also, several like-minded actors working on a production may want to try some of the relationship improvisations while the director is rehearsing other scenes. Of course, it is always preferable for the actors to tell the director about the improvisations they intend to work on, but most directors are pleased to have the cast put in the extra work and they may even be inspired to set up some improvisations of their own.


Finally, of course, I hope this book will be useful to drama teachers. They are the ones that are introducing the dramatic form to a new generation. They are awakening the creative spirit in young people and they are nurturing tomorrow’s talent. They have a tremendous responsibility and I hope this book will give them plenty of ideas and support.


[image: image]


Rehearsals


A group of people get together with a script. Words on paper. Mostly dialogue. Several weeks later they present a realistic, fleshed-out, three-dimensional version of a story by standing up in front of an audience and speaking the dialogue of the script. What happens in between? How do they make those ‘words on paper’ come alive? What do they do in rehearsals?


There are many answers to these questions because actors and directors use many different rehearsal techniques to help them achieve their ends. Probably the most famous acting teacher in the world was the Russian director Konstantin Stanislavsky who created and ran the Moscow Art Theatre over a hundred years ago. Apart from being a champion of the budding playwright Anton Chekhov and directing most of his plays, Stanislavsky wrote several books about the rehearsal process, analysing and refining techniques to enable actors to present truthful versions of their characters. Some of his rehearsal techniques have been isolated and developed by other people. Some have been exploited and heavily elaborated. Stanislavsky himself was always one for trying out new methods but towards the end of his working life, it seems pretty clear that he felt that the most useful technique for actors to use during the rehearsal process was improvisation.


As a rehearsal technique, improvisation exploits the actor’s imagination. It allows them to experience certain events, emotions and relationships in order to find a truthful way of thinking and behaving as their character. It’s a way of exploring, experimenting and making discoveries through actual experience.


The Actor’s Fear


Acting seems to be such an easy thing to do. As Noël Coward said: ‘Speak clearly, don’t bump into the furniture and if you must have motivation, think of your pay packet on Friday.’ So if you are the sort of person that is not afraid of doing things in front of other people, then acting would seem to be a doddle. Wouldn’t it?


Actually, it’s pretty hard when you consider all the qualities and skills that actors require. They must have a good understanding of human psychology. They have to transform themselves physically. They often have to expose their own inner emotions in front of other people. They need to possess an intelligent understanding of the writer’s intentions, and a working knowledge of the way people use language. They should know quite a lot of history and have an understanding of historical social conventions. They also have to perform all manner of tasks as if they were natural to them. (I once watched Donald Sinden cook a whole meal during the course of a play because his character was a celebrity chef.) But perhaps the hardest thing actors have to do is to work intimately and productively with other creative people. People who may have very different ideas about the play, the characters and the emotions of a scene. Think that’s easy? It’s not. It’s nerve-wracking.


As an actor I was often nervous in rehearsals because I was frightened of ‘getting things wrong’, but I always felt more confident when I ‘became’ my character and submerged myself into his imaginary world. Let’s face it, despite all the necessary skills I have itemised in the last paragraph, the most important tool in the actor’s creative toolkit is an uninhibited imagination.


The Actor’s Imagination


Actors often seem to be rather childish. I mean, what sort of job is that for a grown-up? Pretending to be other people. That’s what kids do. But we all love to watch stories being acted out so we need actors because they are the ones who can do the job. They are the ones who are able to tap into a ‘let’s pretend’ state of mind. That’s not easy for other people but that’s exactly what actors do. They allow part of their brain to believe that they are actually someone else in the same way that children can believe they are astronauts or television presenters. When actors are at work, they can make themselves feel like they are detectives or lovers or doctors or whatever the part requires, and that helps the rest of us believe in the story.


Actors also try to believe in the reality of any particular moment. If another character points a stage gun at an actor during a scene, the actor imagines that the gun is real and that the other character is a dangerous, psychopathic killer, and by doing that, the actor actually starts to feel frightened. That makes his or her reaction more truthful, conveying a genuine emotion to the audience who consequently better understand the character’s fear.


This ability to feel and convey the truth of an imaginary situation is a highly prized skill that actors have. They love to use it. It solves loads of their problems. Ask a non-actor how they would behave if someone pointed a gun at them and they would think about all the different reactions they might have and come up with some sort of answer. ‘I’d probably run away.’ Ask the same question of an actor and he or she would say, ‘Pretend you are pointing a gun at me and I’ll let you know.’ They are able to tap into the truth of a situation and by doing that they discover the appropriate emotional response.


Improvisation can exploit this fantastic ability to pretend in order to answer questions, develop complex characters and relationships, and solve all sorts of problems during the rehearsal of a play.


Naturalistic Improvisation


When improvisation is used in rehearsals, the actors should believe in their characters and find the truth of the improvised situation as much as they can. They should never try to entertain other people in the rehearsal room because that will destroy the fragile web of reality that they are trying to create. If a part of the actor’s mind is thinking about the effect their improvisation will have on the people who are watching, then they won’t be concentrating on the truth. In fact, improvisation in rehearsal can work just as well if no one, not even the director, is watching because the sole purpose is to allow the actors to experience various situations as if they were actually happening and to learn from their own reactions.


The Director’s Role


When actors are improvising it’s important for the director to keep a low profile. A critical eye can make the actor lose sight of reality either through panic or the desire to perform, particularly if they are struggling with a character. A relaxed struggle is often more productive than a struggle made tense through observation and criticism. I usually try to watch rehearsal improvisations unnoticed, by standing to one side, or lurking in the shadows. If they are given the time and the opportunity, actors will often sort problems out for themselves during an improvisation. And these solutions are often more deeply embedded in reality than when the actor is desperately trying to fulfil a partially understood concept given to them by the director. Let the actors do their work, I say. Trust them. They can work it out.


The Director’s Feedback


Of course, the director’s observations are always useful for the actor, but directors should never criticise an actor’s work after an improvisation because that can inhibit the creative spirit. It doesn’t matter whether the improvisations were good or bad, what matters is what the actors have learned during the experience. Improvisation is a risky business with many pitfalls because the actors are flying without a safety net, so a sympathetic critique from the director will be much more valuable than negative criticism. In the discussions after an improvisation I often try to ‘nudge’ the actor in the direction I think he or she ought to go, rather than picking out what was wrong. If I focus on the positives, the negatives will generally disappear.


An Open Mind


Before starting an improvisation the actors should ‘become’ their characters as much as they can. They can’t know everything about the character because the whole purpose of this work is to find things out, but they can concentrate on what they have discovered so far. They must also know what their character wants from the improvised scene – their character’s objective – and they must be responsive to the other actors’ creativity by listening and reacting. Sometimes an improvisation will take the actors down unexpected paths and they will have to abandon some of their preconceived ideas. This is great. In order to use improvisation as part of the creative process, the actors must learn to cast aside preconceptions and keep an open mind.


That’s all there is to it. The actors should believe in the truth of the improvisation and go with the flow. They should never feel obliged to speak if their character doesn’t feel like it and they should never do anything their character doesn’t want to do. The actors should just be truthful to their instincts, be ‘in the moment’ and above all (I can’t overstate this): they should never try to entertain.


Discoveries


When you’re travelling through unexplored territory, you can sometimes take the wrong path and arrive at a useless dead-end. The same thing can happen when improvisation is used as a method of exploration. Any journey into the unknown will produce unexpected results and some of these results can be totally unproductive. But on the other hand it’s worth the trip because there is always the possibility of wonderful rewards. The path through the jungle that seems to be going nowhere can suddenly lead to a hidden Aztec city. Imagine what would happen if someone in the expedition had said, ‘This path isn’t working. Let’s give up and turn back.’ True, they wouldn’t waste any exploration time, but on the other hand, there would be no possibility of Aztec gold.


It’s the same with improvisations in rehearsal. If the results were known in advance there would be no point in doing the improvisation, and if you give up because the improvisation seems to be going nowhere, then there will be no possibility of amazing discoveries. When an improvisation seems to be going off-track, my advice is to persevere. Sometimes the actors will make the right adjustments and sometimes not, but whatever happens, there will be food for thought and plenty to talk about.


When improvisation is used early on in rehearsal there can also be a problem with facts. Although there may have been a thorough analysis of the text and a certain amount of research, it’s still the beginning of a long journey and sometimes actors will make wrong assumptions about a character, or their imaginations will create impossible relationships which could never be supported by the text. When this happens during an improvisation it is still better to persevere because the actors may be in a very creative zone with free-flowing imaginations and it’s best not to inhibit that creativity. Any incorrect facts or assumptions can become the focus of a discussion after the improvisation has finished. Stopping an improvisation because one of the actors has got a fact wrong would be like an explorer realising they are wearing the wrong boots and deciding to turn back just before they round the corner to the Aztec city. Don’t worry about the mistakes. Battle on with sore feet. You never know what you might discover.


Exploration and Experimentation


I talk about exploration and experimentation a lot throughout this book because that is what rehearsals are for. To my mind, the whole of the rehearsal period should be about trying things out and not about polishing and refining half-formed discoveries. The explorations should be ongoing. There is no ‘right way’ of saying a line. There is no ultimate version of a character. There is no perfect production of a play. There is only the event that happens at the time that it’s happening – and that’s the performance. The performance is a work of art being created at that moment in front of the audience. So not only should every second of the rehearsal process be about new explorations and discoveries, but so should every second of every performance. If actors spend the rehearsal period trying to ‘get things right’ and ‘practising to make perfect’ then they are wasting valuable discovery time. If their performance is a perfectly honed version of something they discovered in the second week of rehearsal and they try to repeat it exactly the same way every night, then all they are doing is presenting the audience with a hollow reproduction and not a work of art. Go visit the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam and you will appreciate the difference. His paintings of sunflowers and fields of crows are far more vibrant and full of life than even the best reproductions in the most expensive art books.


Let’s create works of art on stage, not ‘perfect’ copies.
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Using This Book


This book is about using improvisation in the rehearsal of a play, but since all plays are different it’s impossible to outline a series of improvisations that would be useful each and every time. So rather than giving a clear set of instructions, I’ve tried to identify various stages of the rehearsal process and then I’ve made suggestions and given examples of how improvisation can be used to help the actors build their characters, develop character relationships and solve rehearsal problems.


Each chapter starts with an anecdotal preamble which may or may not have something to do with the theatre. These stories and reflections always have an allegorical connection with the main thrust of the chapter and are there to stimulate the imagination. Actors are creative people and like to tell stories. After all, that is what their job is all about. As a director, I find that an allegory or a story can be a far more productive way to explain something to an actor than a simple description of what I want them to do. It gets their creative juices flowing and, before you know it, they have got the point. It helps them think for themselves and encourages a personal commitment to that new way of thinking.


Chapters 1 to 3 are about preparation and research. You can’t just start using improvisation in rehearsals unless you have a good grounding of information. I feel it’s important to outline my method for doing this, since some people may only be familiar with rehearsal processes that immediately start by acting out the dialogue. Actors often let their characters develop gradually as they rehearse a play with scripts in their hands, and research is slowly incorporated as the rehearsals proceed. But if you are going to ask actors to use improvisation in the early stages of rehearsal, they have to be properly prepared beforehand so their work is built on strong foundations. During these early chapters I describe both ‘exercises’ and ‘improvisations’.


[image: ]   For the purposes of this book, an exercise – indicated with this symbol – is a rehearsal device which uses the actors’ skills to develop an understanding of various aspects of the play, but doesn’t necessarily require the actors to be in the role of their characters. As the director, I will often talk the actors through an exercise, feeding new ideas to them as they work.


[image: ]   On the other hand, an improvisation – signalled by this symbol – is when the actors ‘become’ their characters for a certain period of rehearsal time without any outside direction. This is usually done in pairs or in groups, but sometimes actors will be improvising on their own. To put it simply, whenever an actor is ‘being’ a character and trying to think and react in role for an extended period of time, without any external influence, then that is called an improvisation.


[image: ]   I tend to outline each particular exercise or improvisation and then give examples – generally as a separate boxed section containing this symbol. These describe how I have used improvisation in the rehearsal of a particular play. I hope this approach will give a good understanding of how the exercises and improvisations could be applied to other plays.


Chapters 4 to 7 describe how to use improvisation in the development of character and the exploration of relationships, and there are a number of exercises and improvisations that can be applied to most plays with a little adaptation.


The improvisations discussed in Chapters 8 to 11 are somewhat harder to describe since they are part of the creative process and would be different for every play. Generalised descriptions are almost impossible. In order to shed some light on my approach to using improvisation to solve rehearsal problems, I have described the rationale behind my choice of scenarios by giving specific examples. In doing this, I intend to reveal the possibilities of improvisation as a rehearsal technique and I hope that my examples will be a stimulus for your own creative thinking.


The Plays


Throughout this book I have made reference to specific plays in my discussion of improvisation techniques, and I often illustrate the work by referring to Frank McGuinness’s play Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me. It’s a marvellous play about three people being held hostage in Lebanon and is well beyond the experience of most actors. As such, it is ripe for exploration through improvisation. Also, despite the fact that it only has three characters, the play embraces a web of shifting moods and relationships which need to be examined.


Where necessary I have tried to explain the plot, but it might be useful to read Someone Who’ll Watch Over Me as a companion to this book. Anyway, I have no hesitation in recommending it. It’s a very interesting play.


I also mention A View from the Bridge by Arthur Miller on several occasions. Like other American plays of the period, it contains some very complex and multifaceted relationships. I have attempted to outline any plot elements that you might need to know, but it would be better to read the play.


I also refer to several Shakespeare plays since they are likely to be known by most people, and they are full of fascinating plots, characters and relationships. A deeper knowledge of Hamlet would be useful since I mention it several times, but it’s a great play and if you don’t know it already, then you should read it.


Modern English should be used by the actors in all improvisations, even if you are rehearsing a play written or set in any other period of history. There is so much to think about that it would be asking far too much if the actors had to invent period dialogue or speak in verse while they were improvising a scene. A character is a character no matter what the sentence structure of the period. A relationship is a relationship whatever the vocabulary. And objectives, moods and social etiquette can be thoroughly explored without the use of heightened language.


I strongly believe that this experiential rehearsal process which uses improvisation extensively can be used on any play from any period because plays are about character, relationships and plot. I’ve used it on Shakespeare, William Wycherley, Oscar Wilde and Noël Coward. I’ve used it on Clifford Odets, Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams. I’ve used it on Kaufman and Hart, Jim Cartwright and Harold Pinter. I’ve used it when I was directing a one-man show, although I had to use it selectively for obvious reasons, and I’ve seen it used on musicals and films. On every occasion it has added life and depth to the production, and so far I haven’t experienced a rehearsal period where it wasn’t massively helpful. Obviously, throughout this book I’ve referred to plays that are quite well-known, but improvisation can be used across the spectrum. The greenest first draft of a script can benefit from this technique just as much as a tried and tested classic.
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Like Stanislavsky, I am a great believer in improvisation as a rehearsal tool and I use it a lot. Although each stage of the improvisation process described in this book can be used separately and in isolation, by using them all in the first part of the rehearsal period, I find that the actors are totally prepared when we start to rehearse the text of the play. The remainder of the rehearsal period is easier, more productive and great fun because each actor knows who their character is. They know how their character thinks and behaves, and they have a good understanding of their character’s relationship with all the others in the play. If any problems occur later on in rehearsal, then an improvisation at any time will always shed new light on a scene.


There are loads of different ways that improvisation can be used in the creation of a play as a tool for exploration and discovery, and that is what this book is all about.






1


Preparation




I’ve never been skydiving but it must be tremendous fun. Swooping down from the clouds. Gliding through the sky like a golden eagle. Banking to the left. Diving to the right. Floating on an updraught with nothing holding you in place. Out there in empty space with the countryside like a perfect model village below. Little houses and roads. Trains moving through the hills like the most brilliant Hornby ‘Double O’ display at Harrods. Freedom. Flight. Harry Potter playing Quidditch. Leonardo’s flying machine. The dream of mankind throughout the ages.


Mind you, skydiving wouldn’t be such fun if you didn’t know how to open your parachute. Can you imagine it? Or what if you fell out of a plane without wearing a parachute at all? That would detract somewhat from the fabulous flying experience. Or even if you had the parachute on, but you weren’t sure if it was properly fitted. You’d be searching those little model buildings for a hospital so you could crash-land nearby. You’d be hoping to find a haystack in those glorious fields in order to guide yourself in the right direction. Yes, you would swoop and turn, but they would be the tactics of survival rather than the freedom of flight.


OK. Suppose you had your parachute on, and you had it properly fitted and you were reasonably sure it would open on time – what if you didn’t know how to land? You might break your leg. Surely the landing anxiety would also detract from the magical skydiving experience. How could you glide like an eagle if you thought that pretty soon you wouldn’t even be able to waddle like a duck?


No. Preparation is the thing. In order to skydive with the glorious dream of mankind making endorphins flow through your brain, you have to be fully prepared before you jump. You have to learn how to operate the parachute, and that includes packing it in the correct manner; fixing the harness safely; pulling the right cords to open it; guiding it in the direction you want to go; and landing without damaging your body. You also have to learn how to move around in free fall so you can go the way you want to. That’s where the gliding, swooping and diving bit comes in. I’ve no idea how it’s done, but I’ve seen it on television. It looks marvellous.


Once you have learned all the necessary skills you will be able to leap happily from an aeroplane and fly like a bird. Brilliant!


Preparation rules OK.





ACTORS ARE THE SORT OF PEOPLE WHO LIKE TO EXPRESS themselves by action. They like to do things. Directors structure things and give them clarity. I suppose you could say that they like to illuminate things. And writers use words to communicate ideas about the human condition. They create things. In the evolution of a play, it could be argued that writers use their intellect to create a text, directors use their imagination to visualise a production, and actors bring everything to life by expressing human emotions and actions with truth.


These breakdowns of different skills are generalisations, of course. writers, directors and actors are all creative people; they all like to illuminate things and all of them are people of action. We all have a bit of everything in us. But look at it this way: most people would agree that men are taller than women. However, in a group of twenty people, the tallest female would usually be taller than the shortest man. So forgive me for this oversimplification. What I’m talking about are tendencies. Men tend to be taller than women. Some writers probably try acting out the lines as they write them, and directors will sometimes intellectualise the themes of a play as they explore how to put it in front of an audience. Actors, of course, often talk relentlessly about their character to anyone who will listen, but the ways that writers, directors and actors like to express themselves tend to be in the ways I’ve described above.


So, if actors are able to convey human behaviour by tapping into the emotional truth of a character and just ‘being’, then it stands to reason that directors should exploit this talent during rehearsals. They should ask actors to get up and try things out as much as they can. Actors can’t wait to get up on their feet. They know in their hearts that they will discover more by doing something than by talking about it too much. They trust their instincts. If they can just ‘be’ a character for a while, then they will discover how that character thinks and behaves – and they can do that through improvisation.


But before they start to improvise they have to be thoroughly prepared, and the place to start this preparation is the text of the play itself.


Looking for Clues


As all detectives know, you can’t put a case together without at least a handful of clues to get you going. Similarly, you can’t start improvising without knowing something about the play and the characters. So the first thing actors should do before anything else is to read the play. That’s obvious. And then, less obviously, they should read it again. And then read it again. There are loads of clues in the text of a play, and it’s surprising how much more an actor can discover on the second or third reading.


Unlike a novel, the text of a play contains very little in the way of descriptive material. There will possibly be a paragraph or two at the beginning to describe the set, or the way the writer imagines the stage will look, but after that, passages of descriptive text are few and far between. Some writers put in stage directions, like ‘He pours himself a drink’ or (famously, from The Winter’s Tale) ‘Exit, pursued by a bear’, but most of the time these are just bits of action that the writer feels are vital to the plot and they don’t really add much information. Playwrights also incorporate hints to persuade the actors to play the lines the way they want them to be played. Like ‘Angrily’, ‘With a wry smile’, ‘With mounting annoyance’, etc., but actually I’ve known many actors who will go through a script when they first get it and just cross these stage directions out. They feel that the playwright should write the dialogue, but the actor should discover how to play the scene for themselves.


So when an actor is trying to understand the action of a play, or starting to find out what their character is like, or attempting to fathom out how the characters feel about each other, most of the information can be found in the things the characters say and the way that they say them. In other words, the dialogue. That’s where the clues, sometimes called the ‘given circumstances’, are to be found.


When actors first read a play, they are so concerned about their own ‘part’ that they often miss the subtleties of the plot. Ideally, an actor should read a play for the first time without knowing which part he or she will be playing. In that way they can get an overall view of the material without being distracted by the finer details of their character. This is not always possible, but it is desirable.


As they read the play, the actors should start gathering clues and writing them down. Even before rehearsals begin. These clues should be facts not speculations. ‘I see this character with a wooden leg’ may be an interesting idea, but if there is no reference to it in the text, then it is pure speculation. Rather like a detective finding an empty cigarette packet at the scene of the crime and then saying, ‘I think the villain drove a Mercedes.’ It may be true, but it’s not very helpful in the early stages of an investigation unless it can be supported by facts.


‘I have of late – but wherefore I know not – lost all my mirth,’ says Hamlet to his friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Of course he could be lying, but put it together with ‘How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable / Seem to me all the uses of this world,’ which he says to himself, and ‘I do not set my life at a pin’s fee,’ which he says to his best friend Horatio, then we begin to realise that Hamlet could be depressed. Or at least he thinks he’s depressed. And that is something to start working on. An assumption fully supported by the text.


The villain may or may not have driven a Mercedes, but if a cigarette packet is found at the scene of the crime it’s reasonable to assume that he or she could be a smoker.


First Reading


In rehearsals, the first reading of a play with the whole cast is a nerve-wracking experience. Some directors don’t bother with a readthrough any more, but I think it’s important, if only to settle everyone down. Often this is the first time that the actors will have met each other and it gives them the opportunity to relax a bit. Some of them will be a bit nervous of displaying their sight-reading skills in public so I usually make it a pretty light-hearted affair.


During this first readthrough, it is quite useful to stop at the end of each scene, section or act to have a discussion about what has been revealed. Again, these discussions should avoid speculation. People should only talk about things that can be supported by the information in the text. This way, everyone can share their observations and build up a catalogue of information and ideas.


When the readthrough is finished – and with all the pauses for discussion this may take all day or even longer – everyone should then discuss what the play is trying to say and what effect the author intended it to have on the audience. When a group gets deep into the rehearsal period it’s very easy to lose sight of the basics and stop seeing the wood for the trees. After a first night I’ve often heard actors say things like ‘I’d forgotten it was a comedy’ or ‘I didn’t realise the play was so moving’, so it’s sensible in early stages to think about what a play is trying to achieve. Then everyone is working towards a shared objective.
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