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Foreword


Film acting has traditionally, in the UK at least, been rather looked down on as being something that the Americans do and which really doesn’t need the technique of a theatre actor. In England, we’re mainly theatre actors, and film actors have been historically regarded as overpaid and under-talented.


But in reality, film acting can give you a real insight into acting in the theatre, because you can’t lie on film whereas you can get away with lying in theatre. In other words, the camera will see you if you are pretending. You have to be. Now, I believe you have to be in the theatre also. You have to have a technique to enlarge that state of ‘being’ so that an audience, whether it’s two hundred or two thousand, can understand what you’re saying and what you’re thinking and what you’re feeling. And you have to be able to transmit that. But in order to do that honestly, you have to be able to be in that moment – with no pretence. And if you come to film and think that you can ‘pretend’ in front of the camera (which you can get away with on stage, and which you see a lot of actors doing) – it doesn’t work.




In life, we recognise the difference between someone pretending to be angry and someone being angry. We can tell whether they really find something funny or if they’re pretending to find something funny. So, if we ‘pretend’ on stage, a perceptive audience can sometimes tell. Well – they can always tell on camera.


So I think film is a real testing ground for actors. You have to find ways to get, very quickly, into your role – to learn the techniques that you need when you’re going to shoot, probably, in short little bites. You have to understand what the scene’s about and what the arc of the scene is, as you would in theatre, but then you have to be able to get immediately into the right bit of that arc for the particular shot that’s being done. These days, people tend to shoot longer takes, shoot wide and use multiple cameras, so things are easier than they were. But you’ve still got to have tricks to make sure that – very fast – you’re ready. You don’t want directors to have to do more than two or three takes. The old days of fourteen or fifteen takes are over.


The misunderstanding arises, I think, from people assuming film and television acting is no more than being ‘real’. Hopefully you will seem to ‘be’, but you are being someone else in a different situation. You have to get yourself into that situation. Now some work doesn’t require very much. Some work requires much more, requires you have to make a huge leap – into maybe a different century or to a personality that’s completely different to you, the actor. I think great acting should be seamless. It shouldn’t show. It’s a god-given talent that some people have. I watch the great actors and try to learn from them.


Training is important. I think it’s useful to get used to the situation on set – to get used to dealing with the pressure. People will say so often, ‘Real people are so much more



interesting than actors – let’s have a real person playing that role.’ And so you bring in a real person and you put the lights on them, turn on the camera, and they just collapse with nerves. What you have to do, as an actor, is to be used to all that tension and the time pressure, and learn not to worry about it.


Keep your own space. Know the jewel that you carry – what you have to offer, that no one else can do. Make sure you are in a completely calm space that is the right space for that moment in the scene. So that you don’t see the camera, you don’t see the lights, you don’t see the technicians watching. That’s clearly very important, and you will learn to do that with practice and training.


You have to allow the lens into you. You have to be open to it but not play for it. It’s an attitude. When I say ‘Keep your own space’, it’s about making the space to allow us to see what you’re thinking, see what you’re going through. Because storytelling is what we do in a film – sharing experience, sharing emotion. And people who put things out to you tend to make you, as an audience, pull back…


I’ve always thought that making a character is like making an advent calendar. In each scene, you open a window and you just show a bit of life inside that particular room from that angle, and then the next scene you open another window…


But invite us in. Don’t feel you have to justify yourself or show yourself. You don’t. Just intrigue us…





Jeremy Irons
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Using this Book


What follows in this book is based on my five-day Acting for Screen workshops. Please refer to the Viewing Video Clips section at the back of this ebook for details on how to view the videos. 




These film clips show real moments that happened during



some of my workshops. The filming was not set up for the purposes of this book – hence the variable technical quality of the clips. Because the actors were genuinely involved in their work, the examples have an immediacy that would not have been possible to replicate in a controlled environment.


The clips are designed to enhance and elucidate the text by providing examples and visual references. You may view them as you wish but, initially, I would suggest that you watch each entire workshop after reading that chapter in the book. Alternatively, you can watch the exercises and examples as they are described in the book.


A symbol will alert you to relevant clip so that you can return to it whenever you wish. Separate sections are indicated by Workshop Number then Scene Number, so that [Click here 3.8], for example, refers to Workshop 3 (‘The Physical Life’), Scene 8 (‘Toybox: Circling’).


From time to time, I shall also add clips to my website that might be of interest: www.melchurcher.com On Twitter you can follow me @MelChurcher.


You’ll hear a few instances of strong language as the actors use examples from modern scripts, so please be aware that you might not consider it appropriate for younger viewers. It’s infrequent, though, and shouldn’t cause any worries for anyone familiar and comfortable with the average television drama after 9 p.m.











‘Qui vit sans folie
n’est pas si sage qu’il croit.’


‘He who lives without folly
is not as wise as he thinks.’


Rochefoucault (1613–80)
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Introduction


I was an actor once, so I know what it’s like to go in front of the camera. I know about the actor’s nightmares the night before filming, the butterflies in the stomach, the panic that rises when you forget your lines, the dry mouth, the racing heart, and the performance that’s over before it began.


A long time ago, I started teaching and directing and trying to calm other people who were going through what I used to experience. I began to see how the responsibility of trying to be ‘good actors’ was getting in their way. How seeking a feedback that they were really ‘feeling’ was leading to the opposite effect. How when they said it felt ‘too easy’, it had suddenly become real and powerful.


I first worked as an acting coach on a film around twenty years ago and since then I’ve been standing around on a set for months at a time, watching the monitor for twelve hours a day on more than forty major films and television productions. I have been lucky enough to see many different directors at work and to watch how the actors’ performances grew and changed with the input of those around them. I have also taught thousands of actors and would-be actors in



workshops and studios both in groups and in one-to-one sessions. Out of this work came my first book, Acting for Film: Truth 24 Times a Second, which is a thorough overview of all aspects of film acting. Now, I want to share my practical workshops, designed to prepare you further for your work on camera – work that is not only magic and instant but also long and tedious.


Marlon Brando said, ‘Acting is the least mysterious of all crafts. Whenever we want something from somebody or when we want to hide something or pretend, we’re acting. Most people do it all day long.’


Drama schools are a wonderful way to train, but they also fill you with so much information that it is sometimes hard to let it go in the moment of performance. You have to trust that, once you have done all the homework, you simply need to believe in the situation and ‘be there’. Just do what you need to get what you want – like life. And let the preparation take care of itself. You need to be able to go back to having total belief in your imagination as you did when you were five and knew that the ghosts were after you at the bottom of the garden, or the spaceship would arrive at any moment to whisk you away, or that the area under the hedge was the hut you had built on your tropical island. [Click here Introduction]


Most of us run around through life worrying about the future or dwelling on the past. Whatever your role is doing, you, the actor, have to be in the here and now in order to inhabit that role. It is a precious accomplishment to stop time. The actor and director Maria Aitken says of comedy, ‘There is only one moment and that moment is now’; D. H. Lawrence talked constantly of ‘the living moment’; Eckhart Tolle wrote a bestselling book called The Power of Now, and to quote T.S. Eliot’s poem ‘Burnt Norton’:




“   What might have been and what has been Point to one end, which is always present.


An actor has to find that power – to stop time, to be present in the present. That is the joy of our work. That is why we train.


If training hardens into one ‘technique’ or ‘method’, it ceases to be fluid and personal. You have to find what works for you and create your own perfect mix. Over time, by being eclectic and going down many different routes, I’ve discovered what I find the most helpful advice for actors working on screen:




[image: Images]   You should be as clean and as open as a child. And play the game with the same commitment and energy and total belief as a child. Make no decisions about how to play.


[image: Images]   You need to find ways to engage your whole body in that game, to store specific muscle memory, pictures and sense awareness. It is not enough simply to think about the part.


[image: Images]   You have to separate the preparation from the doing. You add to your subconscious during preparation, and you are solely in the present, engaging with your role’s conscious thoughts, during playing.


[image: Images]   You have, at the deepest level, to be working from yourself. Which brings us back to my first point. Children are not confused. They play their roles as if they themselves are the roles. Then they stop and go to tea.







What would I most like you to experience in the moment of doing your work in front of the camera? A freedom, an ease, a simplicity, a spontaneity and a release from knowing and deciding. To be as free in ‘the moment of now’ as you should be in life. It is as if you stand by a closed door, knowing where you belong in the world, knowing who might be waiting inside, responding to a need that makes you open the door and go in. But with no knowledge of what will happen next.


The Natural versus the Unnatural


Playing, imagining, empathising is natural. The child plays through the imagination and belief in the situation that the game has conjured up. We care for others because our imaginations say, ‘What if I were in this situation…?’


Reading squiggles on a page, learning the words they represent and then having to speak them exactly as they are written is not like life. Being asked to move to a particular spot, gesticulate in a certain way and then speak those lines of love in front of a camera and several hundred technicians is not natural.


In life, we never speak or move without an impulse, a need. To take prescribed words and moves and then to have a need so strong and so precise that it can only result in those words and moves is an unnatural act.


No one can teach you the natural but the unnatural can be learnt. You can wake up the child in you to release the natural and acquire the unnatural craft of the expert you must become. You need to mix the folly and bravery of the child with the wisdom of the sage. And it will be a joyful lifelong endeavour!




You are Unique


Nobody does ‘you’ like you. You are unique. You are your best asset. When you go to an audition, you are not in competition with other actors. Only you can offer your particular viewpoint of the world, your embodiment of the role. The other actors are offering their unique visions. Which version the director chooses to buy is a different matter. You may not get the part but it is as if the director chooses Aphrodite over Athene or Dionysus over Apollo, the Nile over the Tigris or the Thames over the Loire, Brando over Bogarde or Garbo over Monroe. Although only one person can be chosen for the role, no one else will play it like you. So no one is competing with the way you will play it.


What you must do is release the brakes you put on yourself. You need to trust your power of belief and thought. You need to believe that you and the role are one. Then your interpretation of the part will come fully alive and the director can make an informed decision. Directors are not psychic and can’t see the talent inside you unless it is revealed. And when you get the part, you want the role to be as alive and extraordinary and unique as you are yourself. [Click here 1.0, 1.1]


See how alive people’s eyes and faces are in life! As Georgia talks about her quarry dive, the pictures in her head are so strong that she uses gestures all the time to recreate them for her audience and in reaction to what she sees and how she feels about it. Ana’s eyes move upwards as she sees the pictures in her head again. Notice how, as she empathises with the dog’s plight, she actually ‘becomes’ the dog. Will feels his fear again as he sees the bungee jump he has to do. He feels the rope around his ankles and sees the drop beneath him. Marion relives her ordeal moment by moment. Watch her ‘see’ the big ship and then her son and



dog in her canoe. Daniela relives the absurdity of her story even before she tells it and the vivid pictures it evokes make her laugh helplessly – so we laugh too.


What About the Character?


Scripts with an Arc


[image: Images]


‘…so you see Max, I’m really you and you’re really me…’


‘I’m a dude playing a dude disguised as another dude – you’re a dude who don’t know what dude he is.’ So says Robert Downey Jnr. as Kirk Lazarus in the film Tropic Thunder (2008).


I’m going to be controversial here. I hate the word ‘character’ – as in, ‘finding my character’ or ‘it’s a character part’. I



do end up saying it occasionally in the course of a workshop because it’s sometimes hard to find an alternative – but I prefer the word ‘role’.


So often, when actors think of their ‘characters’, it is as if they hold up a cardboard cut-out in front of themselves. ‘My character…’ they say, ‘My character would/wouldn’t do this or that… he or she is not like that… he is a bastard, she is sweet…’ They talk about the ‘character’ as an idea in the third person and often judgementally – ‘She is in love with a romantic ideal’, ‘He is a bit of a nerd.’ Is the role really so self-aware that they could say that of themselves? Or are you simply standing outside looking in at the ‘character’, instead of being in their shoes? What if it was you – you ‘as if’ you’ve led the life they’ve led and are in this situation now?


I’ve lost count of the times that someone has come to me through a casting director or an agent because, although they are so right for the role, they never get cast. This person sits in my front room, beautiful, sexy and a bit edgy and I think, ‘Why are they here when they are already eminently castable?’ Then they pick up the script and the interesting human being in front of me vanishes. Suddenly, there’s a very ordinary, very needy, two-dimensional creature reading a script too fast, a little high-pitched, leaning forward towards me.


‘Why have you changed your posture/voice/attitude?’ I ask.


‘Because the character would be younger/needier/tired/sad and so on…’


But you, yourself, are so much more interesting than that, would be my comment.


So I film them talking about themselves and their recent encounters and they are always exciting to watch. Their eyes



sparkle. They light up when they talk about something they are passionate about, or someone they love. And you can see them ‘seeing’ them. There is humour in their eyes, warmth, a little cynicism. They laugh when they tell you the sad things. Their voices are alive and connected.


Then I ask them to go into a monologue they know. Instantly, as I watch the monitor, the face drops, the eyes go dead, the humour drains away and the voice is disconnected.


We play back the recording. They are always amazed. ‘Which is more interesting?’ I ask. But we both know the answer. [Click here 1.3]


You can see the life draining out of people when they begin the unnatural task of speaking text and how it comes back vividly when they allow themselves back into the work. [Click here 1.4]


Thinking of the ‘character’ can block you.


Staying Alive


The trouble is, as actors, we want to be good. We are responsible people and we try really hard. We want to know we are being honest. We concentrate on whether we ‘feel’ real rather than on what we want or what we are trying to do.


But in life, when we have emotional feelings, we generally ignore them in order to pursue what we want. We don’t sit around trying to ‘feel’. The feeling happens anyway but it is a consequence of, or a side issue to, the business of pursuing our actions. We shouldn’t be striving for some reassurance that we are connecting up with our feelings because that sends the energy back into ourselves instead of out into the world.


When we interact with others and the world around us, our energy goes outwards to deal with the situation. When we



meet an obstacle, we try to get what we want in a different way. For example, if you asked your lover, ‘Do you love me still?’ your energy would not be directed at how you feel. That would happen of its own accord. What you would be doing would be watching and listening for every lie, every sign of unfaithfulness or for the comforting reassurance of love. If your lover evaded the question, that would be an obstacle that prevented you getting your need, so you would try to get this reassurance by taking a different action. You might try hugging them, hitting out, running away hoping they will chase you, or simply asking the question again. But you would take action in the immediacy of that specific moment. You wouldn’t stop to check you were ‘feeling something’. Yet that is what many actors do all the time, even if they aren’t fully aware of it.


When actors are really connected to the moment, they say, ‘It feels too easy, I don’t feel anything is happening.’ But when they see the work back, they find to their amazement that so much more is actually happening than when they were ‘trying hard’. When I run workshops for directors I always warn them that when they get a great spontaneous take, the actor will come to them afterwards and ask them to go again because they ‘didn’t feel anything’!




[image: Images]   Get a friend to film you talking about a real experience about which you have clear memories and pictures of what happened. Talk to your friend holding the camera, don’t look straight into the lens. Your friend can interject comments and questions as they wish.


[image: Images]   Watch your eyes light up with the memories and when you mention people you love, the way you



smile before the words come out. Look how your eyes flick upwards to see the pictures in your head, how geographical you are, how physical you are, your tendency to laugh at the worst part of the story. See how alive you are. See how well you listen!


[image: Images]   Go back in front of the camera and start recounting your real experience again. Now go seamlessly into delivering a monologue you know. Watch for your eyes going dead, how the humour at the side of your eyes can disappear. Is your voice as resonant or has it become thinner in tone, lower in volume? Are you now fixed in a gaze at your friend or are your eyes still seeing those pictures in your head and the world around you? Have you started to crane forward, is your face moving more, are your eyes screwing up?


[image: Images]   Keep going back and forth between the learnt lines and the real story until you can see the life come back. Maybe it was a funny story and the monologue was sad – try it with the same energy. Is that possible? Could it be more interesting? In the role, could you still have a sense of irony, an awareness of the absurdity of it all? Do you prefer to watch it that way? If your real story was sad, did the way you told it surprise you? Would you have told it like that if you had seen it written down for the first time on the page?


[image: Images]   Be brave; don’t go into the monologue with fixed ideas. Try to keep your life and view of the world. Have the same energy on the learnt lines as when you were recounting real events.





Keep seeing how alive people are as themselves. [Click here 1.1, 1.2]




Nature and Nurture: You ‘As If…’


You are your only instrument. When you are running it is your legs, your heart pumping, your blood pressure going up. When you touch the props, it is with your fingers. And when you think, it is your memories, imagination and feelings that are involved.


Stanislavsky talked about the power of the ‘magic if’ acting as a lever to lift us out of the world of actuality into the realm of imagination. So you could change just one element away from your actual experience, such as: ‘If it were three in the morning.’ Or you could change many: ‘If it were 1609, if you had just killed your rival, if you had a humped back…’


You need to ‘endow’ yourself with the qualities you need within the imagined life of the role. For example, you could endow yourself with the quality of beauty or confidence or wealth. You could endow yourself with a limp or a lost love or a house in the country. You could endow the glass of water in your hand with the qualities of wine. Or you could say, ‘If I were now drinking wine…’ The role is you ‘as if’.


Sometimes confusion arises around the concept of ‘playing yourself’. When I say that the role is you, that doesn’t mean that it is necessarily your habitual physical self. The ‘magic if’ holds within it all the changes that would arise within you from being in a different time, having led a different life in a different world. The ‘magic if’ could affect very little or it could affect every aspect of your physical self and completely change the way you speak, hold your body or even your body itself. For example, if you were playing a role of the same age, living where you live and set in the present time, your main ‘if’ might be, ‘If I were in love with my best friend’s wife…’ But if your role were a vampire, your ‘magic ifs’ would be a long list: ‘If I needed the taste of blood like



a drug…’, ‘If I knew daylight would kill me…’, ‘If I lived alone in the cold earth all day…’, and so on. And your different needs will affect the way you interact with your new world.


But that doesn’t mean that the core of you, your essence, disappears. And it doesn’t mean that you need to change qualities that you share with the role. If, as is often the case in television, you are playing someone who lives in the same place and time as you, and is roughly the same age with a similar background – then you need only to believe in the given circumstances of the scene. If you are lucky enough to be given a role that is very different to yourself, then you need to find those differences. But you need to find them by believing that it is you standing in the shoes of the role. Not standing outside of the character, showing us an image of them as if you are conjuring up some hologram of the part. The inner life that powers your creation must be you yourself and your imagination.


Of course I’m not the first acting teacher to have said this. Let Stanislavsky explain:


“   Each person evolves an external characterisation out of himself, from others, takes it from real or imaginary life, according to his intuition, his observation of himself and others. He draws it from his own experience of life or that of his friends, from pictures, engravings, drawings, books, stories, novels, or from some simple incident – it makes no difference. The only proviso is that while he is making this external research he must not lose his inner self.


Constantin Stanislavsky
Building a Character


Or, Sanford Meisner:




“   The first thing you have to do when you read a text is to find yourself – really find yourself. First you find yourself, then you find a way of doing the part which strikes you as being in character. Then, based on that reality, you have the nucleus of the role.


Sanford Meisner
On Acting


Choose a few actors that you enjoy watching in a number of different roles. It might be an actor as chameleon-like as Philip Seymour Hoffman or Alec Guinness. It might be someone who plays across many different genres like Johnny Depp, Cate Blanchett, Emily Blunt or Kate Winslet. Now, ask yourself this: ‘Do I believe them in the many different roles they play?’ If you answer ‘yes’, then ask this: ‘Do I ever go to the movie and feel cheated because they weren’t really there?’


Whether a good actor plays many different kinds of roles or generally the same kind is a different issue. That may be due to market forces or a disinclination to vary roles, but in either case the ‘core’ of the actor is always there.


When watching clips of herself at an awards ceremony, Judi Dench said that she hated watching herself because she felt that she always looked the same. That is because she could see the truth of herself in every clip. But equally, each role showed a different facet of herself: a different physicality and a different view on the world. Whether she is playing an embittered lonely schoolteacher in Notes on a Scandal (2006), Queen Victoria in Mrs Brown (1997) or a modern working woman in the television sitcom As Time Goes By (1992), she is totally believable as the role but still, essentially, Judi Dench. She doesn’t short-change us.


Think about putting on different clothes. They can change the way we look, the way we move, even the way we speak. They



can change the way we interact with others. They even make us feel different. But it is always us inside, wearing them.


Look at the way we interact with different people in our lives. How we move between the role of parent, child, teacher and employee. How differently we act, hold our bodies and deal with our status in each situation. And yet, which one is really us? All of them, surely.


A child doesn’t say, ‘This character’s Superman – he can fly.’ The child says, ‘I’m Superman – I can fly!’


When you first read a script, you are allowed to analyse it and to think about your role objectively:




[image: Images]   Write a short autobiography of your role. Use everything you can from your script and fill in the rest. Think about specific incidents that have led you to be as you are. Draw from your own life, experiences of others and your imagination. If your role is afraid of fire – why? If your role finds it difficult to socialise – why? What has made you as you are at the beginning of the story?


[image: Images]   Make a list of all the similarities between you and your role and all the things that are different. You only have to find the differences.


[image: Images]   Work on the differences. If you are playing a doctor, you need to know the life you lead. You need to be able to use the instruments, relate to the nurses, and deal with the patients. You do it every day. Suppose it is set in 1860 – you need to know about that world. What art do you like? What music do you hear? What do you do for entertainment? How do you relate to people of a different sex, class or nationality? What are your



political views? Do you have any? How does a corset change your movement? And so on.


[image: Images]   Find pictures, music or objects to inspire you. If you are living in a different period, then you need to research it thoroughly: museums and art galleries are good places to start. If you are somewhere you’ve never been, then go to a travel agent and pick up a brochure on the place to make what you see in your imagination more specific. Or at least search for it online. Or ‘endow’ somewhere you do know with those qualities. If the place doesn’t exist – you must make it exist. Actors who talk about places, people or events in the lives of their roles without having the least idea of what or who they are always amaze me. Be warned – the camera will see no life or light in your eyes if you do that!





Now you need to come out of your head to explore your physical reality. To work through your body and instincts. To know the way of life that has shaped you.




[image: Images]   After your initial digging into the script, when thinking through your part, always say ‘I’rather than ‘she’ or ‘he’. Why complicate your life by separating yourself from your role? By saying ‘he’ or ‘she’ you are standing outside the role, looking in. So, ‘I hate my boss’, ‘It terrifies me to leave the house’, ‘I want him to love me’, and so on… [Click here 1.4]


[image: Images]   You need to explore the day-to-day life you lead. How does it affect you physically? How does it affect the way you speak? The way you move?



Which senses are important to your life? A gardener, a watchmaker, a hunter, a pianist, a skater will have developed different senses.


[image: Images]   Find a physical activity that you feel your role would do. Something that allows you to enter the life you will inhabit, such as embroidering, whittling a stick, arranging flowers or collecting stamps. This can also be a useful way of getting back into the role when you have had large gaps in filming.


[image: Images]   Remember that not all roles are naturalistic. (Think of some of Johnny Depp’s!) For these you have to find a heightened physicality – through physical metaphors, dancing, singing or anything else you can think of. Find that child within you – children have no problems with superheroes or fantastical creatures!





Some actors simply feel that they ‘channel’ the ‘character’ through themselves, or act as mediums for the role to take over. That is another way to look at it. It is still using yourself and not imposing a character from the outside. It is still allowing yourself to inhabit or embody this new role and to give yourself permission to enter fully into new, brave territory.


Stepping into the Role


Actors can block themselves by standing outside their roles or having preconceived ideas – by relinquishing these and by taking on the role’s viewpoint, they release their acting. [Click here 1.4]


If you still feel separated from, or judgemental about, your role when you have done your preparation, try this:




[image: Images]   Shut your eyes and see him or her in a magic circle in front of you. View them as if you were standing behind them. Really observe them.


[image: Images]   Now see them as if you were playing the role. Study the back of your imagined self in great detail. See how you are dressed, stand and move. Hear yourself speak.


[image: Images]   Now take a step forward and literally step into the role. Open your eyes. Now you and the role have become indivisible. You see the world from their point of view – as ‘I’. The needs of the role are your needs. The actions you will take are your actions.


[image: Images]   Speak your thoughts aloud. Speak your dialogue. Move out of your circle and into your imaginary world.





This is an excellent physical metaphor to stop you viewing your character as a third person.


All of this work applies to acting in every medium, but for camera work it is crucial. Anything false or untrue will show glaringly on the screen. And the fine work you learn to do in front of the camera will inform your work on stage. Sometimes we get away with things on stage that we can’t in front of the camera. When you return to theatre, you will feel a new power and reality there too.


For further reading, I recommend the chapter in Stanislavsky’s Creating a Role called ‘The Period of Physical Embodiment’, and I quote him once again:


“   An actor can alter the circumstances of the life portrayed… he can develop habits in his role which are not native to him, and methods of physical



portrayal as well, and he can change his mannerisms, his exterior. All this will make the actor seem different in every role to the audience. But he will always remain himself too.


Constantin Stanislavsky
Creating a Role


Differences Between Stage and Screen


This is a good moment to analyse the differences between stage and screen, since most actors will have gone to drama school or university where the emphasis is primarily on stage acting or will have been drawn to performing by appearing in school plays or entertaining friends and family. It is true that the basic building blocks of acting are the same in both media. But some of the demands made by screen will take even experienced theatre actors by surprise and there is little preparation for them at present in the way most actors are trained. There are many important differences between stage and screen, but let’s start with the big three:


1. There is no audience


2. You work out of order


3. You rehearse alone


1. There is No Audience


This really is the biggest one. It permeates the work at the subtlest level imaginable. Because, for most of us, performing has always been tied up with performing to somebody. So we have to take ourselves back to ‘child’s play’, the private imaginative world that you used to inhabit. It is fascinating that in many languages the word for performing in a drama is the same word as that used for having fun: to play, jouer, spielen, giocare, leka, spille, and so on.




You have to make your imagination so strong that you can inhabit a real world where only you and the other characters exist. There is no audience watching you. It is like life, except that you are being closely observed by a camera. Indeed, you may be invaded by the camera.


Let’s be clear about this. That camera is not an audience. You don’t want to hide from the camera; you have to allow it to observe you. But you mustn’t play to it.


The director is not your audience either. He or she is usually tucked away behind a monitor, watching, and is not concerned with the physical actuality of you on the set, but with your two-dimensional image inhabiting the screen world.


The crew is certainly not an audience and you need to resist any desire to play to them. They are there, involved in their own particular expertise. They don’t really know or even care about how you do your work – the property master is looking at the props to check they are right, the costume designer is evaluating the clothes and the sound mixer is listening for passing aeroplanes.


Most of the crew can’t even hear you (and shouldn’t be able to if you are talking to another actor who’s two feet away). Only the few people with headphones will hear you: the producer (who’s thinking of the budget), the script supervisor (who’s listening to check you’re keeping to the script), the sound department (who are still searching for the mysterious hum), and the director – who is the only one wondering whether he or she believes you or not.


It is hard for us not to want to find an audience. I was working with a really experienced stage actor on a new television series, and he confessed that he was finding filming really hard because he felt that he needed to show the crew that he was a good actor. This was very honest of him and is likely to apply to most of us when we are insecure in a new situation.




But we need to fight that desire to ‘show’ anyone anything. At the moment of acting, we must allow our game-playing self to truly believe that there is no world outside our imaginative reality.


You need only to think, and to think at every moment (just as we do in life). If you try to show us what you are thinking, however subtly – you’ve added an audience. If you try to show the subtext (when you don’t want the other character to see it) – you’ve added an audience. If you speak ‘past’ the other person in the scene to reach somewhere else – you’ve added an audience. And we won’t believe you. And, actually, I don’t think any of the above work for you on stage either. It is just that you might get away with cheating more easily. And, as I’ve suggested, what you learn about truth by working on camera can be taken back to your stage work. I was watching some clips of Judi Dench showing her work both on stage and screen, and she is equally honest in both.


So to avoid a hidden audience:




[image: Images]   Think hard and trust that is enough. Don’t show us what you are thinking. [Click here 1.5]


[image: Images]   Pursue what you want. Make it crucial to get it. Don’t show us how it affects you – just get on with getting it.


[image: Images]   Don’t colour your voice with emotion. That is you viewing the scene from the outside. Just speak as you would to get what you want or hide what you feel. If you watch people talking on the news or a documentary about the most terrible things, you will hear how factual they are. They don’t need to show you what they feel; they just set about telling you the facts. Naturally, feelings may well up, but they deal with them to get on with the task.







Of course, you hope that an audience will see your work one day. But that is at a future point after the director and editor have recreated the work out of all the raw footage that has been shot. When the viewers see flickering images on a screen or watch the lit box in the corner of the room, you will not actually be there. And this audience has nothing to do with you and your work on set.


Theatre Dynamics


[image: Images]


Screen Dynamics


[image: Images]




Above is a visual representation of the difference in the dynamics between actors and audience and actors and camera. In the first diagram (for theatre) the actors are at the apex of the triangle and they radiate energy between themselves and outwards towards the audience on the wide end of the triangle – shown by the directional arrows both between the actors and between the actors and audience. The arrows from the audience towards the actors represent their gaze. The arrows in this diagram go in both directions.


In the second diagram (for screen) the actors operate at the wide end of the triangle and the camera is at the apex. The directional arrows go between the actors and from the camera to the actors. The actors receive the camera’s inanimate gaze. They allow it to observe them. But there are no arrows in the direction of actors to camera.


Will you miss the audience? The release from an audience can be a thrilling and liberating one – that return to the fantasy world you knew as a child. I hope you will often return to theatre to experience the immediate contact and two-way traffic that you have on stage, but there are parts of your work even there where an audience shouldn’t exist.


The great theatre and film actor Michael Redgrave was asked whether he missed an audience when working on screen. He answered, ‘Why should I? I do not miss an audience at rehearsals when the character is being created, and some of the most exciting moments of creative acting take place at rehearsals.’ [Click here 1.5]


Jack ‘shows’ us what he is thinking and then simply thinks. If you look carefully you can see the subtle shifts but, like life, they are subtle. There is no audience to share them with.




2. You Work Out of Order


One of the reasons that it’s great to act in theatre is that you have the luxury of working through the story in linear fashion. Each night you start at the beginning and finish at the end – and then go to the pub. Each night the journey is subtly different but the framework is the same.


In film and television, very rarely do you film scenes in order. This is for logistical reasons – you shoot all the scenes that are set in the same location together, do the night scenes in blocks or work around the availability of the leading actors.


So you are constantly moving around in time and space – arriving at the North Pole before you’ve left home, burying a lover before you’ve met them, killing your enemy before you’ve signed up for the Secret Service. Sometimes you go back to scenes that you have shot months before – or even longer. For example, Andy Serkis has said that his last day on set as Gollum in The Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001–3) was actually completing a scene which had started shooting on his first day on the set, four years before!


Here are some simple suggestions to prepare for this filmic jigsaw puzzle:




[image: Images]   First, read the whole script thoroughly – not just your scenes. You’d be surprised how many actors check only their own lines! Ridiculous – but we are all tempted to do it. (This tendency is particularly prevalent amongst actors who have only a small scene or are in a long-running television series.)


[image: Images]   Jot down a short synopsis of the plot.


[image: Images]   Take a pack of filing cards. Use one card for each scene. Include every scene you are in – even ones in which you don’t speak.


[image: Images]   Write the scene number on the top right-hand side. (The scene number is less likely to change than the page number.)


[image: Images]   Now write where you have come from at the top of the card and where you are going to at the bottom of the card.


[image: Images]   Add the time of day and where you are.


[image: Images]   Write down what you want or need in the scene – what drives you.


[image: Images]   Put in all the other characters in the scene with you and anything particular that you feel or know about them at that time, such as ‘I’ve just found out she’s pregnant’, ‘I’m beginning to suspect he’s having an affair’, etc.


[image: Images]   Put in any particular circumstances like the fact that it is stifling hot, that you’ve still got a sore left foot, that you’re hungry, etc.


[image: Images]   Don’t bother with the text – that’s in the script. Now tether all the cards together with a ribbon or a piece of string. Now you have a flick book of your journey through the film. If scenes get added, you simply add a card. If one gets cut, you remove the card.





Don’t neglect the instruction to write down where you arrive from. You are not coming onto set to play a scene. You are inhabiting a real life, which, from time to time, we film. The marvellous television actor Peter Barkworth (who also wrote two excellent books on acting) would come into a scene



finishing some other business, like putting a handkerchief away – having blown his nose. You felt he really was coming from somewhere specific. The film actor Herbert Lom says that his first director told him his most valuable advice: to know where you’re coming from and where you’re going to.


You may wonder why you don’t write all this information directly into your script. Well, television tends to stick to a few drafts but movies go through many, many versions. When a screenplay is ready for shooting, it is known as a ‘locked script’. Every revision that is made after that arrives on a different coloured paper. The script that happens to be on my table at the moment is Defiance (2008). The ‘locked script’ was in May 2007. It then went through many revisions in different colours: blue, pink, yellow, green, goldenrod, salmon, cherry, buff, tan and then through the colours again all the way to cherry between June and October 2007. That makes seventeen different scripts and part-scripts before the film was completed. And that is, by no means, exceptional. So, by the time you’ve written your notes on the first three scripts, you will give up transferring them. Also a script is bulky to carry around and you will probably prefer to use the smaller A5 ‘sides’ which contain the latest dialogue changes and are issued on each day of the shoot.


Preparing these cards will also ensure that you do detailed homework on the scenes. You will feel secure and prepared and, if the order of the scenes changes at the last moment, you have only to flick through your cards to know where you are in the plot. When you arrive at the set at six in the morning and find out that it blew down in the night and they are not shooting Scene Thirty, but Scene Sixty-two, you will not panic. You will calmly take out your cards, see where you are in the plot and brush up your lines in make-up.






[image: Images]   If your role has a specific goal to reach or is experiencing continuing or progressive changes, you may want to go further than the cards and produce a graph. For example, when I worked with Jet Li on the film Unleashed/Danny the Dog (2005), Jet had to change from acting as a dog into becoming a man – both physically and mentally. We had a graph on the wall of his trailer that plotted his path from dog to man, and where he fell back from his journey, scene by scene. This meant that, at any moment during filming, he knew exactly where he was both physically and emotionally.
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