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			Introduction

			There are two slogans that are crucial to keep in the forefront of the actor’s mind. They have a prominent place in my consciousness and often fly from my mouth faster than I can restrain them. The first slogan comes from the main inspiration for this technique:

			Acting is living truthfully under imaginary circumstances.

			—Sanford Meisner1

			This is the golden rule of acting. As long as the actor is living in the circumstances of the character, acting is easeful and effortless. This leads us to an expression I often use:

			To act is to transform with ease and authenticity.

			The two slogans go hand in hand, as they both crystallize where the actor’s priorities must lie. Our craft is about setting up imaginative conditions that allow the actor to behave, speak, and feel as the character. Acting is not an escape; actors put themselves in the line of fire, exposing themselves to tremendously high stakes to tell a story. Integration, the harmonizing of the actor with the role, is vital. This is our ideal: to train the actor to live and breathe within his own body, mind, and spirit within the circumstances of his character. 

			Seven Pillars Acting is a comprehensive acting technique intended to help actors transform into character by living truthfully under imaginary circumstances. The Pillars strive to convey a path for the artist, but they do so with the utmost reverence for the pure spark of natural inspiration that occurs in the actor. The Seven Pillars do not replace that spark but coax it into a flame and, from there, into a hearth the artist can call home. Through the study of acting craft, we are harnessing and rearing that creative spark that ignites in childhood and early adulthood. 

			THE SEVEN PILLARS

			
					Contact

					Circumstance

					Meaning

					Emotional Life

					Objective

					Action

					Physical Life

			

			Contact is the foundational pillar, pertaining to the ever-changing relationship an actor/character has with the other person in the scene. Envision it as a wide, short pillar on top of which our other pillars stand. As the base pillar, Contact supports the others, in that all acting is dependent on relationship. Circumstance is the luminescent, central pillar that dominates the technique. Circumstances are past, present, and future events of the scene as the character perceives them, which reveal the confines and contours of a character’s point of view. With its roots planted firmly in the Contact pillar, its significance radiates through the structure. Surrounding Circumstance are the remaining five pillars. Meaning refers to the character’s emotional interpretation of his circumstances. This pillar is smaller compared to the others, yet it serves an important function: it is the point at which the actor makes an honest assessment of his connection to the story. Stemming from Meaning, Emotional Life bridges the gap between the character and the actor through imaginative and emotional exploration. Once the actor is authentically connected to the world of the character, he’s ready to do something about it, which brings us to Objective. The fifth pillar addresses the needs and wants of the character, and the Action pillar tends to the tactics the character uses to achieve his objective. The last pillar, Physical Life, deals with how the body and voice activate the actor’s imagination and contribute to characterization. Together, all seven pillars support the actor’s truthful performance, which balances effortlessly on top. 

			Seven Pillars Acting is deeply rooted in theories and techniques from the great acting teachers and theorists of the past and present, principally Sanford Meisner, Konstantin Stanislavski, Jerzy Grotowski, and Declan Donnellan. These ideas have passed through the hands and hearts of innumerable teachers, actors, and innovators, and I make every effort to give credit where it is due. Seven Pillars Acting attempts to organize and synthesize these disparate approaches into one modern and coherent process. And its unique approach to Circumstance serves as the cornerstone of the entire technique. The whole system hinges on the actor’s comprehension of it, as it is through the lens of Circumstance that all other pillars must be filtered. 

			Seven Pillars Acting arranges its lessons in such a way to give the actor a dependable and repeatable process. Actors need structure and order; all art forms are founded on this principle. And yet the pillars are pliable, which is why they are pillars, not steps. In other words, the actor-in-training learns them individually, one through seven, and after that he is free to enter into a role from any angle, which allows him to stay adaptable to the creative process and timeline. With Circumstance as the hub of the wheel, the pillars transform the way an actor approaches a role. When the actor perceives his part through the scope of Circumstance, then all other pillars become intuitive and accessible. In turn, he experiences greater ease as he negotiates the demands of the part.

			Once learned and mastered, the pillars take organic shape in the actor’s craft. When I begin to work on a role, I attempt to listen to what the character and story are asking of me first, and from there I can build my process. Seven Pillars Acting allows for that flexibility, and yet I always know that if I get lost or confused, I can return to the fundamental progression the pillars lay out for me. Therefore, the actor must not be dogmatic about his technique, but rather be intuitive and open to what a role requires of him. 

			When your car breaks down, do you attempt to fix it yourself? If you are like me, you call a trusted mechanic on the double, because you have no idea what is under the hood. This is often the relationship actors have with their craft. When a performance “breaks down,” the actor doesn’t know how to fix it, which may result in him needlessly criticizing himself and doubting his talent. In Seven Pillars Acting, you learn every inch of your process, so that you can address any issue that may come up. You should be able to depend on yourself, not a teacher or director, to fix your car-aft. That is artistic autonomy, and it is the goal for anyone studying this technique. 

			Ultimately, Seven Pillars Acting engenders confidence, ownership, and ease, three crucial elements in a performance. Particularly for the beginning actor, the pillars carve a clear path that leads to personal and artistic transformation. It is this confidence that empowers the actor to make bolder choices and to plumb greater depths of his humanity to offer to the character at hand. The easeful actor has tremendous presence; he belongs in the world of the character because he is authentically living within the imaginary circumstances. 

			HOW THE PILLARS CAME ABOUT

			Seven Pillars Acting is born out of years of practice and application, acting professionally, and teaching in the classroom; it is inspired by the many techniques I learned in my training. At NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, I studied Meisner technique from Vicki Hart, Neoclassical method from Louis Scheeder, Viewpoints from Mary Overlie, Suzuki from the SITI Company, Chekhovian Balinese mask work from Per Brahe, and Plastiques from Stephen Wangh, to name a few. It was a wonderful education. Upon graduating, I left school grateful for this abundance of knowledge but still seeking a clear, unified technique. 

			As I began to work professionally, I slowly constructed a path to create a role, as all actors must do. Teaching came to me organically; friends and I helped each other prepare for auditions by swapping coaching sessions. And yet at the time, how I was teaching my colleagues took me by surprise. Without question, it was rooted in my experience and education, primarily my Meisner background, but it seemed to address the lingering questions I had about acting. Curious, I began to blog about these ideas, and it was at this time that I fell in love with teaching and acting theory. This led me to open my private studio in New York City. My curiosity and interest next led me to California to receive an MFA from the University of California, Irvine where I studied with great professors and artists: Robert Cohen, Annie Loui, Phil Thompson, Gary Busby, Eli Simon, Richard Brestoff, and Cynthia Bassham. 

			Upon completing my degree, the technique took full shape in my mind and in my teaching. I realized that I needed a place where I could implement my ideas on acting and help actors directly. So I became the owner and head teacher of the Actor’s Studio of Orange County. A few years later, I opened a second school: Seven Pillars Acting Studio in Los Angeles. Both locations exclusively offer the full technique; all instructors receive certification to teach the pillars, and students move through a structured program that culminates in a showcase for the film and television industry. Day-to-day, my work entails designing and overseeing the education of both schools, training teachers, and teaching advanced courses. At present, actors from both schools are booking professional work in film, television, theater, and commercials and gaining representation with which to seek out even greater opportunities. Meanwhile, my curiosity continues: what is the ideal path of the actor? How does one teach acting? 

			What has been astounding to witness is how the pillars help brand new actors transform into talented, working professionals. This is the precise reason why I have written this book: to make it possible for actors to learn acting in the most progressive and comprehensive way, so that they can tap into their gifts and share them with the world. Ever since those early years of coaching friends in cramped New York apartments, I have been on the hunt for a process of acting that helps actors train and prepare for roles. There is a need among actors for a technique that harmonizes all the brilliant ideas and methods since Stanislavski’s system in the early twentieth century, one that utilizes our modern minds and sensibilities. I have sought this synthesis my entire career and have witnessed the powerful benefits of teaching this system.

			This book is part theory and part application. Students can study the technique and then apply it to a role or their work in class with systematic exercises and assignments. My hope is that each pillar and the exercises laid out in this text will aid in the actor’s process and continue to influence the quality of work in our industry. 

			Throughout the book, I will apply the technique to a scene from the Kenneth Lonergan film, You Can Count On Me, along with a few other selections. I chose the on-camera medium intentionally as it is best suited to the naturalism of the technique. I don’t teach stage craft, vocal projection, or any other subject more applicable to a stage venue. That being said, I believe good acting is good acting. And the adjustments you make for the different mediums: film, television, online media, theater, commercial, and voice-over, are easy to adapt to in comparison to the rigors of simply learning how to act. So Seven Pillars Acting focuses on acting for film, but it is a technique for all arenas of acting.

			A quick disclaimer: for simplicity’s sake, I will be referring to actors and actresses alike with male pronouns: “he,” “his,” “him.” This by no means is done to marginalize women or gender-neutral actors; instead, I hope it serves the purpose of universality. When reading about the prototypical actor, envision yourself, as it can apply to anyone. 

			Transformation, in acting terms, is the unification of the actor with the character, a process that requires rigorous emotional and imaginative work. This process results in tremendous ease and presence within the actor. Seven Pillars Acting aims to achieve this precious, alchemical state by guiding the actor through the seven essential pillars: Contact, Circumstance, Meaning, Emotional Life, Objective, Action, and Physical Life. 

			LET’S BUILD A HOUSE

			You have to build a house before you can live in it, right? It’s much the same for the actor creating a role. In order to bring a character to life, the actor must craft his circumstances, history, and life conditions. Only then can the spontaneity, cognition, energy, and emotional life of the character inhabit it. The playwright or screenwriter has drafted the vision of the character. The script is much like an architect’s blueprint: from this design, you (as the contractor in this analogy) have the task of making it a physical reality. With blueprint, i.e. script, in hand, we get to work on building this structure. The first step in any construction is to break ground. 

			BREAK GROUND

			This is the first step of initiating a process. Reckon with the possibility that you are at the beginning of a tremendous journey of self-exploration. Acknowledge to yourself that the path will be challenging, frustrating, thrilling, and confusing at times. Celebrate this beginning; cut a ribbon to recognize the potential you are about to tap into.

			Know, too, that to learn anything you must unlearn, as well. In this way, the individual embarks on breaking down outmoded forms of thought and emotional boundaries that went uninterrupted and unquestioned for some time. Unlearning is a humbling experience; it threatens the ego. But know that this is one of the most valuable sensations an actor can experience, because he or she is always small compared to the vast unknown that a fresh character or script promises.

			Break ground by making a firm commitment of time and resources to your craft. Acting training will strongly impact the actor, but the lessons will have a short life span if the actor has not carved out his commitment to them. Anything worth doing requires patience and determination. Therefore, the process of committing time and resources is the exact test of character the actor must take. As the saying goes, there is no such thing as a half-commitment. When the actor takes the bold move to begin his learning process and commits to the training, then the god of his creativity takes a leap. 

		

	
		
			Contact

			Pillar #1

			LAYING THE FOUNDATION

			You must have a solid foundation before any character can be built, and this foundation is the principle and primacy of Contact.

			Contact: the actor’s relationship to his partner and to himself, as well as his awareness of his partner’s and his own thoughts and feelings on a moment-to-moment basis.

			The line of connection between you and your partner is more important than any line of text you will ever utter. In life, the person you are speaking to often determines your behavior, thoughts, and feelings. In this way, the other person serves as a circumstance, in that they are happening to you. When you are with your mother, you have a unique way to communicate, but when with a client, a completely different side of you may come out. You are likely to react to the angry tone of a boyfriend or girlfriend no matter where you are or what other circumstances may be at play. So if acting is “living truthfully under imaginary circumstances,” then the actor better be aware of his partner! If an actor cannot observe and identify the thoughts and feelings both he and his partner are experiencing, how can he ever hope to live truthfully under the circumstances? 

			Contact is a powerful pillar, constituting about 75 percent of all acting, in a loose estimation. Therefore, if you can be in contact with your partner, you are well on your way to some authentic work. I have seen novice actors do incredibly compelling work just by understanding the principles of the Contact pillar and putting them into practice. Let’s discuss the building blocks and major concepts, then break down some key exercises. To begin with, Contact hinges on the crucial skill of listening. 

			CONTACT TENETS

			Contact is listening.

			Listening, in acting terms, is far more than an auditory function; it encompasses all the ways we gather interpersonal information (primarily visual) from nonverbal cues to facial expressions to low-grade telepathy. We see more than we give ourselves credit. For example, you can tell if someone doubts what you are saying or if he is in agreement. By viewing minute, muscular shifts in the face, eyes, and body, as well as hearing vocal tone, the actor can decipher a tremendous amount of information. Unfortunately, we are not socially conditioned to stare at and scrutinize each other, yet in order to act, this taboo must be broken. An actor must be willing to really see and really be seen by another. By strengthening listening skills, the actor is able to note the nuances and changes that occur within his partner, and these changes may be physical, cognitive, emotional, or psychological. However, this intake of information is not static; it shifts at a rapid and spontaneous pace. Therefore, the next tenet of Contact pertains to listening moment-to-moment.

			Contact is moment-to-moment.

			The present is frustratingly fleeting. The instant you think you have it, it has passed. And yet the art of acting depends on the orientation of the actor in the present moment. How does one “be in the moment”? This is a common question for artists. What does “being in the moment” even mean? Let’s begin dissecting via negativa, or through the negative:

			Not being in the moment is the state of tuning out, getting lost in thought, dwelling on an emotion, fixating on the past or the future, or overly obsessing on a task. Not being in the moment most definitely correlates with being on your smartphone or devices. We are a very distracted generation. We avoid living in the present as often as we can, and American culture only encourages this behavior with its obsession with productivity. Modern technology has exacerbated the problem, since now we can barely focus on any one task. To escape the pain and discomfort of the present, we click away to our text messages or Facebook pages, numbing ourselves with anything that is not here and now. 

			Not being in the moment also relates to how we stifle our own powers of observation. My first acting coach, Jo Spiller, called this state “already listening,” which means you are already listening for someone to act as you assume they will. You already know how a situation may play out; therefore, you close yourself off from experiencing the person or circumstance with fresh reception in the moment. 

			How many times have these scenarios occurred: you walk into a room full of strangers, perhaps a party, lecture, or audition holding room, and yet somehow you feel like you have to live up to some sort of expectation? Or perhaps you are in the service industry and your customers treat you with indifferent pretention. Or maybe you are with your family, and, before you have the chance to express your opinion, a family member judgmentally completes your sentence. Have you ever wanted to do something outrageous in public, just for shock factor or to jolt people into the present with you? Do you ever feel that no matter what you say or do the outside world won’t really take notice? If any of these are familiar, then you have been victim to an “already listening.” 

			An already listening is a moment when receptivity and possibility shut down and are replaced by expectation and judgment. An already listening is when someone, likely a friend, family member, coworker, boy/girlfriend, or spouse, seems to already know what you are going to say or do, or at least he or she assumes the meaning or intention behind your actions. Already listenings are habituated responses based on past experience. Like the path of least resistance, they allow the listener to coast through scenarios and relationships. They keep him comfortable because he knows what he is getting into. However, as easy as it is to bemoan how we are personally impacted by already listenings, we are the perpetrators, as well. We already listen to those around us in order to avoid disappointment. Subconsciously, already listenings occur all the time because they require the least amount of energy, but unfortunately, they limit how we interact with those around us.

			The history shared between two people in a family, partnership, or relationship is a double-edged sword. The pair knows each other through and through, and, due to this intimacy, they can help make informed choices and communicate more effectively. However, this same knowing is also what encourages a more lackadaisical awareness of the other. In such relationships, professional or personal, we are hardwired to judge and assume. In turn, these judgments have the potential to alter behavior, both negatively and positively. It’s like the expression: “If you call someone a horse, he’s going to eat a barrel of hay.” We narrow the possibilities of our expression and actions because those around us anticipate them. Like a group-fulfilling prophecy, we set each other up for success and failure based on our expectations. Already listenings can be changed but not without concerted effort. The antidote for this breakdown in contact is being in the moment, or “on the breath,” as Jo Spiller would call it.

			Being in the moment is a state of presence, awareness, and openness to the moment that is happening right now. It does not mean one is without a task. On the contrary, it often is most accessible when one is fully engaged in an activity, such as a sport or conversation. Activities employ the body, mind, and spirit, allowing all three to participate in the moment that is. Being on the breath requires moment-to-moment awareness, which means you are fully present with your partner. You are experiencing them with fresh eyes, even if you have known this person for eons.

			In day-to-day life, being on the breath is a rare occurrence. Have you ever met a new set of coworkers or colleagues? You don’t know them from Adam, yet you feel as if you’ve been granted a clean slate. Or maybe you find yourself in a wholly different scenario with an old friend, and you see him in a new light. Or maybe you are in an emergency situation: all cylinders are running, and you acutely sense everything around you.

			These are precious moments of being on the breath: the complete opposite of an already listening, it is a moment of true presence and openness to what is happening. A common mantra for this is: “Not now, NOW…not now, NOW.” Like a wave hitting a beach, as soon as a moment occurs it has already withdrawn. When one is on the breath, he is not making any assumptions or resting easy in habituated response. Instead, he is alert to the many nuances of what the present moment can bring. On the breath is unbound by the past. Like a ball balancing on a stream of air, it is supported by pure presence. 

			Presence is the state of rapid and infinitesimal change. It helps to imagine a surfer riding the powerful and dangerous crest of a wave. The surfer is in a state of exhilaration because he is suspended on top of rapidly shifting energy. Time can always be broken into smaller and smaller increments, and surely a surfer must slow down time to be in precise accordance with his balance in space. It’s inexhaustible; the more you indulge in it, the more you get. When you are on the breath, specificity gives way to specificity; insight begets insight; wave follows wave. One is truly present when he syncs up with this rapid succession of moments. 

			An actor must train to be on the breath with his circumstances and scene partners. Only when an actor is alert to the present moment can he pick up all the nuances of the now. If he is already listening for how his scene partner has always said the line, he will overlook a fleeting moment of freshness. If he is already listening for how the scene has played out in rehearsals, he will miss the opportunity to experience it anew. Sanford Meisner’s repetition exercises train this principle masterfully. To teach actors how to listen, he created a sequence in which actors repeat what they hear. Through repetition, an actor quickly learns how to stay present by quickly discarding anything that dwells in the past. The actor also gains a rich vocabulary for how to describe that on the breath moment. Your partner was at once bored, then alarmed, then nervous, then paranoid, then humored, then laughing, then relaxed, then content, then bored again. What a vast amount of information! Each of these is a gift to the actor, for if he can notice these then he can be stimulated and affected by his partner on a moment-to-moment basis. 

			Who likes coloring with an eight-crayon box? Wouldn’t you prefer the 108-crayon one? The more colors you can perceive, the richer your imaginative and emotional experience. The other value is specificity. With only eight crayons, you disable your ability to perceive with nuance. With 108, blue is not just blue; it’s cerulean, navy, pale, cobalt, indigo, and so on. Similarly, happy is not just happy; it may be blissful, content, joyous, giddy, satisfied, smug, playful, and so on. An actor must be able to pinpoint the precise emotional/psychological moment he witnesses in the other; if not, he’s as stunted as a color-blind painter.

			The principle of being in the moment is applicable to everyday life. I constantly remind myself to be on the breath at the grocery store or to check my already listenings at family functions. In turn, daily application helps me access the present in my work as an artist. When acting, I coach myself to drop whatever gaffe just happened and remain in the here and now. Already listening and being on the breath are opposite sides of the same coin, encouraging the actor at work and the person in life to remain open and vulnerable. It’s an unnerving spot, but much like the surfer, once you catch that wave, you may find yourself clamoring for the next one.

			Contact is honest.

			We have all been socially conditioned from a very young age. “Don’t talk to strangers!” “Don’t stare!” “Don’t be rude!” “Hold your tongue!” All of these orders ultimately eradicate our ability to be curious and connected to the outside world. It’s no wonder actors must dedicate serious time to unraveling these omnipresent social laws. Honesty in your moment-to-moment listening is like a muscle that must be conditioned; ignore it and it atrophies—exercise it and it awakens. This takes serious coaching, as we are not aware of our own limitations when it comes to being honest. Our conditioning is so deep, it requires persistent application to help the actor realize how often he filters his own truth. 

			The first step is to allow yourself to see. The actor must throw all his attention to his partner and notice the many ways he shifts in physicality, thought, and emotion. I have found we do not really want to see one another. It’s too invasive, too risky. If I really look at another person, then I may experience thoughts and feelings I don’t want to have. And yet I need to allow myself to see and coach myself that it is safe, so that my fearful eyes can eventually behold their subject.

			The second step is to verbalize either out loud or in one’s mind what he sees. Verbalizing your honest experience creates an echo chamber: you hear yourself connecting to what you observe, and this legitimizes the observation. Much like writing something down, speaking takes an ephemeral idea and puts it into physical reality, thereby making it real. This realization makes it possible for you to connect to it. Have you had the experience of speaking something out loud that stunned you in its emotional truth? Expressing your thoughts transforms them into something to which you can feel and react.

			This often leads to the fear of hurting people’s feelings. Let this go immediately. In the context of acting, you are not in your civilian setting, and so there are new rules of engagement: 

			
					You do not need to make your partner feel good or comfortable.

					You do not need to entertain him. 

					You are welcome to bore him. 

					You must be willing to affect him and, in turn, be affected by him.

					You only owe him basic human decency. 

			

			Most actors are deeply kind and compassionate people. The only drawback for this is the propensity to fear saying something that would hurt. It’s okay to toe the line; find the border of honesty. Your partner will let you know if you are crossing a boundary. If this is ever the case, let yourself feel shame and guilt. These feelings are juicy and poignant. Very rarely do I meet an actor who lacks the inhibition of hurting others, but it must be said that an actor must never intentionally insult another actor. This actually would defy honest and specific observation. How can you be in the specific, present moment and make a generalized insult? Honesty may not be comfortable, but it isn’t malicious. At this juncture, let’s examine a simple exercise in honest and present contact.

			Just Be.

			In this exercise, two actors sit across from each other and are instructed to look at each other without breaking eye contact as much as possible. For anywhere between three and five minutes, they must remain looking at the other without speaking. Of course, they must continue to breathe, but they are also encouraged to allow the other person to affect them. This means they may burst into laughter or, conversely, into tears. They may experience tremendous anxiety or discomfort. The actors are instructed to let this be and to allow feelings to run their course. It’s incredible what happens in this process. The actor comes face-to-face with what is so frequently a fear of being seen, a resistance to really connect with another person, or the realization that he can be affected by another at all. 

			After the exercise, it’s good to jot down a) what you personally experienced and b) what you perceived to be happening in the other person. Here is an example of what these thoughts may look like:

			Self-Observations:

			Anxiety, lots of smiles, clenching in my solar plexus, fading in and out of really seeing him, discomfort and fear of being seen, afraid to see as well, is this okay? Am I interfering? This is vulnerable, more ease, sitting back, but don’t be guarded and pretentious. Don’t disengage with your leaning back position. Awareness of my tight breath, judging and directing myself, wondering how the time flies by so fast.

			Partner Observations:

			Holding his hands tightly, maybe nervous energy, some discomfort and attempt to evade the gaze with looking away, a tight lip, openness, willingness to be in discomfort, getting easier, fading into the background, some sadness, tensions, and exhaustion. Thinking a little but also being in the absence of anything to do or say, in limbo, tepid, back to the hands, maybe a little scared.

			For the actor, this is a priceless reminder of receptivity and vulnerability.

			Contact is personal.

			In life, we are conditioned not to take things personally. When someone is rude or unpleasant to you, the common coaching is to “let it slide,” “like water off a duck’s back” as a defense mechanism. We all know the children’s rhyme, “Sticks and stones may break my bones / But words will never hurt me.” It’s important to be able to stave off insults and bullying at any age, no matter how difficult or impossible that seems. However, an actor must learn to take everything personally. Acting is an extremely vulnerable art form, so, like it or not, the actor must be willing to lay down his armor and feel his own pains and joys. This is a process that often takes years to unravel, as the many ways we shield ourselves are complex. But by simply reminding yourself to “take it personally,” you will begin to chip away at the well-laid brick wall you installed to defend yourself from harm. 

			Get into the habit of asking yourself, “What do I really think about that? How does that make me feel? How does that affect me?” Posing these questions is a great way to begin to open your heart. Even if the character you are playing has the countenance of a stone wall, it’s important that you first cultivate a vulnerable core so you are still in contact with your partners.

			Contact is reciprocal.

			For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. 

			—Newton’s Third Law of Physics

			Like breathing, contact requires give and take, call and response, the receiving of your partner’s truthful impulse and the sending out of your own truthful impulse. This is easier said than done, given we are socialized to veil our truthful responses. Reciprocity also transcends words; you can respond with your toes. To respond is merely to expel one’s truthful impulse on voice, in body, or with words. There is expressive potential in each of these. Actors are often afraid of being too big or over-playing a moment, but truth is undefined by size; truth is truth. Whatever the actor’s impulse is, it is valid when it is in direct response to what he receives.

			Newton’s Third Law of Physics reinforces the principle: only do that which you are caused to do. No more, no less. If every action has an equal and opposite reaction, then the only thing you have to do as an actor is respond in direct proportion to what you receive. Meisner elaborated on this concept with “the Pinch and the Ouch.” To illustrate this principle in class, he pinched a student and proceeded to lecture:

			“In short, my pinch justified their ouch, isn’t that true?”

			“True.”

			“And their ouch was the direct result of my pinch?”

			“Yes.”

			“What’s the principle involved in this?”

			“Not to do anything until—”

			“Something happens.”2

			Only doing that which you are caused to do is based on natural laws that make acting believable. First, we must be open to receive the “pinches” from our partners so that we can experience the “ouch!” That is what previous tenets in this chapter are all about. Once we have honest and personal contact under our belt, we must be fastidious about only doing that which we are caused to do. 

			But what complicates this otherwise simple equation is the introduction of the text. Nothing thwarts a truthful impulse better than a script. Actors are addicted to the words. They will discard everything they learned from the Contact pillar and do the script, because they do not know how to incorporate it into the script. Actors are creative artists, so they read a script and they get all sorts of ideas on how to do it, who the characters are, and what is going on in the mind and heart of their individual role. All of these ideas are wonderful! And yet the young actor has not yet learned how to incorporate this creativity into authentic characterization. I cannot stress this enough: please, be willing to let these great ideas go for the time being so you can learn the Contact pillar first. Nothing replaces the primacy of this pillar. Without it, there is no acting. There is a reason why there are six more pillars. Each one will help you to understand how you can take those fantastic ideas and transmute them into reality using technique.

			Contact is simple.

			Actors often over-complicate their performances by reading too much into what is actually happening. Contact can be simple, uneventful, even boring. It does not need to be heavy, meaningful, or interesting. It does not need to be anything, in fact. Contact just is. Allowing for simplicity is key because it curbs the actor from overdoing a moment. An actor must be willing to bore his audience if he wants to act with simplicity. When we can whittle down the excess of performance behavior and expression, we access a more vulnerable and uncomfortable spot, the raw nerve of acting, and this is the source of truthful impulses. 

			Contact is specific.

			It’s easy to see the broad strokes of human behavior, but it requires much more to observe the finer details. Contact depends on specificity. Harkening back to the crayon analogy, if you can only see the bolder colors, you might bypass the complexity and nuance of your subject. Our eyes have the capacity to take in a tremendous amount of information and detail, and yet the human mind would combust if it permitted all the brilliant details sight can render into one’s consciousness. If we saw everything, we wouldn’t be able to cross the street, because the level of change and distraction would disable and overwhelm us. Instead, we have adapted a natural filter that siphons out as much as 90 percent of the details we physically see in a single moment. In contact work and the repetition exercises to come, we are reclaiming this ability, training it, and putting it to good use so that we may be fully invested in our acting partners. 

			Contact is relative.

			Relativity, for acting purposes, means that there are no objective truths, only subjective experiences. One actor’s perspective may contradict another actor’s, but each perspective is valid. How you see your partner is legitimate, no questions asked. Give yourself more credit in your observations. Your point of view as an observer is valuable. Actors fear being “incorrect,” but the right/wrong paradigm does little to support creativity. Let go of trying to say the “right thing”; let go of anything that stands between you and the truth of the moment.

			Contact is absorbing.

			You want to be interesting? Be interested. 

			—David Ogilvky

			I have a theory of why kittens are the most popular stars of YouTube, and it’s not just because they are cute. Kittens, or any animal for that matter, are completely unaware of themselves. They are simply interested in other things: the tail of the dog, the mouse toy, the piece of thread on their blanket, etc. They get fully absorbed in their toys and the world around them, and it is fascinating to us viewers. Actors want to be interesting and believe they can recreate that quality. But the instant it is about you, the actor, you are no longer interesting. Contact is inherently about curiosity and absorption in the relationship or task at hand. In that way, it is really the most selfless act. If you want to be interesting, you must be like that kitten: interest yourself in something else. Once you do that, you become riveting to watch.

			Contact is independent.

			Contact is independent from all other pillars, which means it does not need other pillars in order to function (not the case for all pillars), and it is even independent from the script or story. Contact is elemental in an acting performance. The most basic relationship is between the actor and his audience. Put an actor in front of an audience or have him speak to the camera and, like magic, you have contact. This ancient, ritualized, yet organic form of relationship is the cornerstone of all performance. Without either party, you have no show. Audiences hunger for this connection; more so than ever before, we are starved of contact, alienated more and more from personal relationships, community, and society at large. 

			There is a sense of theatricality when an actor directly engages with an audience, whether in theater or on-camera. It’s thrilling because it’s as if two worlds are colliding, one that is fictional and one that is real. The mere presence of a living, breathing human in this fictional realm acts as a channel, inviting the audience to trespass vicariously into the fabricated world of story and play. A second player adds a dynamic of reality; the natural interaction that occurs between two people gives credence to any fiction, be it fantastical, historical, or contemporary. Life is built on relationships, so when we witness two people connecting, it’s like mother’s milk, familiar and soothing. Whether the story takes place in the present or a thousand years in the future, it can appear to be really happening based on the quality of the contact between actors. 

			To fully grasp the potential of the Contact pillar, one must be willing to divorce oneself from how the scene is supposed to go. There is no prescriptive way to do a scene, and yet actors frequently lose their contact in service of executing the script. Later in this chapter, the impulse game will address this issue. Contact revolves around the energetic connection between two people, but actors are more comfortable “contacting” with the script. Actors are notoriously obsessed with the lines, understandably so; without them, they don’t know what to say or do! At this stage in the actor’s learning, there is nothing to do. There is only listening and responding, taking in and returning in kind. I suggest the actor hook in to the line of contact between himself and the other. 

			Contact is addictive.

			Call it a contact high if you like! Contact is the lifeblood of acting; in its absence, the performance is sterile. It can take time to fully comprehend, but once you know what it feels like to be alive in a fictional story with another person, you cannot help but fall in love with it. When two (or more) people believe in a story and cocreate it together, it’s as exhilarating as any extreme sport. You feel that you are on the edge of the world: your partner is your only lifeline. When I was a young actor, this aspect of acting attracted me the most. To be in real and full communication with other people was a thrill I could not find in my day-to-day life. I felt acting provided a presence in me; I could feel it in the eyes I was partnered with, and I hungered for that quality of contact in every role and project. In turn, it would disappoint me greatly when another actor did not want to be, or was not capable of, being in contact. “No fun,” I would think. Acting is contact, and what’s more, it feels fantastic, so why not figure it out?

			With all these concepts in mind, it’s time to work. Consider the exercises and series below to take the Contact pillar out of the abstract and into your body.

			MEISNER REPETITION EXERCISE

			The repetition exercises3 created by Sanford Meisner target contact training masterfully. There are three essential stages to basic repetition, and I include them in the first month of Seven Pillars training. I have Vicki Hart, who heads the Meisner Extension at NYU’s Tisch School of the Arts, to credit for my initial comprehension of this series, as well as the entire Meisner system. Meisner never wrote down the full repetition process; it lives on in the memories, notes, and experiences of his protégés and students. I write it down now, as it lives on in my studio, to help actors in training understand the tenets of Contact.

			Stage One: One Word Observation

			
					Two actors sit across from each other and regard each other. The exercise starts with Partner A lowering his head in order to clear his mind and start from a blank slate.

					Partner A looks up and says the first thing he sees. Perhaps he sees his partner’s nose, his brown eyes, his cheeks, his glasses…any one or two words will do. Let’s settle on a typical example: “Brown eyes.”

					Without delay, Partner B repeats what he hears. He doesn’t repeat the idea “brown eyes.” Instead, what he repeats is now only a collection of vowels and consonants. So he repeats “brown eyes.”

					Partner A repeats exactly what he hears. This time it sounded more like “brun eyes.” The pacing is fast so as to deter either partner from meditating too long on what was said.

					Partner B repeats, “brunahyes.”

					Partner A listens intently, on the hunt for the nuances of his partner’s utterance. Partner A repeats what he hears: “Bru-nah-ees.”

					Partner B notices how A slowed down the sound, he also sees how A’s lips puckered forward. To recreate the sound, B puckers and says, “broo-nahees.”

					And the exercise continues for a few more minutes. With each volley of the repetition, the partners are listening to what is happening right now, not what happened two minutes ago, and not even what happened a second ago. 

			

			Two outcomes typically transpire: some pairings go on quite a journey repeating what they hear, having gathered the gist of the exercise. Yet several other groups will remain stuck in repeating “brown eyes,” because they cannot let go of the meaning of “brown eyes.” In other words, as they repeat “brown eyes,” they instinctually visualize brown eyes, which actually interferes with their ability to listen. We are not repeating the content of “brown eyes”; we are repeating the structure of “brown eyes.” As long as you are holding onto the meaning, you will not be able to pick up on how the sound transforms. You have to let go of what I call the lifeboat of meaning. It’s uncomfortable and unnerving to linger in the unknown, but it’s a potently creative position. This harkens back to the concept of already listening. The participants in the exercise are often already listening for “brown eyes.” Instead, they must be on the breath, and there they can hear what their partner is really saying. 

			And still, partnerships may struggle to hear the nuances of sound, so think of it this way: you and your partner have different mouths. Due to sheer anatomy, you cannot say the exact same thing. Add to that: dialects, accents, and idiolects (a person’s individual accent), and it’s apparent the sound is always changing. You just have to hear it.

			Conversely, actors should avoid manipulating the repetition by initiating changes to the sound. Just because you are bored with repeating does not mean you should take control and change it yourself. This is usually a sign that the actor wants to entertain his partner or himself. When we want to entertain others or control situations, at the heart of it, we are uncomfortable and insecure. Be in your discomfort. Do not push it away. When you are uncomfortable, you are growing. Let your partner observe and respond to you.

			Despite how silly it may seem, this exercise is a meditation on presence. The instant you figure out what your partner is saying, the sound has changed again. Practice the mantra mentioned earlier: “Not now, NOW… not now, NOW.” This strange little exercise is meant to teach actors how to listen. You must listen more acutely than you ever have in your life. In this way, we are cultivating curiosity, which is a vital quality for an actor because it fosters presence, vulnerability, and creativity.

			Stage Two: Full Sentence Observation with Personalization4

			
					Actors continue to sit across from a partner. A is the active partner, and B is the passive partner. Partner A looks down again to clear his mind. Partner B remains seated and gazing in the direction of his partner.

					Partner A looks up and says the first thing he sees, but this time with a full sentence: “You have red hair.” “You have glasses.” “You have a beard.” Whatever it may be.

					Partner B repeats and personalizes by changing the pronoun: “I have red hair.” “I have glasses.” “I have a beard.” Whatever he was told. 

					Partner A, as the active partner, makes new physical observations, always defaulting to repetition when the mind gets stuck. Partner B always personalizes the sentences. This does not merely mean changing the pronoun; personalizing also means taking the observations personally. If A observes B’s great skin, B can take this personally, which is reflected in behavior, emotions, and vocal tone. B can add a questioning tone when he doubts what has been observed. For example, “I have a beard?”

					Partner A surveys B for an extensive period of time, getting more and more specific.

					Default to repetition; there is no need to be inventive in every single exchange. That is why the repetition is there, so that you do not have to force yourself to make new observations. You can repeat once or eleven times, it doesn’t matter.An exchange may look like this:

A: You have brown eyes.

B: I have brown eyes.

A: You have brown eyes.

B: I have brown eyes.

A: You are wearing a turtleneck.

B: I’m wearing a turtleneck.

A: You are wearing a turtleneck.

B: I’m wearing a turtleneck.

A: Your hair is curly.

B: My hair is curly?

A: Your hair is curly.

B: My hair is not curly.



					This is the first adaptation: you can negate what your partner says, if and only if they are in fact wrong in their observation. The negating tool is not meant to encourage defensiveness or argumentativeness. Remember, contact is honest. Here is another example:A: You have red hair.

B: I have red hair?

A: Yes, you have red hair.

A: I don’t have red hair.

B: You don’t have red hair?

A: No, I don’t have red hair.



					Additionally, it’s extremely important to emphasize that you can only talk about the other person. You cannot talk about yourself. “Actually I have brown hair,” would be an incorrect way to respond, as it initiates the actor into self-centered observation. Negating is the only way you can refer to yourself. Bottom line, you are responsible for your partner, and your partner is responsible for you.

			

			At first, there are obvious things to observe: clothing, hair, eyes, jewelry, tattoos, and other major features, but after that you have to make closer, more specific observations. After repeating for three minutes, the participants may be repeating sentences like this:

			
					You have a mole on your arm.

					Your hair has copper highlights.

					You have a healing scar on your palm.

					You have a fleck of green in your eyes.

			

			You want to keep the exercise going so you get to this level of detail. There is so much to see once you strike the surface. When you feel like you’ve hit a wall and can observe no deeper, you will likely experience frustration. I want you to feel this, as it is the only way you will break past your limits of observation. Linger there, feel the frustration and insist on seeing with greater specificity. Making specific observations builds an intimacy that is otherwise avoided in our daily interactions. 

			The exercise is intended to usher the participants into a level of honesty they’ve never engaged in before. Naturally, there is a wide margin of error. Yes, you may be wrong about what you say, but that is okay! In fact, being “wrong” may reenergize the contact. As long as your attempt is 100 percent honest, you are allowed to be wrong, or to fail forward. Who said any of us are ever right about anything?

			
					Once both partners have taken a turn being the active partner, it’s time to put the two together. As usual, let A lower his head to clean the slate of premeditated observations and clever comments. B gazes in A’s direction, ready to work. 

					A looks up and states in a full sentence the first thing he sees, and B repeats and personalizes.

					From this point on, either partner can make an observation about the other person based on what they see physically. The important thing is to repeat. Make a new observation when it strikes you, and then that is what gets repeated. It may look something like this:A: You have dark eyes.

B: I have dark eyes.

A: You have very dark eyes.

B: I have very dark eyes—you have blue eyes.

A: I have blue eyes.

B: You have blue eyes.

A: Your shirt has a collar.

B: My shirt has a collar.

A: It’s pink.

B: Yes, it’s pink.

A: It’s pink.

B: You have freckles.

A: I have freckles?

B: Yes, you have freckles.

A: I don’t have freckles.

B: You don’t have freckles?

A: Your eyes are squinting.

B: My eyes are squinting.



			

			This final step prepares the actor for stage three, which requires an understanding of how to maintain the repetition while both partners make and personalize observations.

			What I love about this exercise is that there is no end to it. You will never quell all the possibilities of observation, because they are limitless. No matter how close the contact, two partners will never merge into one; no matter how hard you try, you will never fully comprehend your partner. Therefore, you can get fully absorbed in your observation of another person for long stretches of time. In this state, are you likely to be bothered by the camera over your partner’s shoulder? Will you be distracted by the twenty other people on-set watching you? It is through our insatiable curiosity that we can immerse ourselves in the other person and drown out all other interference.

			Stage Three: Psychological and Emotional Observation5

			
					Partners sit across from each other in the same fashion as before. Partner A looks down to clear his mind and to start afresh. Partner B keeps his gaze on his partner, ready and waiting to work. 

					Partner A looks up and says what he sees his partner thinking or feeling. In this way, he is making a close observation of what is emotionally or psychologically going on with his partner. For example, “You are relaxed.”

					Partner B repeats and personalizes; he can also negate if he is not relaxed. 

					Partner A repeats again, taking in how his partner responded to him.

					Partner B repeats again, continuing to personalize the line, or if he sees something going on with his partner, he changes the contact: “You look intense.”

					The key is to personalize. So Partner A may respond, “I look intense?” if he questions this observation.

					If he wishes, Partner B repeats again, or negates it himself, if his partner was so incredulous. Therefore, he may say, “You aren’t intense?” or he may affirm, “You are intense.” Or he may change it entirely: “You seem incredulous.”

					Partner A repeats and personalizes: “I seem incredulous?”

					Partner B: “Yes, you seem incredulous.”

					Partner A, seeing a smirk on Partner B’s face, is compelled to change it: “You are smug.”

					Partner B repeats and personalizes. 

			

			Here are a couple guidelines that will help keep the exercise working at its best:

			
					Remember that the participants can never initiate observations about themselves; they can only observe the other person. The exception is negating.

					Although one partner starts the exercise, make sure that one partner is not dominating the changes in repetition. Both partners should be making observations and repeating. 

					When stuck and not sure what to say, just repeat! There should never be pauses; repetition creates a steady rhythm of back and forth. 

					It begs repeating: you do not owe your partner anything except your honesty. You do not need to please your partner nor entertain him. Witness and be willing to be witnessed.

					You will likely run into the wall of, “I can see that my partner is feeling or thinking something, but I don’t have the word for it.” As we discussed earlier, it’s good that you feel this discomfort. It will force you to break through and find the right words to describe your partner. Ultimately, you will need to expand your vocabulary of psychological and emotional descriptive words. You do not need to bury your nose in a dictionary for a week. Just by doing this exercise, you will create a robust vocabulary.

					Do not ask questions; only make assumptions of what you observe. Anything you say will be a guess at best anyway, no matter how certain you are that it is so. Instead of, “Are you mad at me?” say, “You are mad at me.” Questions keep us safe; they are half commitments. By making an assumption you are putting yourself on the line, which is what we are after.

					Miniscule word changes are okay. You can add “yeah” and “no,” and you can change the verbs. If your partner says, “You seem…,” you can respond, “I am…”

					Keep it simple in order to stay in the present moment. Sometimes actors will hold onto the moment that just happened and attach it to what is happening in the present. For example, “You were pensive and now you are freaked out.” There is no need to hold onto the moment before; keep it simple and present: “Now you are freaked out.”

					Be vigilant to only observe what you can see right now. It can be comforting to make generalizations like, “You are good to people,” or you may know your partner from outside of class, which may compel you to observe, “You are a successful person.” These are nice observations to make, but how could they possibly be observed by sitting across from the other person in the here and now? Stay present and only present. 

					Avoid using the repetition to defend yourself by throwing back repetition in this fashion:A: You look pissed.

B: NO, YOU LOOK PISSED!

This comes up when the participant does not want to take in what he hears. His partner has every right to observe him; remember, contact is relative. Simply repeat and personalize. Perhaps the repetition goes like this instead:

A: You look pissed.

B: I look pissed?

A: Yeah, you look pissed.

B: I am not pissed.



			

			This is a better way to deal with any disagreement—negation.

			Here is a sample of stage three:

			A: You look excited.

			B: I am excited. 

			A: You are excited.

			B: You look slightly irritated.

			A: I look slightly irritated??

			B: You are offended.

			A: Yes, I am offended.

			B: You are offended.

			A: Yes, I am offended—you seem apologetic.

			B: I am apologetic.

			A: You are apologetic.

			B: You are softening.

			A: I am softening.

			B: You are softening.

			A: I am softening.

			B: You are softening.

			A: Yes, I am softening.

			B: You are softening.

			A: You seem bored now.

			B: I seem bored now?

			A: Yes, you seem bored now.

			B: You seem amused by that.

			A: Yes, I am amused by that.

			…And so the exercise goes on. You can see in this example that repetition was used quite a lot. Partner B got “bored” by the repetition itself, and that is perfectly fine! Eventually change will happen; continue this repetition so that you can observe when it happens. 

			There is one last step in stage three of repetition. Once the actor knows how to prioritize what he sees going on in his partner, he is ready and able to take this next step. He can respond, “That makes me feel …” In this way he can directly express how his partner affects him. For example, an exchange may go like this:

			A: You look unhappy.

			B: I look unhappy.

			A: You look unhappy.

			B: I am unhappy.

			A: That makes me feel sad.

			B: That makes you feel sad?

			A: Yes, that makes me feel sad.

			B: Now you are upset.

			A: Yes, I am upset now.

			B: You are upset?

			A: Yes, I am upset!

			B: That makes me feel guilty.

			A: That makes you feel guilty?

			Adding the phrase “that makes me feel…” enriches the contact with more connection. What often results is a cascade of impulses. The repetition feels less technical and more human, although still very structured. At this point, the actors know their primary responsibility is to observe their partner, so they can add “that makes me feel” without losing contact. 

			The Meisner repetition exercises cultivate contact that is on the breath, honest, and present. To respond truthfully means to let go of all preconceptions of what is “right” to say and to simply communicate what you think and feel. Repetition is not a conversation; it is a highly structured game that permits unabashed honesty, spontaneity, and openness. Furthermore, it is an exercise that an actor can do at any stage in his work, career, and training. Always relevant and revealing, repetition functions as a tuning fork, ensuring actors prioritize contact in all their acting.

			THE IMPULSE GAME

			Now that the actor knows how to be in contact with his partner, it is time to add text. As discussed above, this is where it gets tricky. How do you have an impulse when you have to say a line? Which begs the question, what is an impulse?

			Impulse: an authentic, unfiltered reaction by an actor, whether it be verbal, physical, vocal, or all three at once. 

			It’s frequently said of talented actors that they have great impulses. James Dean, for one, was known for his impulsiveness, and this quality keeps his audience guessing, never knowing where he is going to go next. His choices are not predictable or logical; instead, they are spontaneous, novel, and specific. So how does one develop impulsiveness? The answer is: by connecting to your individual perspective of the world and acting on it, no matter what the text dictates.

			In service to the part they are playing, actors often script themselves out of the scene, which means as soon as text is introduced, their unique point of view vanishes, the inclination to act lines takes over, and genuine contact with the partner collapses. Remember, you were hired to infuse your impulses, thoughts, and feelings into the text. Again, there is no prescriptive way a line is delivered, yet actors give themselves line readings, because they make assumptions for how the text is “supposed to go.” Of course, all of this is nonsense, but it takes time and practice to unravel this bad habit. To address the addiction actors have to the text and to bridge the gap between Meisner’s repetition work and the introduction of text, I have devised an exercise called the impulse game, which is inspired by Richard Brestoff’s personalization work.6 Its aim is to synthesize all the objectives in the Contact pillar and to teach actors how to nurture their impulses. To illustrate the exercise, we will follow a scene from You Can Count On Me by Kenneth Lonergan (included at the end of the chapter).

			Stage One: 

			
					Actors partner up with their scripts. A woman is reading for “Sammy” and a man is reading for “Terry.” They cover the script with a loose sheet of paper. The actors are told a very brief synopsis of the scene so they have some frame of reference.SYNOPSIS

It’s 2000. Terry and Sammy are estranged siblings; their parents died when they were kids, so their grandparents raised them. Terry was always the troubled kid, whereas Sammy was the one who made straight A’s and stayed in line. A year ago, Terry stopped contacting Sammy, who still lives in their hometown and raises her son, Rudy, on her own. Sammy attempts to reach her brother, but with no luck. One evening, Sammy receives a letter from Terry saying he is going to visit. They make plans for him to arrive a certain day by bus, but he ends up missing the bus he’s supposed to be on. They make a new plan: they will meet at a diner in town the next day. In the scene, they see each other for the first time.



					The person who has the first line of the scene begins by saying the line to the partner. Terry makes eye contact with Sammy and says the line without acting it.TERRY

Sorry about yesterday—



					Next, the partner maintains contact; she doesn’t look down at the script to find out what her response is. Instead, she says whatever she is compelled to say. What does she want to say in response? In other words, without thinking about it, what is her impulse?SAMMY

Yeah, that was annoying! 



					Once the impulse is uttered, the partner lowers the page to reveal the line. She grabs the text with her memory, then looks back up to reconnect with her partner and says it in the same tone as she said the impulse.SAMMY

I don’t care—I’m just so glad to see you…!

In her impulse, she said, “Yeah, that was annoying!” So she speaks, “I don’t care—I’m just glad to see you,” with the same intonation. The goal here is to let the impulse inform how the actor says the line. Do not act the text, but rather use the impulse you found organically, and place the text right into it, no matter how antithetical it may be. Like pouring water into a glass, the line takes the shape of the impulse. I call this breaking the line. We are breaking up the solidity of the line by adapting it to the impulse. This harkens back to what we discussed in the one-word observation section: let go of the meaning and put your focus on the structure. The text is meaningless; rather, you, the actor, are full of meaning. Keep in mind that this is an exercise, not acting itself. The process of breaking the line is artificial, and it disregards the intention of the text. But that is not the point at this moment in the training. This exercise is designed to teach the actor an essential lesson: your impulses are valid, so act on them! 



					The partner playing Terry now says his impulse based on what his partner just said. At first, he must not look down at the page; instead, he uses the cover sheet to conceal his line. He should stay connected to his partner as he says his impulse.TERRY

I feel terrible.



					
Then he looks down, lowers the paper, grabs his line with his memory, looks up to reconnect with his partner, and says his line in the same place and tone as he spoke his initial impulse. This also pertains to physicality. If the actor is shaking his head on his impulse, he should continue to shake his head on his line, no matter the words. 
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