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FOREWORD





I once met Sinead Cusack at a Christmas party. The previous year she’d been offered a job by Max Stafford-Clark. She’d heard about the way he works. (Max requires his actors to action each line of text and to annotate their scripts, sitting around a table for two to three weeks of rehearsal to achieve this.)


Sinead had told him, ‘I’d love to work with you, but I know how you work and I have to say upfront I can’t do it and I won’t do it.’


Max replied, ‘Try it for a week.’


‘No.’


‘I really want you to play this part. Give me four days.’


‘No.’


‘Three days.’


‘Absolutely not.’


‘Give me two days and if you’re not happy, we’ll do it your way.’


A big gesture from the immaculate Max. So finally, consigning the first two days of rehearsal to what she imagined would be a complete waste of her time, Sinead agreed to do the job.


She told me, ‘I did it his way for two days, then three days, then a week. Two weeks later we were still at it.’ She took a sip of mulled wine, tasting the memory, then in her gorgeous liquid brogue said, ‘How did I ever act before that?’


I have worked with actors whose foreheads hit the table at the very mention of an action. I have worked with actors who energetically resist the idea that rational thought might be part of their creative process. But I have helped transform some young actors by converting them to a belief in Actioning. More instructively, I have worked with many actors (and I include in this all the best ones) for whom actions are a second language. Not a foreign language or an exotic one, but a technical articulation of the elusively human. A good actor talks about actions like a builder-decorator talks about the nature of nails or the colour of paint. Actions can lead an actor from confusion to clarity, from muddle to magnificence, from the clichéd to the complex.


This thesaurus of riches can help the actor develop that language. The final section is a genuine tool, using which the actor can analyse any one moment of his character’s journey, define instinctively the basic polarities of feeling towards another character, then select the intensity of that feeling, and thus arrive at a choice selection of appropriate transitive verbs.


It sounds complex, but so is dancing the salsa, and that only takes an hour or so to get into the musculature. If you want to act, or act better, actions will take you a long way on the journey to excellence.


TERRY JOHNSON












INTRODUCTION





Actions – The Actors’ Thesaurus aims to clarify a widely used rehearsal and performance technique, known by different names, but here called Actioning.


Actioning provides the stimulation for the actor to directly play each line of the text and develop alternative ways of bringing their character to life. The technique encourages performances with accurate and dramatic communication between characters.


Actioning heightens the actor’s spontaneity, discouraging him or her from monotonously and automatically replicating a tone. Everyone has seen productions – particularly of Shakespeare’s plays – where, if they were completely honest, both audience and players alike don’t have a clue about what’s going on; it’s all ‘sound and fury signifying nothing.’ Actioning should keep the actors ‘in the moment’ and deter what Peter Brook calls ‘deadly’ acting, where nothing is going on, just words being spoken.


If the actor plays a real and specific action on each sentence then, even though the audience are unlikely to be able to identify the technique or the individual action, the work will be interesting and absolutely watchable because of its precision. Actioning enforces a specificity which can liberate the actor’s performance and ensure a cohesive integrated character with each moment leading naturally onto the next.


Actioning is a starting point for use in the rehearsal room and for private textual analysis. It really comes to fruition in performance, affording actors the self-confidence to develop and refine their choices continuously. Actioning keeps the text alive by ensuring the drama is active and subject to constant redefinition.


If a whole company takes an hour to explore the principle at the start of rehearsals, a shared dramaturgical language is established. This synchronisation can save rehearsal time and facilitate more efficient communication.


Stimulation – Spontaneity – Specificity Self-confidence – Synchronisation


Actioning is primarily for actors – for established professionals and beginners alike, for students or amateur actors, for those with training and those without. Actioning can also be useful for music theatre performers, for actors wrestling with audition speeches, for those who have to breathe life into a one-dimensional television or radio commercial, or for those who have been performing a play for months and need to reinvigorate their performance.


This book can also be used by academic students of drama to deconstruct a script for its sub-textual dynamic.


The Origins of Actioning


Actioning comes from Stanislavski (1863-1938), the Russian actor/director/theorist who formulated a revolutionary acting methodology which seeks to enhance psychological depth and emotional truth in performance. His system, still studied and practised widely around the world, acted as a catalyst for other approaches to acting, including the American Method.


In his work (primarily at the Moscow Art Theatre), Stanislavski pioneered a series of exercises and rules which would allow actors to



access their emotions more freely and maintain the essential but elusive creative state.


Concentrating on Actioning may be many actors’ way of short-circuiting all elements of the rather more complex and more psychologically demanding system. Nonetheless, knowledge of key elements of Stanislavski’s system is vital before being able to begin your work on Actioning.


Units and Objectives


Finding an action for a particular moment or line of text is dependent upon understanding the Stanislavskian concept of units and objectives (sometimes called episodes and tasks). In each unit of the text, you must decide on your objective (what your character wants) before defining the action (how your character sets out to get it).


Begin by breaking the scene up into units, each containing a single defined objective. Stanislavski makes a useful analogy in An Actor Prepares. For him, the process of dividing a play into its component units is like breaking up a cooked chicken so that it can be eaten. If eaten portion by portion, then the whole chicken can ultimately be devoured. Similarly, the scene is broken into its separate ‘portions’ or units in order to be investigated. Each unit has its own title, which describes what that unit is about, and each character has his or her own objective at the heart of that unit. Like units, which can be major (whole sections of text) or minor (a single word or short sentence), so the characters’ objectives are major or minor according to how the second-to-second minutiae of the scene develops.


Stanislavski warns: ‘You should not try to express the meaning of your objectives in terms of a noun. That can be used for a unit but the objective must always be a verb.’ Take the word ‘power’, for example. Turn it into an objective:



‘I want power.’ On its own, this is too general and, therefore, unplayable. Introduce something more definitely active and the objective is better defined: ‘I want to do something to obtain power.’ The ‘something’ element of the equation helps you find your action for the unit. The actions are what you do to obtain what you want; they are the tactics you employ.


Actioning Today


The widespread use of Actioning in the professional theatre seems to have developed in Europe and the US over the last fifty years, a theory handed down by word of mouth through generations of actors and directors. The principles of Actioning are now taught at many drama schools and conservatoires and, whilst it cannot be assumed that all actors share the same dramatic language and practise the same rehearsal techniques, it is safe to say that increasing numbers of performers are aware of and use the process.


Certainly with many directors using Actioning as a fundamental rehearsal technique (the eminent British director, Max Stafford-Clark, famously spends the first few weeks of rehearsals Actioning the text), it is a process that every actor should recognise and feel comfortable with.


Although the theory of Actioning has been laid down before, this is the first time a thesaurus of transitive verbs has been specifically compiled to facilitate the actor’s work and to support this theory.









How to Action the Text


What we say and what we think or mean don’t always correspond. Take the most straightforward non sequitur: ‘Would you like a coffee?’ You could say that the speaker’s objective is simply ‘I want to offer you a drink’ but, more likely, there are a whole host of deeper impulses between the two individuals operating underneath the surface. The objective is more likely to be along the lines of ‘I want you to be relaxed’, ‘I want to show you I’m a caring person’, ‘I want you to stay the night’ and so on.


Actioning offers an immediate way of achieving this objective. The action word is a succinct and specific transitive verb which describes what your character is actually doing to another character. As the old saying goes, actions really can speak louder than words.


‘Would you like a coffee?’ could be played in many ways, according to the context of the scene and the character’s objective. Different action words might be seduce, welcome, dominate, befriend, admire, fear, disgrace, manipulate… The choice is virtually limitless – but must always be determined by the character’s objective.


Identifying Action Words


Transitive Verbs


An action word must always be a transitive verb.


A transitive or active verb is a verb (‘a doing word’) that you can actively do to someone else. It is always in the present tense and transitional, expressing an action that carries over from you (the subject) to the person you’re speaking to (the object).


A useful way to identify if a verb is transitive or not is to place it between the words ‘I’ and ‘you’ and see if the sentence makes sense.


So, in the case of charm, encourage and cherish, ‘I charm you’, ‘I encourage you’, ‘I cherish you’ all make sense and so those three verbs must be transitive. They each express an action between characters and can define the impulse under each sentence.


Transitive Verb ‘Wannabes’


Some verbs feel and sound as though they ought to be active, but in fact are not and cannot be used as actions. They will not adhere to the ‘I do something to you’ principle.


For example, ‘I interfere with you’ is not active since ‘with’ disrupts the principle. This may seem purist, but it will force you to be more specific, as there are many ways one can ‘interfere with’ someone. So, you might choose to play I disorientate you, disrupt you, muddle you, upset you, interrupt you, impede you, hamper you; all of which are transitive.


When the verb requires a noun, it is not transitive. For example, abate needs a noun – ‘I abate your fears’ – for the sentence to work. Similarly, allocate, concede and assign (‘I allocate you a place’, ‘I concede the argument to you’ or ‘I assign you the task’) cannot be action words.


Choosing the Action


Look at the text offered to you. Start by clarifying what your character wants: their objective. Then choose a transitive verb for each sentence which helps the character achieve that objective.


So if A says ‘Would you like a coffee?’ and the objective is to make B so comfortable he stays a bit longer, then A might choose to play ‘I befriend you’ or she could be more seductive and play ‘I beguile you’ as her tactic for achieving the objective.


Every action has a different flavour in the mouth, however similar the word looks on the page or synonymous you might think it is. It is your job to locate exactly the right word for the moment and then to play it.


An action is not necessarily right or wrong – instead, it is helpful or unhelpful in fulfilling the objective, enlivening the performance and telling the story. An action may or perhaps should change throughout rehearsal and performance. At the early stage of rehearsals, it is better to be instinctive in your choice and then finalise and hone the action later.


Playing the Action


Try the action out. Put the words of the text into your mouth. Drop your action in, speak your line now invested with your action. Speak the action out loud before continuing with the sentence. This can be done in the first person (“I tease you: ‘Are you the lady of the house?’”) or the third person (“Viola teases Olivia: ‘Are you the lady of the house?’”).


How does it feel? Try some other verbs, play around a little. Find the verb that feels perfect, the one that makes sense in your heart as well as in your head for that moment in the scene and to achieve that objective.


Another way to play around with getting used to the system is to speak your line to a couple of friends or colleagues, neutrally, with nothing invested in it. Then drop your action in, keeping it to yourself. Speak the sentence again, now invested with the action. Can your friends locate what action you are playing? How close are they? Try again. Can you do anything to make your playing more precise and the action clearer? The results of this exercise should not be considered a judgement on whether you can act! Rather, it is a fun way of experimenting with how many



ways you can play an action, and how effective those versions are.


Actioning is designed to help your imagination, not replace it. Stay instinctive, stay open, surprise yourself by playing something that you wouldn’t normally play, have fun. When something doesn’t work, try another option until the alchemy is right. The ways in which you achieve your objective could be as many as the imagination is infinite.


You could work in reverse and decide to identify your objective only after having actioned each sentence thoroughly and found the most appropriate action word. It’s up to you.


The Actioning Mantra


One thought. One sentence. One breath. One action…


– We choose an action for each whole thought.


– A whole thought is comprised within a whole sentence.


– This sentence should be spoken with one breath.


– And each breath should contain one action.


…One thought. One sentence. One breath. One action.


Actions in the Rehearsal Room


Some companies sit around a table for a large proportion of rehearsals deciding together what each action for each sentence should be, before putting any of the play onto its feet. They are mapping out the play’s journey, exploring all the characters’ journeys en route to the desired destination. They are building up a common interpretation and language, so that during the production run, changes can be made by the cast to enliven



and invigorate what could become staid.


Other companies might touch on the language of Actioning early on, but not explore the play exhaustively by this method, only asking what actions are at play when things become stale.


The individual actor might choose to locate their character’s actions for themselves when investigating the script: an emotional limbering-up before meeting the other characters in the rehearsal room. They might not mention to anyone else what their process is; after all, there are as many rehearsal processes as actors in the company.


Whilst Actioning can be applied by the solo actor in their preparation for playing a role, it works best when employed by a whole company. The text is re-active and works with (or against) text spoken by other characters. When a company works together to define their actions, there is the opportunity to play with and explore different actions, pick up ideas from one another and bounce off the actions of other characters. Intentions, meanings, possible actions and avenues for your character that might otherwise have been missed are revealed when Actioning together.


Whilst in life we do not generally know or understand people’s true actions, objectives and intentions towards us, Actioning affords us this unique privilege and paves the way to a more inspired and dynamic performance by all actors in the company.


Actioning a Soliloquy


But what happens if the actor is not speaking to anyone? What if the actor is working on an audition speech or soliloquy and needs to enliven and motivate it?


Let’s look at the first part of probably the most famous soliloquy of all time.


Hamlet


by Shakespeare (Act 3 Scene 1)


To be, or not to be – that is the question;


Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer


The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,


Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,


And by opposing end them. To die, to sleep,


No more; and by a sleep to say we end


The heartache and the thousand natural shocks


That flesh is heir to. ’Tis a consummation


Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep;


To sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there’s the rub.


For in that sleep of death what dreams may come


When we have shuffled off this mortal coil


Must give us pause.


Externalising the Actions


Try imagining the space inhabited with people from the character’s life and direct each complete thought to those people. This is not literal, it is imaginative. One imagines directing each sentence to X so that there is a concrete and specific impetus and objective on each line.


1) To be, or not to be – that is the question;


2) Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer


The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,


Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,


And by opposing end them.


3) To die, to sleep,


No more; and by a sleep to say we end


The heartache and the thousand natural shocks


That flesh is heir to.


For example:


1) Addressed to his father (alive or dead) and he might play the action: to defy.


2) Addressed to Claudius and he might play the action: to challenge.


3) Addressed to Ophelia and he might play the action: to comfort.


Internalising the Actions


Divide the character into his or her own lower and higher self, each having a very different identity. Then, address the text and the objective to these different aspects of oneself, as if talking to a separate person.


4) ’Tis a consummation Devoutly to be wished. To die, to sleep;


5) To sleep, perchance to dream.


6)Ay, there’s the rub.


7) For in that sleep of death what dreams may come


When we have shuffled off this mortal coil Must give us pause.


For example:


4) Directed at his lowest self – the scared, childlike boy inside Hamlet – and he might use the action: to awaken.


5) Directed at his higher self and he might play: to comfort or to console.


6) Directed to his own collapsed self-esteem and he might play: to entertain.


7) Directed to the moralising philosopher within, so he might play: to elevate.


Even if the audience doesn’t fully understand every word or thought of a complex speech, the tonal variety and textural depth provided by these actions conveys acting which is truthful and specific, rather than phoney and generalised.


Introduction to the Revised Edition


We have been delighted by the success of Actions, and inundated with feedback. As a result, for this revised edition, we have removed some of the arguably ‘unactable’ actions, and added some new ones. Some of the added actions are quite colloquial (eg. to pigeonhole or to rumble – as in ‘to find someone out’), but are hopefully usable nonetheless. Choosing actions is a subjective process, but the following tools might help you to bring some more specificity to your choices.


The Qualification


You can make your action more specific by ‘qualifying’ it with a descriptive term. It defines ‘the how of the what’ by inserting an adverb into the action. It’s impossible to provide a list of these qualifications as the list is as extensive as your imagination.


As an example, take the line ‘I wish you would stay’, and the chosen action: to implore. If your character is ruled by conformity and the desire to be polite, then you might qualify the action so it becomes: to implore with appropriate decorum; if you are sarcastic or belittling it might be: to implore with disdain. Other options might be to implore… with unbridled lust… with regret… with commanding superiority… with joy… with fundamental commitment… with honesty… with blind rage… with self-righteousness… The options are endless.


Finding a qualification is about bringing added complexity to the action, which enables you to explore two tactics and allow two energies to



resonate in that one moment. It can make your acting choices easier to access, more specific to play, and more fun.


The Action Spectrum


Something else to think about is the Action Spectrum: is it possible to play an action on an emotional spectrum of 1–100% (or 1 to 10 if you prefer)? There’s no need to be too specific; it would be an almost entirely academic exercise to distinguish between playing at 68% as opposed to 72%, for instance. But as a measure of stepping up the volume or intensity (or vice versa), it can be a useful tool. Continuing the earlier example, it would obviously be different if you were playing ‘I wish you would stay’ with the action – to implore – at the level of 90% intensity, as opposed to a level of 40%.


These additional techniques don’t detract from the essential simplicity of the Actioning process, and should only be used if they’re helpful to you and enhance your work. Anything that extends the investigative process is all good!


M.C. and M.L.W., 2011




OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
ACTIONS

MARINA CALDARONE &
MAGGIE LLOYD-WILLIAMS

Foreword by Terry Johnson

=1 B 4






OEBPS/images/pub.gif





