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FOREWORD

When you meet Kathleen Turner in person, you notice her eyes first. They are piercing and deep, deep ocean blue. Sparkling, in fact. She’s far more beautiful in person than she appears on the screen, which is saying something. And it’s a beauty supported by a strong sense of self and a defined, palpable confidence. She’s supremely confident, in fact, but somehow her confidence isn’t off-putting. It’s magnetic—it draws you to her. It’s the difference between cockiness and charisma.

Kathleen Turner rocketed to stardom in 1981 with the release of the classic film noir Body Heat, a role that inspired in the press uncountable comparisons to Lauren Bacall. That film began a decade of box office dominance for Kathleen. The success of her films made her the top-grossing actress of the decade, through such monster hits as Prizzi’s Honor, Peggy Sue Got Married, The Accidental Tourist, The War of the Roses, Who Framed Roger Rabbit, and the blockbuster Romancing the Stone and its sequel, The Jewel of the Nile. After some time away from cinema, during which she became one of the grande dames of the American theater, she returned to roles on film and TV with the indie comedies The Perfect Family and Another Kind of Wedding, the big-budget comedy Dumb and Dumber To, and the acclaimed Hulu series The Path.

In 1985, Kathleen won the Best Actress Golden Globe for Romancing the Stone. One year later, she won the award again for Prizzi’s Honor, making her one of the only actors in history to win back-to-back Golden Globes. She’s also picked up a Grammy and awards from film critics’ societies, and has been nominated for Drama Desk Awards, Drama League Awards, Tony Awards and an Oscar. Among her leading men have been Jack Nicholson, Steve Martin, William Hurt, Sting, Gabriel Byrne, Dennis Quaid, Christopher Reeve, Nicholas Cage, Jude Law, Bill Irwin, and her partner in three films, Michael Douglas.

Arguably the biggest cinematic sex symbol of the last three-plus decades, she has inspired songs like the Austrian pop singer Falco’s “The Kiss of Kathleen Turner,” and even an entire band, the legendary Toronto punk rockers Kathleen Turner Overdrive. Such cultural tributes elevated Kathleen from the status of respected actor to an enduring iconic role as a larger-than-life stage and film star on the order of Ingrid Bergman, Audrey Hepburn, and Barbara Stanwyck. In some scholarly writing, she’s been examined as the last great movie star, in the classic Hollywood conception of the term.

In the Nineties, while still taking the occasional lead role in some acclaimed independent films like the cult classics Serial Mom and The Virgin Suicides, Kathleen largely turned her attention to her first love, the stage. She has played the lead in a number of the most successful and well-regarded Broadway productions of the last few decades, including Jean Cocteau’s Indiscretions, Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, and Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? She originated the roles of Mrs. Robinson in the stage version of The Graduate, and Tallulah Bankhead in Sandra Ryan Heyward’s celebrated one-woman show, Tallulah.

In the 2000s, Kathleen continued her great work in the theater while adding television to her resume. She’s had memorable guest spots on The Simpsons, King of the Hill, Law and Order, Nip/Tuck, and in her recurring, scene-stealing roles as Chandler Bing’s transvestite father on Friends and as the feisty, man-eating Hollywood agent Sue Collini on Californication.

A lifelong advocate of causes championing freedom of speech, and the rights of women and children, Kathleen generously gives her time to such organizations as People for the American Way, Planned Parenthood, Amnesty International, and Citymeals-on-Wheels, for which she has personally delivered meals to elderly people who aren’t able to leave their homes. In recent years, she has become a champion of new playwrights and their work, including Margaret and Allison Engel’s Red Hot Patriot and Matthew Lombardo’s controversial play High, which Kathleen took to Broadway in 2011 and on a national tour in 2012.

Not content to coast on her fame or her prior successes, Kathleen is always in search of new challenges as an actor and an artist. She recently starred in her first musical, Mother Courage and Her Children, and is preparing her own cabaret show. She’s earned her status as one of the finest actors the stage and the screen have known, and she continues with each passing year to do bold, daring, risk-taking work.

Kathleen has been interviewed thousands of times throughout her career. I did not want this book to be just another interview. I wanted it to be a conversation. I wanted to speak with Kathleen, not to ask Kathleen to speak at me. This approach stemmed from my experience as a university professor. The most rewarding courses I’ve taught have always been the ones where I conversed with the students, where I asked questions of them and they asked questions of me. We explored the course subjects together. I may have guided the conversations, but the students had every opportunity to inform the content and participate in the learning process. And we learned together. I will take that approach over my lecturing at a group of blank faces any day.

The conversational format of this book was also informed by what I knew of Kathleen before beginning the process of speaking with her. While she’s perfectly comfortable being interviewed by the press about her plays and her films and her activism, she’s less comfortable talking at length about her craft. Her approach to acting, as she stated at multiple points in our conversations, is to stop talking about it and to just do it. The name of the course she’s taught at New York University is “Practical Acting: Shut Up and Do It!” So a formally structured interviewing approach would never have achieved the results that we got through having more naturally flowing, give-and-take conversations. My experience working in documentary filmmaking has taught me that a conversational approach will relax the subject in ways that formal interviewing will not. I also anticipated that Kathleen, like most actors, would be a born collaborator, and that an in-depth exploration of her craft would emerge through her collaboration with me. She needs a sounding board, someone to bounce ideas off of. She doesn’t like to work in a bubble.

Thankfully, the conversational approach worked like a charm, and the depth of ideas we were able to explore during our talks was inspiring. I did not know Kathleen well before the inception of this book, but by an hour into the first conversation, she felt like an old friend. And I think that’s reflected in the text, as we were able to fully plumb the depths of Kathleen’s theories about her craft and its place in her life.

It may not seem like it, but this book took several years to write. I didn’t anticipate that it would take so long, as it’s a book built around conversation. But no one speaks like we speak in this book. Real conversation is full of sentence fragments, clumsy grammar, half-formed ideas, awkward interruptions, inquiries that lead nowhere, and lost trains of thought. If you read the transcripts for the conversations in this book, you’d see all of that. Which meant that I had to rewrite everything we said so that it made some sense and wasn’t a challenge to read. I tried to retain the cadences and rhythms and choice of language inherent in the way that Kathleen speaks and the way that I speak. If I have erred on occasion, I hope Kathleen and the readers of this text can forgive me.

Near the end of this book, you will find a series of short essays that dig a little deeper into specific scenes from Kathleen’s films, scenes in which I felt that Kathleen was doing particularly interesting work as an actor. The conception of these essays again came from my experience as a professor of film, running scenes over and over in classes, discussing with my students the choices made by the actors, even on the seemingly smallest levels—a gesture, a pronunciation, a single breath. These short analytical essays will give the readers of this book the opportunity to examine the craft of acting in closer detail. For each film, I’ve selected a single scene and noted the point in the film in which the scene begins, so that you might cue it up on your DVD, computer, or streaming service at home. I hope that, like Kathleen’s discussion of her craft and her advice for young actors, these essays will be of use to students of acting and actors who are still developing their craft, and will be interesting to aficionados of theater and the performing arts.

The epic conversation that forms the bulk of the book was actually composed of a series of many separate, shorter discussions. As Kathleen told me at the beginning of the project, “I can only sit still and talk about myself for so long before I just can’t do it anymore.” I reworked and restructured the conversations so that they would flow together as one long cohesive piece, which I felt made for a better book. We conducted these conversations in Kathleen’s apartment. Here’s a fun bit of behind-the-scenes for you: because of my violent allergy to cats, I had to load up on antihistamines before going into Kathleen’s place. And as they do with most people, antihistamines make me very sleepy. So I would also chug a good deal of very strong coffee. Amuse yourself for a moment with the image of your mild-mannered author sitting at a table with Kathleen Turner, simultaneously wired on caffeine and zonked out on diphenhydramine. A chemical war was waged inside my head—I could have been a science experiment. So if you find any of my comments or questions to be eccentric, well, let’s just blame it on the medicine and the java.

This book will exclusively be an exploration of the craft of acting. We discuss actors’ relationships with the artists with whom they most frequently collaborate, like writers and directors. And we examine the many ways in which acting and performance extend into everyday life. But the book is not a tell-all memoir, as Kathleen has already written that book. It is called Send Yourself Roses: Thoughts on My Life, Love, and Leading Roles. It was written by Kathleen in collaboration with Gloria Feldt. I highly recommend it.

I’ve been directing actors in films for many, many years. Before I began meeting with Kathleen, I thought that I basically knew what there was to know about working with actors. Was I ever wrong. In the process of writing this book, I feel I have taken an epic and intense one-on-one master class in acting from the best teacher imaginable. I hope that acting and directing students of every age, established actors and directors, filmmakers and theater pros and artists of every stripe, and Kathleen’s many adoring fans will all find much to love and learn from in this book. From the first conversation to the final proof of the manuscript, it was an absolute pleasure to work on. Thank you for reading.

—PROF. DUSTIN MORROW





THE CONVERSATIONS

WORKING WITH THE SCRIPT

DUSTIN MORROW Let’s start with where the actor’s job begins.

KATHLEEN TURNER It begins the moment I accept the role. From the moment I sign the contract to do the part, I’m into it. Give me the script and let’s go.

D.M. I imagine that when you first get a script, you are reading it primarily to get a sense of the narrative and you are reading it for the role for which you are being considered.

K.T. Both, and simultaneously. Obviously I am aware of and sensitive to the role that is being offered to me, but ultimately the quality of that role doesn’t really matter if the plot isn’t strong. Sometimes I’m offered very flashy roles, roles that could really facilitate pyrotechnical displays of acting, but the stories surrounding those roles don’t hold up. If the film is no good, or the play is no good, I don’t really see the point. The role has to serve the play, and the play has to serve the role.

Another thing to consider is the tone and tenor of the script. The role might be great, and the story might be strong, but there must be a sense that the story is being told in the right way. Not long ago I was reviewing a script about a family with a mother dying of cancer, and the central question of the script—whether or not to allow the mother to pass away once that became an option—was a compelling one. But the tone was all wrong, it couldn’t make up its mind whether to be arch and flip, or to make this dilemma a true crisis, a true moral issue. It stayed away from both. It didn’t play it lightly enough and it didn’t play it heavily enough. It was too wishy-washy, which is unfortunate, because there was otherwise some good writing there. But if you’re going to tackle that kind of material, I think you better have a point of view.

D.M. So when you’re on the fence about taking a role, what’s the deciding factor for you? Is it meeting the writer and seeing whether he or she is open to experimenting with the tone of the script?

K.T. The next step would probably be meeting the writer and the director. On High, for example, the director and writer came together in the same package. They collaborated on the Tallulah Bankhead play, Looped, and they had a good partnership. So meeting one was meeting the other. But they’re very, very different men, and I was impressed by their willingness to listen to each other, to consider each other’s viewpoints, as well as their energy, their intelligence, and their commitment to the work. All of those things were decisive factors in committing to it. When I saw how they worked with each other, I knew that I could work with them, individually and together.

D.M. So once you’ve committed to doing a play, you begin the process of taking it apart, of breaking it down and beginning to understand it.

K.T. It all begins with the words. The words that a character uses give you an idea of the energy and the kind of mind that this person possesses. If her speech is multisyllabic, that’s a cold rhythm. Short, choppy words probably indicate that the character is a fast thinker and a decisive person. If the character uses a lot of words with softer sounds, with M’s or V’s, as opposed to T’s or D’s or P’s, that’s also an indication of her personality. The latter is much more explosive and hard-edged than the former, and that gives me an immediate indication of the rhythm of the character.

And of course, it’s a collaborative art, and immediately upon taking a role I like to start digging into the script with the director. I don’t like to do a lot of work on my own, even on a one-woman show. Actors need sounding boards. I don’t sit around and decide how I’m going to do something by myself. That’s acting to a mirror. That’s not even acting, that’s pretending. So I really feel that I need the other cast members and, minimally, the director.

D.M. But there are a lot of actors that work like that, aren’t there? It seems that many actors actually can get a little too internal.

K.T. Well, much of what I do comes from age and experience. Someone who is younger or less experienced might be more likely to, perhaps, try and show up off-book. They might try to have everything figured out on day one of rehearsal.

D.M. “Off-book”—meaning they have all their lines memorized on day one.

K.T. Right. And it’s a mistake. Going off-book shouldn’t be forced, it’s something that an actor should do on her own, as part of a natural process of getting to know the character and the script. Going off-book immediately is really jumping the gun. I don’t think you should be off-book until you have a sense of the play as a whole. Once you have a clear progression of the ideas and emotions in the play and your character, then the lines become extremely easy to memorize because there’s a reason to memorize them.

You can memorize, for example, lines that demonstrate that a character is feeling disillusioned or vulnerable, but until you identify why that person feels disillusioned and vulnerable at that point in the development of the character, the memorization is hollow. Just sitting down and memorizing words, without knowing the “why,” is possibly counter-productive. It might get in the way of really being able to allow the words and emotions and thoughts to come together cohesively.

D.M. Are you an actor that marks her script up?

K.T. One of the first things I do with a script, and this has understandably gotten me into trouble with a few playwrights, is take a black magic marker and line out all the stage directions. I prefer to find the movement in the character, so it feels real and true, rather than have my movements dictated to me by the text.

D.M. Interesting. It makes sense—too much stage direction can actually be limiting. It’s like the writer is trying to direct from the page. It’s definitely bad form in screenwriting.

K.T. During rehearsals for Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, Edward Albee looked over my shoulder one day and saw that I did that and boy, was he was not happy. He said, “What if I want you to do some of that stuff?” I said, “Edward, if you see something I’m doing in rehearsal that you don’t like, let me know and we will go back to your original stage direction.” He harrumphed—he was a master harrumpher—but he agreed and it worked out fine. He was not big on compromise, though.

D.M. So what do your scripts look like by the time the show goes up?

K.T. Pretty detailed. As we rehearse, I mark them for blocking and technical purposes. Once you get on your feet and start to move around the stage, you need notes. But I don’t mark them for sound or feeling. To me, that’s inherent in the line, because it isn’t just a question of finding the most pleasing sound, it’s also finding the sound that conveys the idea best. And that, to me, has always been very clear in a well-written script.

Having said that, I will sometimes mark my script when I’m given notes by a director. I’ll mark the opposite page, usually with a keyword that represents what the director wants me to convey, so that on the subsequent pass through the script I will be reminded of what he or she wants me to try for. But I only tend to need that keyword once, if at all, before I’ve got it. So generally, my scripts are pretty clean.

The play is a complete story to me. The whole thing is in my head. A lot of my directors have said, when they’ve given me notes, “Don’t you want to write this down?” And I just say, “Don’t worry, I never forget a note.” And I don’t. I know a lot of actors need to constantly be scribbling things down, but I’m just not one of them. Again, much of that might have come from time and experience.

D.M. Are you an actor that likes a lot of language? Or would you prefer to play something with less dialogue?

K.T. Most of my work is pretty physical, really. My characters always seem to have a certain amount of physicality, no matter what they’re doing. I’m not good at just sitting still.

She’s not kidding. In my conversations with Kathleen, she was often ­moving around in her chair, or making dramatic gestures to emphasize certain points. Not fidgeting, but moving, in a sort of natural performance. To me, this is easy evidence of a true storyteller—someone for whom the capacity and the desire to tell stories is deeply ingrained, as if the story was bursting to get out of her. I saw a lot of this in my extensive work in recording oral storytelling in Ireland. The Irish have a long tradition of storytelling that comes from someplace deep inside—there’s nothing anecdotal about their stories. They recognize that every story has the potential to move an audience, to frighten them or make them laugh or make them think. Having seen this onstage (evident especially in plays like High and Red Hot Patriot, where she directly addresses the audience), I knew Kathleen could do this, but I didn’t expect to see it in such force in a one-on-one setting. All of which is to say, the woman is a storyteller of uncommon passion.

I have, on occasion, worked toward that stillness as a challenge. When I was doing Mrs. Robinson in The Graduate, I concentrated very hard on absolute minimalist movement, to have her be as still as possible. Part of the thinking there was that she is almost always a little drunk. Most of the play is set in the evening, so by the time you see her she’s been drinking for several hours, and she’s extremely careful about her diction and how she walks and sits, because she’s scared of messing up. She’s conscious of not giving herself away. So she doesn’t make any sudden gestures for fear of toppling over. But most of my characters tend to end up on the floor, or thrown over something. It’s fun.

D.M. With Martha, there is so much rich language there, but at the same time, you made her a really physical character.

Martha is Kathleen’s character in Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, which she played to great acclaim in a blockbuster Broadway production costarring Bill Irwin. Set in one night, the play tells the story of Martha and George, a middle-aged couple who engage in a battle of psychological warfare as their marriage disintegrates. It was authored by the legendary, Pulitzer-winning playwright Edward Albee and first staged in 1962.

K.T. Yes, well the opportunity was always there because she’s a woman who has so few restraints on herself that she doesn’t really care how she moves. Her natural freedom informed her extreme behavior in terms of movement. Flinging herself around physically is completely authentic to the character, and to her willingness to fling her emotions around. She’s unhinged, so why wouldn’t that be reflected physically as well?

D.M. So when you do something like Indiscretions where the narrative prohibits you, for at least a good chunk of the play, from being able to move around, is that really frustrating for you?

K.T. Yes, in some ways. That particular play came at the time of a real acute stage of my rheumatoid arthritis. The truth was, I was in terrible, terrible pain almost all the time. And one of the reasons I thought that I could handle that play was that, as a ­diabetic in the 1930s, the character was largely constrained to her bed.

Kathleen has been fighting rheumatoid arthritis since the mid-1990s. RA is an chronic inflammatory autoimmune disorder that causes painful swelling in the joints.

But the thing about rheumatoid arthritis is that it’s not a type of pain that can be alleviated by staying in bed. RA can’t be escaped because it lives in your joints. You can’t sit down and kick up your feet and expect to feel better.

And of course as soon as we started rehearsal, I couldn’t help myself anyway. I found myself flinging around, falling down around the bed. And of course the whole death scene, with the thrashing about the bed, was brutal. And there was that appalling staircase in the second act that made me cry every night. Truthfully. So that didn’t work out quite as I had thought. I really sort of thought, “OK, I can handle it. A woman who is in bed most of the play—how bad could it be?”

D.M. Much worse than you thought.

K.T. So much worse than I thought.

D.M. When you learn your lines, do you learn them exactly or approximately? Or does it depend on the play?

K.T. I learn the ideas behind the lines first. When I learn the idea behind a line then the words usually follow naturally. If, for some reason, I consistently have a problem with recalling a line, one that’s just not staying with me, then it’s usually because there is something wrong with the line. If the line were tracking correctly, I wouldn’t stumble on it over and over again. My memory is very sharp, I have absolutely no problem learning lines. And yes, especially with a play, I try very hard to be exact with the language, but if I’m consistently making a mistake on a line, it’s because the line is problematic. Playwrights understand how well an actor gets to know her character during the process of developing it, so most of them would agree to that and would revise the line accordingly.

D.M. Wasn’t Albee famous for the opposite—for never adjusting a line?

K.T. Famous!? My God—try infamous!

D.M. “You missed a comma, Kathleen!”

K.T. Totally. He came backstage once to tell me that I left out a “Ha!” in the middle of a speech. I said, “Don’t worry, it’ll be there tomorrow.” He’s tough.

D.M. He certainly protected his words.

K.T. As he should have. Those are the rights of the writer. If he chose that word, he chose it for a reason and no one has any right to change it.

D.M. But isn’t theater really the actor’s medium?

K.T. The actor’s and the writer’s.

D.M. I’ve always thought of the theater belonging to the actor, television belonging to the writer, and film belonging to the director. That’s why I make films, I like to direct.

K.T. Theater is a forum where the writer can have a lot of power.

D.M. I wonder if that’s why a lot of writers go into playwriting.

K.T. As opposed to screenwriting?

D.M. Yeah.

K.T. Well, screenwriting is definitely looser . . .

D.M. Often, in film, the writer isn’t even allowed on the set.

K.T. Not always, no. But it is understood, for one thing, that you don’t have anything like the rehearsal time you have in theater. And on a film set, you’re getting script changes everyday due to shooting conditions, budget problems, production politics. Even though you only shoot a couple of pages a day, you shoot it so many times, from so many angles, that if you change a word in one angle, and that’s the shot the director likes, then you have to repeat that change for every other angle, because they all have to match. Even when it’s a mistake, when you didn’t mean to change a word, you’re stuck with it.

D.M. Do you enjoy doing improvisational work? I think it’s a really useful part of the rehearsal process, but I wonder if it has a place in the actual performance in theater, as it does in many cases in TV and film.

K.T. I wouldn’t do it in a performance on stage, that’s not really fair to the other actors. Especially if they’re not ready for it, or they don’t do it as well, or they don’t have as much confidence in their ability to go with it. But as a rehearsal tool, absolutely. It can be a great exercise in figuring out what a scene needs, or means. It allows you the opportunity to attack it from an angle that may not be on the page. That kind of improvisation can be very useful.

D.M. Can you give me an example of how you’ve used it on something you’ve done?

K.T. With High, in one of the scenes where the young addict comes in and first confronts my character, he has to challenge her authority. So we tried riffing on that idea, taking it to its furthest conclusion. He tried to push me into losing my temper, just disobeying outright anything that I asked him to do. And I attempted to exert my authority over him, to put him in his place. When we returned to the scene as written, the experience of that exercise enriched the text for us.

In Matthew Lombardo’s edgy drama High, Kathleen plays the tough-talking Sister Jamison Connelly, a nun and rehab counselor who meets her match in Cody Randall, a difficult, hostile young addict. As the two face off, Sister Connelly is forced to confront her own painful history with addiction and, more importantly, her faith. The play ran briefly on Broadway and then in an extensive national tour.

D.M. Have you worked with performers who like throwing you curve balls and surprising you in that way? Have you ever had to deal with that?

K.T. During a performance? Well, a couple of times someone might have made a mistake, or lost their line.

D.M. Which is a different kind of curveball.

K.T. Right, that’s not intentional. When you see that look of panic and dread come into the other actor’s eye, you think, “Oh, here we go. . . .”

D.M. “Mayday, mayday . . .”

K.T. “Mayday, we’re going down!” There were a couple of times during Virginia Woolf where Bill Irwin had trouble with this very long, convoluted speech. He was standing behind a sofa, and I was sitting on the sofa and I could see what the audience couldn’t—his eyes getting really, really big. Saucers! And so I’d just sort of turn upstage and pretend to adjust my wardrobe or something, feed him the line, and then drop back into the scene.

D.M. Oh, nice! It has to be mortifying to forget a line onstage.

K.T. It happens to every actor. If you meet one who says it never happens to her, she’s lying.

D.M. What do you do?

K.T. Well, usually you’re able to get it back after a moment, or another cast member can feed you a bit. Where it’s problematic is in one-woman shows.

D.M. Right, there’s no other actor there to help you out. Where do you turn?

K.T. Well, it happened to me a couple times when I first started out with Tallulah. All I could do was look to the audience and say, “Forgive me. I don’t know where I am. One moment, please.” And then I’d step offstage, consult with the stage manager, and come back on and continue.

Tallulah is a one-woman show written by Sandra Ryan Heyward, about the legendary actress Tallulah Bankhead. Bankhead was a brilliant but troubled Broadway star, considered by some critics and scholars to be the greatest actress ever to work on the American stage.

D.M. That sounds utterly terrifying.

K.T. It was. But it’s not like I had a choice, and most audiences are actually quite forgiving. They’re on your side.

D.M. In a way, it’s kind of endearing.

K.T. I’m only human.

D.M. But as far as improvisation in performance goes . . .

K.T. I don’t usually do it. For one thing, on stage, in a play, you really wouldn’t mess around with the text. It’s just not done, it would be a real betrayal of the process. You have to respect the script. And in film you don’t experiment that much because it’s too expensive. If it costs $120,000 an hour to keep the crew on-set and working, you can’t waste that time without everybody getting pretty upset.

D.M. Unless you’re Will Ferrell or Jim Carrey, and you’re encouraged to improvise.

K.T. And you can’t help it.

D.M. Right—those guys might not be able to turn it off without a lot of concentration.

K.T. I worked with Jim Carrey on Dumb and Dumber To, and the directors let us do some improvising. It’s not really my thing, but I enjoyed it. He’s clearly very good at it, and when you do it with him it elevates your game.

D.M. Let’s chat for a bit about finding subtext in a script. Stanislavski said that plays are all about subtext, and that’s what actors really like to play.

Constantin Stanislavski was a legendary Russian actor and theater director, who created the Stanislavski System, a school of acting based on the concept of using emotional memory in performance.

K.T. Well, certainly there is an endless interior dialogue going on with what your character is actually feeling or thinking, stemming from the decisions she’s making. As an actor, you’re always asking, “Why do I respond to this character in this way?” and, “Why do I use these words?” “Why do I want to be here?” or, “Why am I with this person?” “What do I want from them?” “What do I want to give them?”

Answering those questions, shaping the character’s inner dialogue, is a huge part of the process of finding a character. It may not have anything to do with the actual words that your character is saying, because it’s behind what the character is saying, it’s all the reason and the emotion. It’s what you’re trying to hide and what you’re trying to show. That’s the endless series of choices that you make as an actor every second that you’re up on the stage. Sometimes it may almost seem as though the actual words, or the concrete action of a piece, are of secondary interest. The interior dialogue, the endless exploration of what truly informs the ­character—the development of that never stops for as long as you play a character. That’s one of the genuinely fascinating aspects of this craft.

D.M. Do you discuss that interior dialogue with the director and other actors, or do you keep that to yourself?

K.T. I’ll discuss some of it with them. But much of it has to stay secret.

D.M. Why is that?

K.T. Because some things are just for you, to build the character from the inside out. And if you share that stuff with your fellow actors, you have to realize you’re also sharing it with their characters. And perhaps their characters shouldn’t know everything that your character is thinking. Everyone has things they keep private, and the characters I play are no exception to that.

D.M. Many actors like to compose long, fictionalized backstories for their characters.

K.T. I don’t generally do that. All the information I need is usually in the script. And if it’s not, then the script isn’t ready to be produced yet. For example, in High, we learn about my character that she’s a nun, a rehab counselor, she’s tough and yet vulnerable, she lived on the street for three and a half years, her sister was killed because of a man that she brought home while she was under the influence, and her family felt more shame than grief in her sister’s death. All of these things tell the audience enough about the character’s history in order to understand the character in the context of the story, and tell me all I need to know in order to play her. So do I need to sit down and fabricate details, like what kind of house she lived in when she grew up, or who her first boyfriend was? Absolutely not.

D.M. Well, I know that some writing and acting programs have student playwrights and actors do those sorts of things as exercises.

K.T. Well whoop-de-doo.

D.M. Ha! Have you ever had a director or a writer give you that kind of information, though? Give you something that’s not in the script—come up to you and say, “This character was abused as a child.” And all of a sudden you have to deal with that huge piece of information.

K.T. Not that I can remember. It certainly sounds like an “acting class” kind of thing, doesn’t it?

D.M. Well, it’s an exercise that I will use in teaching screen­writing sometimes, having students write biographies of their characters.

K.T. Well, it’s a different kind of exercise for writers. As actors, we don’t use that as much in the professional world.

D.M. So if you’re starting to work on a character, are there set questions that you have to ask the character, to begin to figure her out?

K.T. It depends always on the script, on the material. That is, why should the questions be set? You can’t ask the same questions of different characters. I suppose the only ones that are consistent are your basic “Why’s.” Why does she want what she wants? Why does she go about it this way? Why does this character function this way within the context of the narrative?

Those are questions you ask in partnership with the director and the writers. Ideally the three of you must agree on what the play is fundamentally about and work toward that. Me through my character, the writer through her dialogue, the director through her staging. It’s a delicate partnership that requires a delicate balance.

D.M. It sounds like a lot of questions about motivation and intent.

K.T. I think so. But not everything is. Every moment of a piece isn’t always, “Why would she say this?” Once you’ve established the parameters of how a characters walks and talks and reacts and feels, all the little idiosyncrasies of the character become natural, almost to the point where you don’t have to heavily process them as an actor, and those things color the character in fascinating ways.

But not everything in a script is equally important. Some moments are crucial and some moments are there to color the narrative, to allow the story to build to the moments that really do matter. But it’s less common in screenplays, where that material is the first thing to be cut.

D.M. That’s the cutting room floor stuff.

K.T. If it even makes it that far! Much of the best stuff in a screenplay is cut before shooting even starts.

D.M. It’s a shame, because those colorful details are often the best parts of a screenplay.

K.T. Indeed. And a couple of times it’s been quite disappointing to me. Particularly with V.I. Warshawski. There were some really wonderful, lovely scenes between Warshawski and the young girl that she was protecting and trying to help. Ultimately, the editing was taken over by executives at the studio, and their perspective was, “If it doesn’t have action in it, out it goes.” And it was such a shame because there were some really beautiful moments shared between those two characters.

Kathleen played the title role in V.I. Warshawski, a detective film based on the bestselling novels by Sara Paretsky. The film was initially intended to start a franchise, but its critical and commercial failure halted any plans for the production of a sequel.

D.M. That must be tough. I actually like that film, but it’s a film that, when you’re watching it, you can easily sense that there’s stuff that’s not there in the final cut, almost as if massive chunks of exposition and character development had been excised.

K.T. Definitely. And the cuts really changed the tone of the movie.

D.M. Tone is an interesting question for an actor. In both your theater and your film work, you’ve done work not just across multiple genres, but work that has had very different and specific tones, and I wonder about how that affects your digging into a performance, from the outset.

While Kathleen has acted on stage in everything from broad comedies to small, personal dramas, her film work has crossed even more genres, perhaps more so than any other actor of her generation. In just a few years time, she did film noir (Body Heat), slapstick comedy (The Man With Two Brains), action-adventure (Romancing the Stone), erotic thriller (Crimes of Passion), fantasy (Peggy Sue Got Married), melodrama (Julia and Julia), animated film (Who Framed Roger Rabbit), black comedy (The War of the Roses), detective (V.I. Warshawski), and camp (Serial Mom).

Can you read a script and say, “Okay, this is a melodrama, and melodramatic acting is a specific style of acting and so I need to tap into a style of acting that is consistent with that tone”?

K.T. I suppose so. The tone should be apparent in the script and my job as an actor is to align the approach of my work to that of the script.

D.M. Right. For example, a John Waters movie has a very specific tone, so you can’t show up on the set of Serial Mom and try to give a performance rooted in realism.

Serial Mom is a comedy, written and directed by master of camp John Waters, in which Kathleen plays the title role of a serial-murdering and yet wholesome and traditional homemaker. Like many of Waters films, it is considered a cult classic.

K.T. Oh God, no! On the first page of that screenplay, in the very first scene, where the family is gathered around the breakfast table, it’s clear what the tone of that film was to be.

D.M. I love that scene. When your character converses with the songbird out the window, that’s pretty close to the funniest thing I’ve ever seen in a movie.

K.T. My daughter loves that scene, too. “Who-whee, who-whee.”

D.M. Easily my favorite moment in one of my favorite movies. My girlfriend and I were watching that movie recently, and I told her, “I’m going to get that ‘who-whee’ as my ringtone.” Hint, hint.

K.T. Ha! Well, you’re going to have to record it off your TV speaker, mister, because you’re not getting it from me.

D.M. It was worth a shot! Part of the brilliance of that scene is the way Waters shoots it—he cuts to that tight single of you and then to the bird and then back to another tight single—it’s just beyond ludicrous.

K.T. His comic timing as a screenwriter and as a filmmaker is virtually flawless.

D.M. It seems true, in most cases, that an accomplished actor knows the character better than anybody else in the process, perhaps even better than the writer who created the character.

K.T. Without question. After a couple of months I would challenge anyone to know that character better than me. And that includes the director, definitely, and that includes even the writer. I have certainly said to writers, “She just wouldn’t do that, she wouldn’t use that word, she just wouldn’t be able to do it that way,” and I say it with the authority of someone who has gotten to know the character better than anyone else in the creative process.

Film is a bit different, because things change faster, and more frequently. Even if you’re shooting in a controlled environment like a studio, things change everyday. The schedule changes, the script changes, personnel changes. Whereas, ideally, in a play, you work towards setting a piece so that you can get to a point where you can say, “Okay, these are the final choices of words and actions and movement and blocking.” And by that point, no one knows more about the character than me.

D.M. I hope writers and directors generally acknowledge that.

K.T. Usually they do.

D.M. But there must be some butting heads and “creative differences.”

K.T. Of course there are, but not within the context of knowing the character. They simply haven’t had the time with the character that I’ve had. You know, their focus is much wider. When I was directing Crimes of the Heart, I loved the idea that I could be so particular about everything—“That’s the wrong color blue for that pillow”—as opposed to just focusing on my character. But I would never delve into any one of the six characters to the point that I would if I were playing them. My job as the director was to make sure that the characters and the actors complemented each other and supported each other as the story progressed.





DIRECTING YOURSELF

DUSTIN MORROW As a director who is first an actor, is that something that comes harder to you than someone who directs but has no history as an actor?

KATHLEEN TURNER That did worry me at first, years ago, when I was first directing little productions, that I would be very hard on my leading actors. And I did find myself, at first, watching their performances and literally thinking, “I would do it like this.” But I got past all that and certainly by the time I directed Crimes of the Heart, I had four lovely women’s roles and never felt tempted to act one of them, which is a relief.

D.M. How did that production come to you?

K.T. Roger Rees was the person to first pin me down and get me to commit to directing. He was the head of Williamstown at the time, and he was the one who finally locked me into doing it.

Roger Rees was the Tony-winning Welsh actor best known for his roles as Robin Concord on the series Cheers and as Lord Marbury on The West Wing. He passed away in 2015 at the age of 71.

Kathleen’s production of Crimes of the Heart received rave reviews, especially for its expert casting and nuanced performances. Many critics compared it to the 1986 film version favorably, noting the subtlety Kathleen found in the text that the film missed completely. Kathleen rarely directs, but is respected in theater circles for her capacity to bring the best out of her actors.

D.M. It must be valuable for actors to have experience as directors.

K.T. Definitely, especially since you occasionally have to work with directors that don’t know how to direct actors, in which case you have to direct yourself. Any actor who has worked as long as I have and has paid even the slightest bit of attention to what’s going on around them has hopefully learned how all the elements of a working production come together. I think every good actor with a healthy track record has in them the capacity to direct. The question is whether they have the drive, the energy and tenacity to do it.

D.M. It had to have been difficult to direct yourself in the lead role in The Killing of Sister George because that’s a demanding play.

The Killing of Sister George is a dark comedy about a cigar-­chomping, hard-drinking radio actress who is nothing like the sweet character she plays on her show. It was first staged in 1965 and was adapted into a film directed by Robert Aldrich in 1968.

K.T. It was tricky. I didn’t like it at all. It’s a distinct challenge, wearing those two hats at the same time. To be in character and giving a performance is to be fully engaged with that character, their thoughts and motivations. So to have to be in that headspace and at the same time looking at the entire production, especially the work that the other actors are doing, is really tricky. It’s almost like trying to be in two places at the same time. Some actors can do both jobs very well. I have a new respect for actors who direct themselves having now done it and felt how challenging it is.

D.M. What drew you to The Killing of Sister George?

K.T. I’ve always loved radio dramas. I’ve done a few of them—A Christmas Carol, a couple V.I. Warshawski mysteries, and a few other projects. And I’ve always been particularly drawn to the radio dramas done by the BBC. The BBC has a wonderful tradition of doing these long-running dramas that are ostensibly soap operas on the air. We haven’t really had as much of that in the United States.

The Killing of Sister George is a wonderful play that is very British. The daughter of Frank Marcus, the man who wrote the play, generously allowed us to have some minor rewrites done so that the text could be structured in such a way that American audiences could understand it and relate to it.

D.M. You knew going into that production that you were going to act and direct as well.

K.T. Yes, I did. You know me—I love a challenge. I thought I could do it, I was very arrogant. It turned out to be just too big a production to have the lead actor also be the director. It definitely humbled me.

D.M. So how does that process work? How are you able to be in ­character and also outside the stage looking down on the entire production?

K.T. At the end of the day, you can’t. That’s not really how it works, not for me anyway. I truly love the process of directing and I got really caught up in it. I was working on the lights, the costumes, the set, and I got three weeks into a four-week rehearsal period and realized that I hadn’t done any work on my character. So I went to my actors at the beginning of that last week and told them that the entire week had to be about Sister George. I was to do nothing but work on my character that week. The whole thing just got away from me, and the production suffered for it.

D.M. Have you worked with actors who’ve also directed the production before?

K.T. In film, but that’s different.

D.M. Right, you worked with Danny DeVito as he directed himself in The War of the Roses.

K.T. Yes, but that was a different process entirely. Film is very different in that you can play the scene as an actor and then step back and view the playback as a director. It’s much easier to fulfill both roles at the same time. Plus, Danny was playing a supporting role in that film.

D.M. Right, and the next time you directed yourself, in the play Would You Still Love Me If . . ., you played a supporting role.

K.T. Yes, although that wasn’t by design. I was sort of cornered into it. I thought I was going to have a nice, easy fall by taking a smaller supporting role in a small production that I felt was worthy of my name and assistance. But of course that’s not the way it worked out.

D.M. How did you end up directing?

K.T. After the first week’s rehearsals it became immediately clear to everyone that the cast and the director had creative differences that were so pronounced that they would negatively impact the play. The producers asked me to step in as the director and the cast supported that decision, so I thought about it for a while and reluctantly decided to do it because I felt the play deserved to be seen.

Would You Still Love Me If . . ., by John S. Anastasi, is about two women whose relationship is strained by the revelation that one of them wishes to undergo gender reassignment surgery. Kathleen plays the woman’s mother. The play opened off-Broadway in 2015 to mixed reviews.

D.M. And it was the message of the play that drew you to it.

K.T. And the writing, and that my character, although a supporting one, was very interesting. This was a few years ago when very few people in American theater were mounting productions that seriously addressed issues confronting transgender people and their families. Not that there are a ton of those now, but there were particularly very few then and I felt that these issues were important that they should be addressed in the arts. I thought that the play, while not a perfect text, deserved an audience.

The play is very much about love. It’s about two women in a happy and fulfilling lesbian relationship. One of the women decides that she wants to transition to the male gender, but the other woman is queer and does not want to be in a relationship with a man. The process of transitioning, the questions around it, threaten the core of their relationship. I played the mother of one of the women and the struggle my character faces as she comes to terms with this difficult idea is what attracted me to the role.

D.M. Was the process easier the second time because it was a supporting role?

K.T. There were issues with that production, so it wasn’t easy as it turns out, but that aspect—acting and directing at the same time—was definitely easier.

D.M. What is the biggest challenge with directing and acting simultaneously?

K.T. The biggest issue with directing a play that you appear in is always going to be time. When you’re the lead, you simply don’t have the time to carry the play as an actor and steer the play as a director. I should never say never, but I suspect that I will ­probably never again direct a play in which I am also playing the lead role.





WORKING WITH DIRECTORS

DUSTIN MORROW The flip side of a question I asked earlier is, do you think it’s valuable for directors to have some experience as actors?

KATHLEEN TURNER Well, I think that in some cases it could be dangerous, but generally I think it would be a very good thing. One semester at NYU I taught a course that was comprised of half actors and half directors, and we had the actors directing and the directors acting. And then the directors directed the actors after they had walked in their shoes, so to speak. And it was great. It was certainly humbling for the directors, because most of the actors turned out to be great directors, while the directors were all pretty crummy actors.

D.M. Interesting! Why do you think that turned out to be the case?

K.T. It just seems so often that actors don’t know what the director is asking for, and they don’t understand the limitations of that job, and the directors don’t know what the actors need from them in order to construct a solid performance. So the actors need to understand why a director is asking for certain things or denying certain things, and directors need to understand, physically, what it is the actors are doing, that they’re been given these strict blocking parameters and told to work within them. It’s very valuable for directors to get a sense of the actors’ needs. And it’s valuable for a director to try to understand why the actor is making the choices he or she is making. Directors should talk to actors about what they did with their performances in a rehearsal or in a take before leaping to how they want to change them.

D.M. Is it better to have a director who really tightly controls your performance, or would you rather have one that gives you more leeway?

K.T. I prefer one that gives me a little more flexibility, because it allows me more room to explore. It’s dangerous to have a director who has already decided how he wants a scene to play, as opposed to watching it with several different nuances and intentions and then choosing the path to follow. I want to be able to try it out many different ways before I actually have to choose one.

D.M. Where do you physically want a director to be while you’re rehearsing?

K.T. Where the audience is going to be.

D.M. How about while you’re shooting a film?

K.T. Back at the monitor. You don’t want your attention split from the camera. There’s already the cameraman, the focus puller, and sometimes the cinematographer standing there, and you really don’t want anybody else in your line of vision. I’d rather just have the camera to work with, when possible. I like the director back by the monitor, and all he really has to see, ultimately, is what that camera is seeing. So I would think that would be easier for her than watching the scene from a broader viewpoint up by the camera, where she is aware of the whole room and the conditions in which the film is being shot. But in theater, I’d rather the director just sit in the audience.

D.M. Is there an ideal place in the theater to be, though? Where do you sit when you are directing?

K.T. I sit in the center, close to the front, a couple of rows back. I want to be able to see the actors’ eyes and grasp all the small nuances of their performances. That gets tougher to do the further from the stage you sit.

D.M. But that variety of perspectives in live theater seems like one of the trickiest things about it. With film, the screen is the screen—you can sit in the front row and have to crane your neck, and that can certainly color your interpretation of a film, but generally most people are going to consume a film the same way, with the same perspective.

K.T. It is different in theater, certainly. Some people get different angles, different viewpoints and for that reason must have slightly different interpretations of the performances. So during rehearsal the director moves around the house to be sure that everything is playing well from side to side and front to back. But I don’t think it really bothers the actors, or at least it doesn’t bother me, if the director is right there in front.

D.M. I know that you have worked with directors that are all technical, that know everything there is to know about lenses and cameras or staging and lights, but probably aren’t able to give you much else.

K.T. Oh yeah, of course. More so in film than theater, but yeah. And because of that I would urge every actor to learn how to direct themselves. Really, truly. There were so many directors, especially young directors coming out of a certain time, in the 1980s, that emerged from Southern California film schools, that knew every lens and every technical process. And then they’d say to the actor, “Well, now you, um, you just do what you do.” And you’re like, “Um, okay, thanks a lot!” They were lost. Hopeless. There were times I was so tempted to respond, “And what exactly is it that you’d like me to do?” But, ultimately that wouldn’t help the film, so I could never do that.

D.M. It wouldn’t be real politically savvy, either.

K.T. Certainly not. But luckily, there are no politics in Hollywood. Ha! The problem with those directors, from an actor’s standpoint, is that the performances in the film could be wildly uneven, because some actors have the toolkit to direct themselves and others do not. So you’ll get an actor who knows exactly what he wants to do and you’ll get somebody who isn’t so sure. And that imbalance will come through, regardless of the storyline, and it’ll end up that one actor’s choices will dominate the other’s.

D.M. At the other end of that spectrum, can you make use of really abstract direction?

K.T. Oh yeah, absolutely, especially if you know what you want to do. The only time that abstraction becomes an issue is if it emerges from a lack of confidence on the director’s part. When you get an insecure or uncertain director, one who has trouble expressing herself to actors, then what very often happens is that the lead actor will sort of step in as director and start making suggestions to the other actors about how to play scenes. I speak from experience, I’ve had to do it. It’s either that, or the piece suffers.

Every young, developing actor should know this—that every actor has to be able to direct herself. Hopefully, you won’t have to, and you really do need a director as a sounding board, at the very least, but you also need to know how to resolve your own uncertainties. When you are faced with, “I don’t know which choice is better, they both work, and I have to choose the one that’s best for the play or the film,” hopefully the director will be able to help you, but you can’t always depend on it.

D.M. Speaking of abstraction, one of my actor friends once told me that a director stopped a rehearsal once to tell his actors that he wanted more “orange.”

K.T. Yikes! Those are the directors you want to shoot.

D.M. Have you ever been subjected to something like that?

K.T. Not that I can remember, but then my reputation might protect me from that kind of nonsense. I’m not famous for suffering fools gladly.

D.M. That’s understating it.

K.T. Ha! Well, what I have seen, and this makes me incredibly furious, are directors—and I hate to say this, but they are always men—who think that they can manipulate your acting on a personal level. For example, I had this director boast to me that he got this extraordinary performance out of this young actress because he had an affair with her and the night before the scene where her character was to be devastated by being left—he actually broke up with her! He was bragging that he got this wonderful performance out of her, this real heartbreak. I said, “Well, we won’t be working together, then.” How dare he screw with somebody’s mind and heart like that, to get his so-called “perfect performance,” and think that that’s good directing?

D.M. Some film directors are famous for messing with their actors. Alfred Hitchcock, Werner Herzog . . .

K.T. It’s appalling.

D.M. That makes me think of a story, it’s nowhere near as awful as your example, obviously, but I did hear you once talk about a day that John Huston wore you out and ground you down all day on Prizzi’s Honor and then at the end of the day, when you were practically in tears, said, “Now she’s ready for the scene.”

Prizzi’s Honor is a dark comedy in which Kathleen and Jack Nicholson play mafia contract killers who fall in love. In the film’s third act, Jack accepts a contract on his spouse, leading to Nicholson’s classic lines “Do I marry her? Do I ice her? Which one of these?”. The film was a huge hit and was nominated for several major Oscars, winning Best Supporting Actress for the director’s daughter, Anjelica Huston. Kathleen won Best Actress at the Golden Globes.

K.T. That’s entirely true. He said it to his cameramen, and he knew I heard him say it.

D.M. Very sensitive.

K.T. Yeah, it made me so angry at the time. But to his credit, I was very good in that scene. And it wasn’t really personal. It wasn’t the same sort of thing as the example I just gave.

We were, all of us—the actors, the crew, the hot lights and camera gear, packed into this very tiny room. It was very warm and stuffy and congested and uncomfortable. We’d do take after take after take and Huston just wasn’t happy. He’d constantly reset the camera, which meant re-blocking the actors and moving all the lights, and it took all day. So, really, it was just the frustration of hours and hours and hours of stopping and starting on this scene, which was a huge scene for me. It was a terribly important scene, a scene that meant a lot to me. And the frustration just built and built until I was ready to snap, so to have him say what he said after I broke down in tears, it was tough for me to hear.

D.M. That kind of manipulation just seems to demonstrate a disrespect for the profession, because it implies that the actor can’t do the job without the director bringing in something that’s external and that has nothing to do with doing the job.

K.T. Right, I agree, in relation to the example I gave about the break-up. But the case with Huston was somewhat different, because he genuinely wasn’t pleased with where the scene was, and while he may not have exercised the best judgment that day, he also pushed me as any great director might.

I did the first take on one scene and he came over to me and he said, “No, no. I need you to out-Sicilian the Sicilian.” And I went, “All right, I think I can do that.” And we did take two, and he came over and said, “You can do anything, can’t you?” Yes! I thought, “I can live off that for a while.”

D.M. Yeah, especially coming from him. That’s the highest compliment.

K.T. Yes, it was. He was one of the greats.

D.M. I know directors who will extensively demonstrate a per­formance for their actors, as a way of basically saying “Do it like this.”

K.T. That’s pretty bad form. For one thing, most directors aren’t decent actors, so they’re going to sound and look pretty lame.

D.M. Can you think of a situation in which it would be permissible?

K.T. If they are demonstrating some basic blocking in the context of its relationship to the movement of the camera, then that’s okay, because that’s something I need to know. But to demonstrate how to play the part? No. If they could do that, they’d be actors.

D.M. It’s rough—I’ve seen directors try to do it.

K.T. Me, too—there are directors who will act out the whole scene in front of you. But it’s always just embarrassing.

D.M. Plus, it doesn’t seem like it would really help an actor. What the actor needs to know is a question of motivation or action or intent, not to imitate someone else’s “performance.”

K.T. We need to know if we’re getting there or not. Are you able to communicate what the character has to communicate? Sometimes you can’t always tell that, as the actor. And that’s what you need the director for. The director is your sounding board.

D.M. I feel that it’s part of my job as a director to help an actor keep their spontaneity in the long process of crafting a performance. It’s easy, when you spend that much time with a role, to feel like it’s getting a little stale.

K.T. I disagree. That’s entirely up to the actor.

D.M. That’s all on you?

K.T. Pretty much. Keep in mind that at a certain point the director walks away. In a play, once the production opens, their job is pretty much done. Once we’re into eight shows a week, over and over again, what do they know about keeping the spontaneity? They’re not even there.

And it isn’t really about spontaneity, per se. It’s about living in that moment. It’s living in the moment. Which may appear ­spontaneous, but of course it’s quite planned. Every action, every intonation, ultimately every breath is chosen. So it’s about as far from spontaneous as you can get. But it appears spontaneous, because the actor is absolutely living in that second, in that moment.

D.M. Do you think that massaging an actor’s ego or nurturing their confidence is a legitimate part of a director’s job? Actors can be very emotional, as is the nature of their job, and the process of finding a character can make them feel vulnerable.

K.T. I think it’s certainly important to avoid damaging an actor’s self-esteem or to create more doubt in the actor than the actor already carries. Every good actor, starting out in a role, is going to have doubts about their performance. You can just imagine how fearful I was starting Martha in Virginia Woolf. This was a character that had already been famous in and of itself for decades. And it was a character I had dreamed for thirty years of one day playing. So what if I didn’t live up to that role? Finding how to do it—how I would do it, and do it, in a sense, differently, because it’s me doing it—it has to be different to a certain extent.

So I was a bundle of fear and nerves at the beginning of rehearsal. The director has to be very careful not to add to that. But, no, I don’t think stroking somebody’s ego is necessary. Although, if something is done really well, the director shouldn’t withhold praise. They just shouldn’t use it as a false tool. If an actor finds out you’re lying to him then you’ve lost his trust, and a director can never lose the trust of his actors or it’s over.

D.M. Not to mention that it’s incredibly condescending.

K.T. It’s condescending, but the loss-of-trust issues it can lead to are the most dangerous things about it.

D.M. Is that trust something that needs to be earned when you’re working with somebody, or is it just there for the benefit of the doubt?

K.T. I’ll give it up front. I’ll trust someone unless they prove me wrong. If I’m proven wrong, if a director abuses that trust or tries to manipulate me in some way, then we’re going to have to have a serious little talk. But I’m quite willing to believe that it’s all in good faith, until proven otherwise.

D.M. For me, my most important job when I’m directing, as it pertains to my collaboration with the actors, is making them feel 100% protected.

K.T. Of course. You have to protect them—you have to protect them from the suits, from the organization, from . . .

D.M. From the money.

K.T. Yes, the money! As the director, you have to be the one who answers to them and for them. You’re the ambassador to the producers or to the institution, as it were. And your job, in part, is to protect the work of your actors. That’s important.

D.M. What questions should a director have for an actor?

K.T. I would hope a director would have a lot of suggestions, a lot of ideas. A director should make me work hard. She should give me tools to work with, to explore my part with. When we’re both generating ideas at the same time, discussing them, combining them, working them out—that’s when we’re firing on all cylinders and truly creative and enriching work is being done.





COLLABORATING WITH OTHER ARTISTS

DUSTIN MORROW Part of the challenge of collaborating with other artists, even artists in the same discipline, like acting, is that everyone approaches the process slightly differently and somehow we all have to find a way to work together.

KATHLEEN TURNER You have to find a common ground. And you have to find it in the doing of the scene, if not the coming to the scene.

D.M. What do you mean?

K.T. Well, every actor needs things from the other actors during a scene, but there are also many actors who need something from you before the scene and after the scene is over. For example, there are actors who don’t want to be talked to at all, or who want to be addressed only by their character name, so they’re not reminded of who they really are. Whatever.

D.M. Is that tough to take?

K.T. Hey, whatever floats your boat. We all have a different way of working. For me, I’m either acting or I’m not acting. I can step onto a set and say, “So, Bob, how’s the kid today? You said she skinned her knee the other day, is she all right now? What, we’re ready to roll? Okay, let’s do it.” And ten seconds later I am in character and fully committed to the scene.

I used to drive Bill Hurt, in particular, really crazy. He lightened up a lot by the time we did Accidental Tourist, but on Body Heat he was very intense, and he didn’t want to be spoken to before a scene, and he didn’t want to joke around, and he didn’t want to have anything going on around him until we were done for the day. Once we’d start acting, we were fine, because we both had a strong stage background and we spoke each other’s language in that sense. But it used to drive him crazy that I’d go from, “How’s the kid, Bob?” to stepping straight into the scene. But I’ve always been glad that I can get away from the acting and then come right back to it.

D.M. How about collaborating with the writer? Is there anything specific that you would want from a writer that you would work with?

K.T. Unfortunately, very often you don’t have a lot of time with the writer. Either because they’re just not around anymore—I’ve done Shakespeare, Cocteau, Tennessee Williams—or because they’re on to their next project by the time you go into production. But you can consume all their works. When I did Tennessee Williams, I crawled through almost everything he wrote, and he wrote about thirty versions of everything. So I went through all the different versions and found a sort of path through his thoughts—what he was exploring, what he kept and what he rejected as he moved from one draft to the next. That gave me a lot of insight into him as a writer.

Kathleen played Maggie the Cat on Broadway in a 1990 revival of Tennessee Williams’s Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Her co-stars included Daniel Hugh Kelly as Brick and Charles Durning as Big Daddy.

Edward Albee, of course, was always right there, so you could ask him questions, if you were brave enough. But you wouldn’t necessarily ever ask “Why?” You would sort of say, “I’m having a little trouble with this, I can’t quite grasp what you wanted here.” But you never took the text to him and said, “Why did you do that?” That implied criticism to Albee, and he didn’t take criticism.

D.M. How about younger, less-established playwrights?

K.T. There’s more room there. Working with Matthew Lombardo, who wrote High, was a very different relationship. That’s a new play, and I was active in its development. The character is a no-bull, tough-talking nun, and a lot of Matthew’s language was too flowery and proper for me at first. I just couldn’t find a way to ground that language in my interpretation of the character. With his choice of words, I’d sometimes say to him, “I feel like I’m slipping into an English accent all of a sudden. ‘I would never partake of that’—Wait, she doesn’t say ‘partake,’ does she?”

So I’d insist on saying “take part of” instead of “partake” and Matthew would go, “Whatever.” And ultimately, we ended up with a Turner script and a Lombardo script. The Turner script was what I actually said onstage, and his script was what he was still trying to polish as we moved through the play’s development. And at the end of the process he sat down and sort of melted the two together for the published edition.

D.M. So it was probably great to have him around while you were ­developing the character. But was there a point where you were like, “All right, this is what it is, I’ve got what I needed, now please stand back”?

K.T. Ultimately there’s no point to having the writer sit in on rehearsals every day. If the script is not changing and it’s just exploration and polishing and fine-tuning, there’s no reason for him to be there. He’d be bored, and we’d be bored with him. “So go away and come back later.” Albee would come in once a week just to see how it was going.

D.M. We’ve mentioned your fellow actors, your writers, your director—who are the other really important collaborators for an actor besides those obvious major ones?

K.T. Your costumer is essential. Costumes are a conceptual thing that the director is ultimately responsible for, but they have to work on a very personal level for you. You have to find a way to have a dialogue with the costumer that allows them to understand your needs, while still working within a specific framework suitable to the play and the production. So it’s good to have a strong rapport there.

D.M. I would imagine the makeup artist is a similar relationship.

K.T. Well, in film, makeup and hair people are an actor’s close allies, but in theater it’s not really an issue since you usually do your own makeup.

D.M. Do you really? Even on shows the scope and size of those that you’re doing?

K.T. Yeah, always. Always. It’s part of my preparation. I don’t always do my own hair, because I’m not very good at doing hair. But the makeup is mine.

D.M. Is it that way because you want to do it, or is that just the way it’s done?

K.T. I could have a makeup artist if I wanted to, but I don’t want one. That’s my time with myself in the mirror. I find it very, very useful. I put on some music in the dressing room, sit down with my makeup and my magnifying mirror and stare at myself for a half an hour. It’s part of my process of preparation.

D.M. I thought that you just snapped into character when it was time to perform.

K.T. I do. I’m not using that time to get into character, so to speak.

D.M. What is that time for?

K.T. Just centering myself. Calming myself.

D.M. Getting ready to go to battle?

K.T. Ha! Sort of.

D.M. How about your collaboration with the cinematographer? In the golden age of cinema, under the old studio system, I know many actresses had their own cinematographers that went with them from film to film. No one else was allowed to photograph them.

K.T. Right—Marlene Dietrich had that deal, and I think Greta Garbo did, too. But those days of the stars saying, “I will only work with so-and-so” are long gone. Now the cinematographer’s primary relationship is with the director, and that person’s hiring is usually entirely the director’s choice. But one thing I like to do, and it’s fun as well as wise, I think, is to flirt with the camera crew, from the cinematographer on down to the camera operators and the focus pullers. “Okay, boys, what looks best—this? Or this? Come on now, be honest with me—aw, you flatter me, fellas.” That kind of thing.

I just have a good time with them, and I know that they will protect me. They will go out of their way to make me look as good as they can. Plus, it’s just fun and it’s respectful. The camera crew respects the actor who demonstrates a desire to make the crew’s job easier, and who demonstrates an interest in what they do. I often ask to look through the lens, so that I can really see the exact frame and the focal length, and I say to the crew, “Tell me exactly what my parameters are here, because I don’t want to step out of your frame.“ Or, “How would you like me to shift so that you end up with the composition you need to get?” It makes their job easier, it establishes trust, and it’s a partnership that both parties benefit from.

The focal length of a lens determines the angle of view of a shot—that is, how much of what’s in front of the lens will appear in the shot. A narrow-angle lens will often be used for close-ups, while a wide-angle lens is employed for shots of vistas.

D.M. When I was editing films professionally, I rarely met the actors during the editing process, which struck me as odd. I would have welcomed their insights.

K.T. I almost never met the editors. And if I did, it was not until after the production. Actors are usually not allowed in the editing room. It is very much frowned upon. I guess the assumption is that we’re so vain, we’ll just be looking for our most flattering shots rather than looking out for the quality of the entire film. Which I think is basically bull, but that’s the way it is. More often than not the editing is also happening while you’re shooting, rather than waiting until the shooting is complete, so as an actor you are consumed with the production and couldn’t weigh in on the editing even if you wanted to.

D.M. It seems to me that it’s the strangest bond between two people that rarely meet, because the editor has so much influence over how the actor’s performance is ultimately constructed.

K.T. Absolutely. The choice of take the editor uses in each scene, or the combination of takes, can change your entire performance.

D.M. I used to be an editor before I returned full-time to academia. Sometimes I would meet the actors much later, and they would say to me, “Oh, I see you used take four in that scene.” And I would always think, “Well, actually I used two lines from take four, but then I also used a line from take one and a line from take seven.” The actors would speak about their performances as if they were this unified, continuous thing that they just handed to me, and I made no creative choices in putting them together. I’d always be thinking, “Well, actually, I built your performance—you gave me the raw materials, but I built the performance that the audience will see.”
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