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    With fondness and happy memories, this book is dedicated to the members of The Hamlett Players.


Not a day goes by when I’m penning a new script that I’m not imagining how I would cast it from among your talented ranks and wishing we were all still together. 


Thank you for teaching me everything I know about how to listen to actors.





**********
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INTRODUCTION
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Once upon a long ago time, one of the requirements to earn a Girl Scout merit badge in Dramatics was to attend a full-length play and write a review about it. Since this was a subject of interest to half the girls in the troop, we were trundled off in our snappy green uniforms and matching berets to the nearest community theater by our scout leader and her assistant.

Although the title of the play has faded from memory, the clarity hasn’t dimmed that it involved a magnificent Arabian castle, a beautiful princess, a handsome young sultan in disguise and a requisite villain determined to keep them apart. The director even came out to meet us and to ask if we’d like to come backstage after the show. Certainly, I thought, there’d be extra points to be had for getting a genuine behind-the-scenes tour and meeting the actors.

Why, then, were the two moms in charge of us so adamantly opposed to the idea? “It will ruin all the magic for you,” they declared.

How could this be even remotely possible, I wondered. I was already envisioning all the spectacular rooms the grand staircases must lead to and wanting to see all of the clothes the princess had in her closet. There had to have been a castle kitchen, too, and I was curious what kind of meals the characters were eating. The sultan-in-disguise made reference to the horse he had ridden across the desert. Was it black? Was it white? Was it munching on grass on the other side of an exterior wall?

Seeing all of these amazing things was exactly what yours truly wanted to do, and I persuaded my fellow scouts to join me in a display of solidarity. 

“Don’t say we didn’t warn you,” the moms murmured as we happily followed the director behind the magic curtain.

The first thing I noticed was that it was only the façade of a castle, not an entire building. It was canvas and plywood and braced from the back with 2x4s and lots of metal so it wouldn’t fall over. The staircases led to platforms with ladders so the actors could climb down to ground level after they exited. The full moon wasn’t really the moon but, rather, a bright disk hung from the ceiling that could be turned off with an ordinary wall switch. The sultan not only didn’t have dreamy blue eyes (it was intense turquoise eye shadow) but also had a bad complexion made worse by layers of pancake makeup. Nor was the princess a beauty with flowing blond locks—minus the wig she had discarded on her dressing table, her natural hair was short, flat and mousey brown. 

And the sultan’s magnificent horse? Believe me, I looked every place a horse could conceivably be sequestered and found nary a hoof print.

Our scout leaders were looking smug when we finally rejoined them on the other side of the footlights. Had we learned a lesson about the fakery of illusion? My fellow scouts solemnly nodded, disappointed in what they had just seen.

Not me. 

If theatre could create the kind of powerful magic to suspend belief and make people believe that everything was real, I knew at that moment this was the world I wanted to belong to when I grew up. Happily, that career dream came true in ways I would never have expected. It not only led to my acting and directing for 16 years but running my own touring theatre company—The Hamlett Players—as well. (And yes, Hamlett really is my last name.)

Though my days of treading the boards have long gone the way of memory, the passion for playwriting is still very much alive. If that’s the sort of journey you, too, have been dreaming of pursuing, you’ve come to the right starting place. And if perchance you reach the end of the book and feel there’s anything I’ve left out, I invite you to send me an email via my website at www.authorhamlett.com. Having been blessed with so many wonderful mentors who showed me the ropes, I’m only too happy to encourage the dreams of aspiring playwrights worldwide.

See you at the theater!

––––––––
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USING YOUR SENSES TO INSPIRE CREATIVITY
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For non-writers, one of the most mystifying things about the creative process is, ‘Where do ideas come from?” It’s as if they believe there’s a secret vault on a remote island somewhere which can only be accessed by savvy wordsmiths. Within this vault are all the ideas a writer would ever need in a lifetime to pen poems, songs, short stories, novels, plays, movie scripts, etc.

I recall an older lady asking me one evening after a performance how I was able to come up with so many plots for my plays. I quipped that I subscribed to the Schenectady Idea Service for $5 a month and it sent me new material every 30 days. “Yes,” she said with a nod of satisfaction, “I figured it had to be something like that ...”

In reality, ideas are not only all around us 24/7 but can be freely tapped by anyone who wants to use them. Let’s start with our own senses and see where the process can take us.

*****
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My former mother-in-law was an avid collector of cookbooks. The best ones, she always said, were those that were written with such passion and clarity “you can practically smell the flavors right off the page.” 

Engaging a reader in that level of sensory connection is more than just an artful blend of savvy wordsmithing and sumptuous color photographs. It’s the author’s intimate knowledge of the culinary arts—the “been there/done that” expertise—which gives the recipes the authenticity a non-cook might find hard to articulate. Much of this is due to the fact that cooking is a skill set which actively engages all five senses—the texture of ingredients, the tantalizing aromas, the sound of the sizzle, the ability to distinguish sweet/sour/salty/bitter flavors, and the sight of an appealing meal. 

In contrast, what we’ve been taught since grade school about the craft of writing largely focuses on the stimuli we receive through our eyes and ears. Yes, we’re writing about what we know as a product of our observations and experiences, but how much more creativity could we unleash if we put the rest of our senses to the task?

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF SMELL

Memory and smell have long been intertwined, an imprint relationship starting at birth but diminishing as we age or if our olfactory receptors are impaired by disease. The brain’s ability to associate smells with particular emotions, events and people is why the faintest whiff of perfume, cookie dough or burnt rubber can immediately transport us to the past and trigger sharp memories of a lost love, Christmas at Grandma’s, or a car accident we were lucky to walk away from. 

In my own experience, for instance, I can’t smell cows without remembering every detail of the rainy afternoon our Girl Scout troop went on a field trip to a dairy farm. Yep, those wet Holsteins are still running around in my head ... despite the passage of over 50 years.

Scents can also affect our mood without having any connection to the past. As an example, my imagination always conjures a late 1800s manor house library whenever I encounter someone smoking a Cavendish blend of vanilla pipe tobacco or wearing sandalwood aftershave.  Certain aromas of incense invite moonlit images of gypsy caravans, while “new car smell,” fresh cut lumber and hedgerows of star jasmine promote an inexplicable sense of optimism.

Exercises


	What does your neighborhood smell like? Whether it’s a big city, suburbia or the countryside, take a half hour walk and breathe deeply, making note of the various aromas emanating from gardens, garbage, industrial sites, bodies of water, restaurants and the open windows of neighbors’ kitchens. Write a series of flash fiction stories in which each scent you’ve recorded is associated with a character or event.

	Follow that nose. With the exception of fresh seafood, coffee blends and certain fruit, you probably don’t pay much attention to supermarket smells. For this exercise, have a trusted friend blindfold you and walk you through the aisles of a grocery store. Each time a distinctive aroma hits your nostrils, use a mini-recorder to describe how the scent makes you feel. For the second part of this exercise, remove the blindfold and visit the aisles that sell packaged and canned goods as well as cleaning supplies. Assess whether the label designs and colors influence your expectations of what a product smells like (i.e., do you assume a detergent in a yellow box will smell like lemons). Create a series of advertising slogans in which scent is the key “hook.”

	Non-Scents. A lot of elements around you defy olfactory association. Colors, for instance. And emotions. And household appliances. Yet that’s exactly what this exercise is all about. For each of the following, describe its attributes in terms of a smell: (1) grey, (2) warm towels, (3) clouds, (4) melancholy, (5) jewelry, (6) tax returns, (7) superstition, (8) red, (9) mist, (10) microwave.



TACTILE TECHNIQUES

Feeling a hooky coming on? The art of a convincing call-in to report to your boss that you’re under the weather when you’re perfectly fine is all in the right staging. It’s more than just having props within reach which make you repeatedly sneeze; it’s about working up a breathless, heated sweat, plunging your hands in ice water for 45 seconds before you call, and donning your most unattractive, ratty bathrobe and zipping it up to the neck. In a nutshell, whatever you can make your body feel will manifest in the way you describe your symptoms to a listener.

If you tend to be analytically oriented in your approach to writing, focusing on how things feel can broaden your creativity. Consider, for instance, that our largest sensory organ—skin—contains more than four million receptors for detecting textures, temperatures, and sensations such as tingling, vibrations and pressure. The rapid speed with which the brain interprets whether an external stimulus is safe or harmful—coupled with a personal frame of reference—means that you likely give little thought to your sense of touch unless you’re comparing fabrics, testing durability, feeling your way through a dark room, engaging in intimacy or reading Braille.

Exercises

	Borrow a page from Halloween haunted houses for this first one. Have a friend set out 10 bowls containing elements such as cooked pasta, crumpled potato chips/crackers/cereal, buttermilk, mud, mashed potatoes, grapes, seaweed, a wiglet, wet sponge pieces, a cold lumpy soup, wet socks, cottage cheese, candy corn, mashed bananas, gummy worms and rubber bugs. Put on a blindfold and allow yourself to be guided to put your hand into each bowl. Rather than trying to guess what it really contains, give your imagination free rein to envision something horrifying (i.e., a bowl full of squishy eyeballs). Write a flash fiction story based on the most lingering of these tactile sensations.








	Put on a silk blouse/shirt and soft pants, sit in your most comfy spot, and compose a short romantic scene on your laptop or in a notebook. Next, put on something that is scratchy and too tight, sit in a straight-back wooden chair and rewrite the scene. Experiment some more by writing the scene in a room that is too cold, followed by one that is too hot and stuffy. Write barefoot – first by wiggling your toes into a deep plush rug, then by putting your feet in a box lid full of gravel.








A MATTER OF TASTE

There’s a reason they call it “comfort food.” Whether it’s a favorite sandwich, pasta, a pot pie, meatloaf or even a bowl of oatmeal, comfort foods are those which evoke sentimental thoughts, are easy to fix, relieve physical ailments (i.e., chicken soup), or lower the emotional stress of a broken heart, a bad hair day, or feelings of guilt from spending too much money. Interestingly, studies have shown that what triggers the craving for a comfort food differs between the sexes—men being drawn to it because they’re feeling positive and women because they’re feeling negative. 

Our perceptions of what something will taste like are as much a product of the diversity of flavors we were exposed to during childhood as it is to the power of suggestion planted in our minds by the person doing the selling or serving. If, for instance, your older brother told you that Brussels sprouts tasted like greasy, grimy gopher guts, your taste buds would be primed to spit out the first bite before it even reached your lips. Conversely, if the sommelier commends your wine selection and says you’ve chosen an excellent year, isn’t the vino going to taste that much better than if he said, “Uh, yeah, sure, it’s okay I guess.”

Our sense of taste is also influenced by the environment in which we’re eating—and it’s not just how fast we’re consuming it. The higher and more persistent/frenzied the noise level, the more you lose the ability to gauge the saltiness and sweetness of your food (and probably add more to compensate). Play calming music at roughly the same level as a normal conversation and the food will not only be more flavorfully enjoyed but also allow you to think more clearly and creatively.

Exercises


	Make a list of your favorite comfort foods. In short story format, relate your earliest memory of each one, including who prepared it, the occasion and setting, what kind of plate it was served on, what you drank with it, and what the weather was like. With practice you can train your brain to recall a deeper level of detail that can subsequently enrich your writing.

	Barring any allergies or food restrictions, commit to trying one new food each week. Ethnic cuisine is good for this exercise because you’ll not only be exposed to ingredients and herbs with which you’re unfamiliar but different cooking methods as well. Make a conscious effort to study textures and thoroughly taste every flavor. Write flash fiction in which your main character eats this meal for the first time. 

	For each of the following tastes, assign a musical instrument that best captures its personality: (1) baked potato, (2) carrots, (3) gelatin, (4) steak, (5) bran muffin, (6) popcorn, (7) fudge, (8) champagne, (9) tofu, (10) marmalade.









DO YOU HEAR WHAT I HEAR?

Your ears serve two important purposes, the more obvious one being their ability to let you hear and distinguish sounds. The second is to assist you in keeping your balance. Hearing is believed to be the last of our senses to go—a useful tidbit to remember if you’re in the presence of someone who’s unconscious. Hospitals, for instance, have no shortage of stories in which patients who awakened from a coma could recall everything their visitors said, including secret confessions and fractious debates about how to divvy up the estate.

For people with hearing impairments stemming from congenital defects or as the result of an accident or disease, studies have shown that the brain can compensate for such loss by rewiring itself to direct hearing-related tasks to the other senses, thus enhancing them. These include such skills as a keener sense of peripheral vision and depth perception, a higher sensitivity to movement, and a more strongly defined sense of smell.

Exercises

	Mute the sound on your television and watch a show you’ve never seen before. How do you use the visuals you’re observing—body language, facial expressions, backdrops, recurring colors and patterns, etc.—to figure out the plot, the relationships and the information being disclosed? Watch the show a second time to evaluate your accuracy. For a movie, make note of how the inclusion of music and sound effects (that you couldn’t previously hear) influences the mood, especially in a horror film.
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