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FOREWORD


Most of us have an indecent curiosity about what other people do in private. Sex and tax, for instance: ‘What do you do in bed?’ and ‘How much do you earn?’ are the questions that underlie all profile journalism and most biography. My own particular corner of prurience concerns the working habits of directors: I’m inordinately fascinated by what they are. Directors are not very gregarious creatures, at least among their own kind, and if you were to search for a collective noun for them it would probably be a ‘solitude’. When we do gather together, we’re wary of discussing each other’s work, and warier still of asking how it was achieved. Rehearsals are a private province; no one likes to be observed, so it’s hard to see enough to imitate, even if you have a model to follow.


Directors are often self-effacing, often surprisingly lacking in the gift and appetite for self-promotion, and, in spite of a high estimation of their own importance, are often reluctant to capitalise on it by making public pronouncements on their craft. It’s all the odder therefore that directors occupy such an elevated status in contemporary mythology, often, like conductors, placed somewhere between the maestro and the magus, when in fact they’re more like teachers or doctors. If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that it’s better to be more like the pupil or the patient than the teacher or the doctor. The mistake is to pretend that you have all the answers.


Which is one of the reasons that I’m consistently reluctant to recommend my ‘process’ to any director, and suspicious of any young director who asks to be an assistant of mine in order to learn about it. If I chose to rationalise the way I work I suppose it would amount to a ‘process’, but it is so idiosyncratic and personal that I wouldn’t dignify it with that description.


A rehearsal has to be a time when actors can experiment, invent, explore, discuss, dispute, practise and play, and it is the job of a director to create a world – private and secure – where this activity can go on without fear of failure. There is no method that guarantees a good rehearsal. It’s as hard to know why some highly articulate, learned and intelligent directors seem unable to animate a cast of actors, as it is to understand how the same orchestra can be inspired by some conductors but seem commonplace in the hands of others.


If you ask me, ‘What do you need to be a director?’ I’d have to say this: you need to be somehow assertive and yet self-effacing, to be dogged and yet pliable, to be demanding and yet supportive. And if this sounds like a prescription for a perfect marriage partner, it’s because directors are ever hopeful of making a successful marriage of actor and character, of text and design, of play and audience, so perhaps, if they look hesitant, doubtful, and diffident, it’s because they know just how difficult it is – as in real life – to make a marriage work.


And if you ask me, ‘How do you learn to be a director?’ I’d recommend a poem called ‘Garden Hints’ by Douglas Dunn, which begins with the line: ‘Only a garden can teach gardening.’ Directing is like that: only working with actors in a rehearsal room can offer a real insight into the craft.


The start of most rehearsals resembles others more than it differs from them. Rehearsals have to begin somewhere – usually it’s a meeting of the cast and a reading of the play. The director stands like a heron, rigid with anxiety, talks a little – or a lot, depending on temperament – and his or her words drift like incense over a group of actors who, regardless of their mutual familiarity, are united only in their nervous anticipation and social unease. It never works to give the actors – who are always numbed to deafness by nerves – a lengthy lecture about the background to the play and its meaning: it doesn’t encourage actors to be made to feel that the director holds all the cards and they hold none.


So how do you start rehearsals? It’s always a problem: how do you get a disparate set of individuals to work as an ensemble within a few days? British actors are good at this, but you still have to find means of mutual familiarisation, ways in which they can legitimately sniff each other out. I change my approach for each production. Sometimes we just sit around a table and I encourage everyone, regardless of experience and size of part, to talk about the play, about their parts, about themselves. Sometimes we do physical and vocal exercises. Sometimes we do improvisations connected with the play. And sometimes we even play games – and many of them are in this book. Thomasina Unsworth gives you a mass of invaluable ideas for drama exercises for all ages and all types of actors, amateur or professional. It’s hard to imagine anyone involved in theatre who wouldn’t find it useful.


Richard Eyre


Richard Eyre is a theatre, opera, television and film director and writer. He was Artistic Director of the National Theatre from 1988 to 1997, where his productions included Guys and Dolls, Richard III, King Lear, Racing Demon, Skylight, The Invention of Love and Vincent in Brixton. His other theatre work includes Amy’s View, Mary Poppins, Private Lives, Betty Blue Eyes, Mr Foote’s Other Leg, and his own versions of Hedda Gabler, Ghosts and Little Eyolf. His films include Tumbledown, Iris, Notes on a Scandal, Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2 and The Dresser. He has published four books, including National Service, a journal of his time at the National, which won the Theatre Book Prize. He has received many awards for theatre, television and film, was knighted in 1997, and became a Companion of Honour in 2017.




INTRODUCTION


This is a book of games and exercises, collected over the years, to be used as a source of ideas and inspiration for actors – and those teaching or directing them.


It is not a recipe book, which, if followed to the letter, will result in perfectly cooked acting. These exercises will shift and alter through your experiences of engaging with them. They are derived from a variety of sources and have been used and developed through the course of my work. It is expected that you, the reader, will play with them too. Find elements that help, excite or interest you, and then build on them, take them further, or in a different direction altogether. Some of the games are simple and basic, others are more complex, but all of them will, I hope, serve as a foundation for your own creativity.


I have grouped the exercises into three sections for clarity, but in essence you will find many overlaps. The first chapter, Self, provides you with games and exercises to deepen relaxation, sharpen focus, lift energy, expand imagination and help the group to work collaboratively. The second chapter, Character, offers exercises to aid you in the process of transformation, encouraging you to explore characteristics that are distinct from your own. Finally, the third section, Text, outlines exercises to unlock the words, allowing free and imaginative work within the structure of a script, without losing specificity.


I have addressed some exercises directly to the actor, in order to engage the reader more immediately. You will notice these shifts between the point of view of the facilitator and the actor; the role of the group leader should, however, be clear throughout.


I hope you will enjoy exploring the games and exercises contained here. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to the many and various practitioners that have inspired me and provided me with guidance over the years. Thank goodness for people who value acting and drama, who strive to unlock the creative process of an artist. Without them this world would be a darker, colder place.


Thomasina Unsworth
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PART ONE


SELF





The aim of Part One is to provide tools for actors to develop their ability to relax, focus, concentrate, imagine, and to work as a group. These exercises are collected together here because they can be explored without reference to either character or text. Some are simply about having fun and getting energised; others will require connection on a much deeper level.


The exercises are ordered in such a way that they begin with solo explorations, move on to work done in pairs, and then to games involving a group.




Solo Work





1. Circles of Attention


Lie on the floor on your back. Make sure you are warm before you start, as you will be in this position for some time.


Feel the weight of the floor beneath you, supporting you. As you lie there, allow yourself to feel relaxed, but remain alert so that if someone clapped their hands you would be ready to jump up and run around the room. Notice how you are feeling. Note any points of tension in your body. Are your hands clenched? Is your neck locked? Isolate the areas of tension and ease them out.


Be aware of your breathing. Allow the breath to come in and out in an easy, wave-like motion. Just as the tide drives the wave and draws it back, so your breath enters and leaves your body without you having to force it.


Listen to the sounds that your body makes. Acknowledge your physical presence in the space.


Without losing the sense of yourself in the room, listen to other noises that you might be able to hear. Are the pipes creaking? Can you hear the ticking sounds coming from the strip lighting above you? A room is full of sounds; we just need to give ourselves time to listen to them.


If your mind wanders don’t get cross with yourself, because that is a distraction that will lead to tension. Just gently return your focus to all those noises pulsing through the room.


Now allow yourself to take in sounds coming from outside of the room, but in its immediate vicinity. Can you hear voices? Are the leaves on the trees rustling in the wind? Did you notice a door slamming nearby?


Imagine that the space around you is like an elastic band that can expand or decrease according to your will. Expand the elastic band of your imagination and listen to noises from further away. Can you hear a baby’s first cry from the local hospital? Can you hear a couple arguing in a parked car a few streets away? If your mind wanders, gently bring it back.


Now expand that band of imagination further still. You can listen to anything you want in the world: your mother singing to herself from behind a closed bathroom door; oil wells dripping in Texas; skis cutting through hard snow. You can hear anything at all that your imagination cares to focus on. All you have to do is listen.


Now expand that band even further. What does it sound like in space? Does the air hum with thick silence? Do meteorites smash noisily into each other? Do stars have an electric sound? Allow yourself to float through space, listening to all the extraordinary sounds that you can imagine.


Gently bring yourself back through all the stages of listening, allowing that band to shrink towards you until you are back in the room again, listening to your own breathing and heartbeat. Notice any changes, physically or emotionally, that you might be experiencing.










	Time

	Skills






	15

	Focus, Imagination, Relaxation









2. Breath


Lie on the floor on your back.


To begin with, simply inhale for a count of four and then release that breath for a count of four. Both the inhalation and exhalation should be done through your nose rather than your mouth.


Once you have established this pattern of breath put one hand on your chest and the other on your belly. Take a deep breath in through the nose. As you do so, check that it is your diaphragm that expands and not your chest. Having one hand on each area will help you to notice what is happening to you physically and to make any adjustments necessary. Begin to establish a pattern where you take six to ten breaths per minute. Continue this simple process for ten minutes.


Now sit up and put your right thumb over your right nostril. Inhale deeply through your left nostril. When you have inhaled fully, place your right ring finger over your left nostril and release your thumb, now exhale through your right nostril. Continue this for ten minutes, inhaling through the left nostril and exhaling through the right.


Stand up and take a long, slow breath full of air through your nose. Follow this immediately with a quick strong exhale that is initiated from deep in your belly.


When you have established this pattern, speed the process up so that you are inhaling and exhaling through your nose every couple of seconds. Do a total of ten breaths in this way.


Remaining standing, now close your eyes and concentrate on tightening and relaxing each muscle group for two or three seconds at a time. Start with your feet, not forgetting your toes, move up through your knees, thighs, buttocks, chest, hands, arms, neck, jaw and right up into your eyes. All the time you should maintain a steady flow of deep, slow breaths, in and out through your nose. Make sure that, as you stand there, you are not slumping in your body, or straining by lifting your chin too high.


Note


This series of exercises should be done in a room that is neither too hot nor too cold. If you have a blocked nose, blow it before you start. If you are asthmatic, be careful as the continual deep breathing could provoke your asthma.










	Time

	Skills






	30 +

	Breathing, Focus, Relaxation









3. Rays of Energy


Close your eyes and begin to ease the tension out of your body starting with your feet and working up to the top of your head.


As you begin to relax, feel your breath moving through your body.


Visualise your breath as energising, warm, yellow sunlight. As you breathe in, see the light travelling from the very top of your head down to your toes. As you exhale, reverse the direction of the flow of light, so that it begins in your toes and journeys up to the top of your head.


Continue to relax, feeling the breath through your whole body, and as you inhale, imagine that your inward breath is absorbing the energy from the surrounding room.


As you exhale, send that energy back so that it reaches the furthest corner of the room from where you are standing.


Now, making sure that you have some distance from anyone or anything around you, raise your arms so that the palms of your hands are facing outward. Inhale energy and then exhale it, imagining as you do so that your breath is coming from your outstretched palms. Direct the energy of that breath to someone or something else in the room.


Repeat the process until you have established the flow of energy in and out of you. Maintain your visualisation of warm, yellow sunlight as you inhale and exhale.










	Time

	Skills






	10 +

	Energy, Relaxation









4. Centres of Energy


Make sure that you are warm enough. You will be still for some time. Lie on the floor on your back, close your eyes and still your thoughts.


Picture yourself on a warm, sandy beach. The sand beneath you is soft, but it is also firm enough to support you.


Allow your head to sink into this soft sand and feel its warmth radiate through your body. It seeps across your shoulders, down your back, along your arms, elbows and hands. Feel the warmth in your buttocks, down the length of your legs into your heels and through to your toes. Lie for a few moments enjoying this warmth, and as you do so pay attention to your breathing. Think of your breathing as a wave. Without apparent effort the tide goes in and out – it is the same with your breath. Breathing should be an easy, natural process.


Focus on the base of your spine and imagine that you can see a vibrant red glow of energy gently rotating there. This is the root or base centre, your connection with the earth. Think of this as your sense of identity, your sense of self. Spend some time infusing that red glow with ever-brighter colour and intensity as it rotates in the base of your spine. Feel an increasing sense of self.


Move your focus to your lower abdomen and now imagine that there is a bright globe of orange energy there. This is your creative centre, your sexual centre. Spend time paying attention to this area and keep infusing the globe with a vivid orange colour.


Now shift your focus to your solar plexus, which is the knot of nerve endings housed between your stomach and your spine. Think of this as your emotional centre and spend time picturing a yellow sphere swirling and massaging that knot of nerve endings.


The centre of your chest is your heart centre. Picture a vibrant, emerald-green sphere swirling right in the middle of your ribcage. Infuse the heart centre with green light and allow it to radiate from your body.


Next, focus on your throat, your communication centre. When we are blocked, emotionally or creatively, the blockage is often manifested in a constriction of our vocal cords. Now imagine your throat opening and fill it with an intense, sky-blue colour. Picture a sky-blue swirling sphere of energy massaging your vocal cords.


Your forehead houses your third eye and is the centre for clairvoyance. You use this centre to develop a sense of alertness, which enables you to be almost ahead of the moment that you are in. This is a powerful centre as it is one step away from your subconscious. Spend some time investing this centre with a vibrant violet energy.


Now you have reached the top of your head, or your crown centre. Focus your attention there and imagine that the top of your head is opening up, letting a stream of light come pouring in. This centre is infused with ultraviolet light, and through it we communicate with the universe.


Imagine that this stream of light is cascading down your body. As it descends, it ignites the violet light in the middle of your forehead; passing through the sky-blue energy in your throat; through the emerald-green heart centre and lighting it up; as it passes down through the emotional centre in the solar plexus, which resonates with yellow energy; then down to the creative centre in your lower abdomen, lighting the orange sphere there; and travelling finally down to the base of your spine, where the red sphere grounds you and connects all your energy centres, right the way up your spine.
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