
[image: Cover Page of Actor Rehearses]


Praise for An Actor Rehearses
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—M. Burke Walker, Founding Artistic Director, The Empty Space Theatre
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“David Hlavsa’s book, An Actor Rehearses, delivers exactly what it promises: a blueprint for a clear, doable step-by-step process taking the actor from the moment of casting through performance.”

—Barbara Mackenzie-Wood, Head of Acting/Music Theatre, Carnegie Mellon University School of Drama

“This is an important and wonderful book. If you are a serious student of acting, you should read An Actor Rehearses.”

—Irwin Appel, Director of BFA Actor Training Program, University of California, Santa Barbara

“Actors, directors and teachers of actors are always on the lookout for clear and practical information that they may implement immediately—be it in the classroom, rehearsal or production. An Actor Rehearses is just such a resource.”

—Paul Kassel, Head of Performance, Department of Theatre Arts, State University of New York at New Paltz
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Introduction: Why Are You on Stage?

IT’S THE FIRST DAY OF REHEARSAL. After all the work, all the planning that’s already gone into the show, after all the stress and excitement of auditions, after the actors, the designers, the stage managers, the director have all arranged their lives to be here, it’s time for us to get down to actually rehearsing the play. At last, everyone is gathered in one room. People are excited, nervous—even a little giddy.

Happily, there’s a ritual to follow on the first day: you sit around a big table, and you read the play aloud. So that’s what we do. People start to read the words. Everyone flips pages in unison. Some people sound convincing; some don’t. Some plunge right in; some seem more reserved. Some get laughs. Somebody does a scene on the verge of tears. As he reads one of his longer speeches from the play, one actor thinks, “I was born to play this role,” while the guy sitting next to him is thinking, “I could do better than that.” The director sits very still, listening intently, trying to stop asking herself whether the leading actor she’s cast is really right for the part. Two actors, a man and a woman who have never met before, are playing a love scene. The script tells us the characters are half-dressed, kissing each other passionately. She sneaks a glance at him, feels no attraction whatsoever, and wonders how on earth she’s going to pull this off. By the time we’ve finished reading through the play, people are still excited, but a kind of sobriety has descended upon the room.

Now what do we do?

We’re all holding a copy of this text. How are we supposed to take the words on the page and turn them into a live performance? Everyone’s aware that we’ve got a lot of work to do. But where do we start? What step comes first? Then what? Even if we’ve all done this before, it seems as though it’s going to take a minor miracle—or perhaps a series of minor miracles—to get from here to there.

In part, this book is about the sequence of the actor’s work, otherwise known as the actor’s process, starting before the first readthrough and continuing through the rehearsals, opening, performances, and closing night of the show. If you know what to expect at any given phase of rehearsal, you can work more efficiently, investing your full attention in each discrete task. You know what you need to do first, what challenges you are likely to encounter in the middle, and what parts of the task to save until the end. It’s a matter of putting one foot in front of the other, but it’s anything but pedestrian. Having a sense of the process can spare you a great deal of frustration and prepare the way for extraordinary discoveries.

Further, if you can recognize when you’re ready to move forward in the sequence and when you’re not ready, it can help keep you from succumbing to one of the actor’s biggest temptations: going for immediate results. More often than not, rushing or skipping over the process leads to a performance composed chiefly of clichés, generalities, and superficial gestures. It’s not that good things never happen quickly. Sometimes, you just respond instinctually—to the words, the situation, the other actors—and you do something that’s moving, theatrical, brilliant. If you’re lucky, your instincts are leading you in the right direction. But sometimes the choices an actor makes in these leaps forward are not the right ones for the long term; sometimes, they’re flat-out wrong for the play. More importantly, most often, you can’t repeat or recreate them. If you don’t know how you got there, how are you going to get there again?

In a sense, your job as an actor in rehearsal is to get up in front of the director and the other actors and stumble around until you can find your footing. Sometimes making progress is anything but graceful, so it’s nice to be able to recognize when you’re taking baby steps in the right direction and celebrate small victories as well as large ones. If you know what to expect, you may find it easier to be gentle and patient with yourself on the tough days—the days when you suspect your character is hateful and completely outside of your grasp, days when you’re mortified that this show will ever be in front of an audience. You can say,“Oh, this place,”heave a deep sigh, and get back to work.

I try to keep things as simple as possible in rehearsal, and I’ve tried to describe them simply here. Otherwise the task at hand can seem overwhelming, and then it’s hard to get anything done. In general, the work proceeds from the simple to the complex, from the obvious to the subtle. We start with what the playwright has given us, what the character outwardly expresses, with the words, the surface behavior, and work our way downward, deeper.

Imagine for the moment that the character you are going to play is an actual person, and you want to get to know him—I mean, really know him, really get close to him. I doubt you’d expect any quick results; in fact, I suspect you’d be a little squeamish about getting in there right away. You’d want to at least get acquainted first.

So you start with surfaces and first impressions. What he looks like. What he says. What he does for a living. The way he behaves in public. You also have reactions to him, emotional responses, some of which you’re aware of and some of which you may not be. Given that our first impressions of others are inevitably colored by our own past experiences and prejudices, some of your initial ideas about him may be accurate while others are wildly off the mark. Odds are, even this early in the game, you’ve decided whether you like him or not.

But even if you don’t like him, you keep on trying to learn about him. Eventually, you come to learn more about what he likes and dislikes, his reactions to people, places, things. You see him in the context of the people he chooses to be with—and the people he’s stuck with. You start to notice some quirks in his behavior, things that seem to indicate that he’s not telling you everything.

You may have thought you had him figured out, but then he does something that completely contradicts your theory about him. Maybe you felt superior to him (or intimidated by him), but now you don’t anymore. Mostly, you’re puzzled. You realize that, even though you know him a little, you’re still mostly strangers. You may have gathered the plain facts, but you’re still somehow at a distance; you’re still on the outside.

What will it take to get closer?

Just as in the maturing of a marriage or the formation of a close friendship, the process of rehearsing a role proceeds from surface to core. The words, the behaviors we first encounter in reading the script are most often a social veneer, a mask covering the character’s thoughts, emotions, drives, desires, delusions, plans, and so on. To complicate the task, the character’s inner life may be as much a mystery to him as it is to the actor. Characters lie. All the time. To each other, to the audience, and to themselves. Sometimes, the circumstances of the play will be such that the character is forced to express himself fully, but often the audience only gets the merest peek inside. The façade cracks; the mask slips. Think of Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman; he would literally rather die than admit to himself or others what is really going on inside him. One reason characters lie is that there would be no drama without deceit. But more importantly, they are deceivers because that’s what we all do. Our inner life is mostly contained. Even those who know us best can know only a fraction of what’s going on underneath, and often we couldn’t tell them because we don’t know either.

A further complication: when we get under the mask, there’s often another mask beneath that one. Layer upon layer, we cover one emotion with another. Most often we do this without any conscious intent or even awareness that we are doing so. It happens in an instant. Something scares me, but without even realizing that I’m afraid, I camouflage the fear with anger. Someone says something hurtful to me, and I make a joke. What brought me to that response? In that moment, I couldn’t tell you. I haven’t even noticed that I felt pain, got angry, considered hurting him back, imagined that he might be mad and retaliate, got scared, considered my options, and decided to use humor to avoid a confrontation. All I’m conscious of is the result: making light of the situation.

Not surprisingly, the characters playwrights have written for us often suffer from the same difficulties. For example, at the core a character may be terrified, even though very little of that fear shows through. If you’re playing Iago, your first access to his emotional life is almost certainly through what makes him angry. But if you only work at the level of anger, sooner or later, you’ll probably start to notice that your choices are starting to become stale and your performance cartoonish. Once you’ve got the outer layers, how much richer to explore how Iago may be terrified of—and perhaps even in love with—Othello.

Working your way inward by stages—thinking of the character as an actual human being you are coming to know—helps you to create a multifaceted, dimensional character and to prepare you for the mental, physical, and emotional complexity of playing that character for an audience. However, in preparing to perform a role, each time we hit a new level, it is crucial to assess the work—to recognize that the character is not in fact a living person we are seeking to know, but a fictional construct. If we take a step back and evaluate the likely effect of each choice on the audience, we may come to see that some of what has helped the actor “feel closer” to the character may not serve the play.

In performance, the actor lives two lives at once. She is both the character and herself. She moves back and forth between experiencing the life of the character from the inside and—as if she were standing outside herself—monitoring the effectiveness of her own performance. She plays intimate moments so loud that her words can be clearly understood in the back row. She alternates between responding spontaneously to the other actors and, in order to build intensity gradually rather than peaking too soon, carefully calibrating her emotional reactions.

Your rehearsal process needs to be one that prepares you to inhabit these simultaneous, seemingly contradictory realities. The different phases of the work described here are designed to help you switch back and forth between feeling and thinking, inside and outside, details and big picture.

Of course, these modes of working aren’t really contradictory. They support, inform, and overlap one another. So each time we switch to a new mode of working, you’ll notice that I’m insisting on being mindful of its opposite. Indeed any time you concentrate on one mode, it’s useful to notice how the opposite practically forces its way in. Thinking, for example, is not a dispassionate activity—good ideas feel right. Similarly, there’s no such thing as emotion without thought; humans are conscious animals—we don’t just feel; we have thoughts about what we feel. How you move dictates how you feel and vice versa. Often the best way to evoke an emotion is to try to suppress it. Want to get a sense of the whole character? Start with details. And so on.

Playing opposites in rehearsal not only trains you to sustain the actor’s dual role in performance, it honors the complexity of what you’re trying to accomplish: that is, impersonating another human being. Learn to love contradictions. At the very least, they will keep you from getting stale.

Once the show is in front of an audience, your job changes radically; the challenges of performance are of a different order than those of rehearsal. Nonetheless, the tasks you face and the issues you encounter at the beginning, middle, and end of a run are, for the most part, sequential and predictable. Here too, it helps if you know what’s coming, recognize each phase as it arrives and have concrete steps to take. And it helps if you know how to keep experimenting with alternatives, oppositions, contradictions, because the moment you think you’ve got your performance nailed, you’re dead.

You know the euphoria of giving a good performance: everything flows effortlessly and every choice you make is honest, clear, emotionally engaged. The rest of the cast is on fire. The audience is enthralled; they are right with you. You think, “I wish every show was like this.”

I believe it is just possible for you to play an entire run of a show, even a long run, in which you attain this state every single time, sometimes from first line to final curtain. This is a radical notion. Most of us believe that some shows are bound to be “off” nights. Sometimes every effort we make just seems to sink the play, the audience, and us into a sump of painful lethargy. What is worse, these off nights seem to have no particular pattern, and sometimes no identifiable cause. Most of us believe that off nights come like bad weather—nothing we can do. But if you know what to expect and how to deal with it, you have a far better chance of establishing rapport with your character, with your fellow actors and with your audience.

Your chances are even better if you know, not just what to do, but also why you are doing it. If you want to do a good show for your opening night, your twentieth night, your closing night audience, I think it will be helpful to talk about the reasons we’re in theatre in the first place. If part of rehearsing a role is figuring out the character’s intentions, part of sustaining the role in performance has to do with examining and evaluating our own motives. In rehearsal, we do well to select the strongest most playable, most engaging motives for our character; likewise we have a better chance of being consistent, inspired performers, if we anchor each night, each show, in our strongest motives.

Ultimately, this book is about acting for a higher purpose. What is it we want for the audience? What is it we want for ourselves? What do we stand for in the world? What are we committed to? What is important about playing this role, on this night, for this audience?

Most of us start acting because it’s a rush. Rehearsal is an intense communal experience. We fall in love with the other actors in the cast: we’re part of the joint enterprise of doing something complex and difficult under pressure. As people do in wartime, we form intense attachments. Then we put the show in front of an audience, they laugh, we score, people clap for us. Then we do a terrible show, and everyone’s miserable. Then we do a good show, and everyone’s happy again. The run of the show ends. We rip down the set with power tools. People get drunk at the cast party. Everyone comes down with a cold. Then off to the next show. Start over.

I’m not going to say there’s anything wrong with this. There are far worse things to be hooked on. But the difference between being a theatre junkie and using theatre as an expression of a higher purpose is analogous to the difference between drinking wine to get loaded and drinking it as part of Holy Communion. Why drink spirits when what you really want is Spirit?

When you ground your reason for performing in a higher purpose, it not only improves your acting, it starts to manifest in other areas besides the theatre. Learning how to become a better actor is one way to become a better person. Better in the sense of kinder to others, but also in the sense of more functional, more intentional, more centered, more openhearted, more conscious, more alive.


CHAPTER 1

Before Rehearsals Start: Step Up to the Plate

A LOT OF ACTORS, even diligent ones, come to the first rehearsal underprepared. Legitimately concerned about fixing on an interpretation that will turn out to be in conflict with the director’s vision, they hold off on educating themselves about the play and the role before heading into rehearsals. Yes, you want to start rehearsals with a blank slate, but being open to ideas is not the same as coming in ignorant. As a family friend used to say, “You don’t want to be so open-minded that your brains fall out.” Most often there’s some period of time between the day you find out you’ve been cast in a show and the day you go into rehearsal. Let’s talk about how to use that time to advantage.

Most actors follow instructions well; when I’m directing, they’re dutiful about trying to give me “what I want.” Others I’ve worked with have strong ideas about what they ought to be doing—which is fine—but they resist direction. And then there are some—the ones I want to work with again and again—who come to rehearsals ready to collaborate.

What makes an actor a collaborator? First, he does his work, keeps his focus, and brings loads of energy to rehearsal. Second, he’s always got lots of ideas for things to try (and he’ll try anything), but he’s not so attached to any of them that he can’t let go. The reason he always brings lots of ideas is: that’s the actor’s job. The reason he’s able to let go of ideas is: that’s also the actor’s job. He recognizes that the director is ultimately responsible for interpreting the play, for choosing what will be best for the production and for guiding his performance. I recognize he’s got his job to do, and I try to give him what he needs, which often means staying out of his way.

Neither of us is trying to take over the other’s job. We’re engaged in a common cause. All through the rehearsal period, there’s a mutually satisfying, ongoing conversation—sometimes spoken, sometimes not—about which of the choices he’s making are going to work best for the show. Some of the ideas he brings in don’t work. But even those that don’t work are usually good ideas. Why? In part, because he’s done his homework: he knows the play.

It can take some discipline for an actor to spend time surveying the whole landscape of a play. Most of us want to rush in there with the highlighter and mark our territory. But think of it this way: you’re part of a group effort to realize something that’s larger than the sum of individual performances. Of course, before rehearsals start, your primary obligation is to do your homework with respect to your own role. However, if you can manage it, start by trying to come to terms with the play as a whole.

You’ll save everyone a lot of time in rehearsal if you have some sense of where your character fits into the larger scheme of things and how the play works. Plays have a certain mechanical aspect to them; the playwright has deliberately constructed her work to function a certain way in the theatre. If you’ve studied the mechanics of the play beforehand—if you know what makes it go—you’ll start rehearsals with a better sense of what will serve the production. Your choices will be smarter and your false starts fewer.

Just how much pre-rehearsal time you can spend focusing on the play as a whole depends on how much time you have. You can’t do everything. Use common sense. Prioritize. If rehearsals start in a week, and you are playing a schizophrenic with mid-stage Parkinson’s and a Latvian accent, best skip the thoughtful analysis. Give the play a quick read and scan the section below on researching the physical demands of the character. Then go get help.

But if you’ve got some time, here are some ways you can get to know your character in the context of the whole play:

First Impressions

Before you dive in, get yourself ready to read the play for the first time. (If you’ve already read it, pretend you haven’t.) You’re going to bring to the task as much attention and as little agenda as you can. This will be your last opportunity to experience the play as a member of the audience might experience it, to be in suspense about what happens next, to take an immediate liking to one character while instantly disliking another, to be astonished by what the characters do or fail to do. If you concentrate on noticing how the play works on you now, then you can remind yourself of these first impressions periodically throughout the rehearsal process, especially as you approach opening night.

Unlike your opening night audience, who will have the benefit of (we hope and trust) a fully realized production, right now you can only experience the play through the words on the page in front of you. This places great demands on your imagination; you are asking yourself to envision without being able to actually see, to listen closely without being able to hear. In order to really take in the play, you’re going to need to be exceptionally alert.

When I first read a play, I have to fight to keep track of the basics: which character is which, what the relationships are, and what’s going on. Unless I’ve carved out a generous amount of time and I’ve spent a few minutes relaxing my body and calming my mind, I have a hard time bringing my full focus to what I am reading. But it’s worth the effort; an inattentive first reading leads to half-baked first impressions.

Maybe you’re not as restless a person as I am. Still, you might want to try setting up your first reading as kind of ritual. Consecrate some time—or at least make sure you’re choosing a time when your mind is sharp and distractions will be minimal. Don’t over-caffeinate. Hydrate. Do some yoga. If you find it helps your concentration to go sit in a café or in the library, go, get out of the house. Turn off your cell phone. Bring a favorite pen and a notebook you have chosen especially for working on this play— from now until the play closes, you’ll keep them with you to jot down ideas as they occur to you.

Now, you’ve done all you reasonably can do to prepare to read, so go easy. As you read, pretend you haven’t been cast in a particular role, and give your attention to the whole play. Try to involve your senses in what’s going on; notice if images or sounds arise in your mind, but don’t obsess about seeing or hearing everything. If your mind wanders, if you find you’re losing track of who is who, if you find yourself skimming or skipping, go back a couple of pages and get yourself oriented. Read at a moderate, comfortable pace. When you’re done, I’d suggest going for a short walk so you can absorb what you just read. Then sit down and make some notes.

What you’re after is “free-writing,” that is, unedited raw thoughts, ideas, impressions, feelings, and questions about the play, set down as quickly as you physically can. As a teacher of mine once put it, you want to find the shortest distance between your brain and the page. Your writing doesn’t have to be pretty, well phrased, original or even particularly coherent. In fact, beware of well-turned phrases; you don’t want to be clever right now. You may contradict yourself. You may repeat yourself. You may start in one direction, then veer abruptly off somewhere else. You’re not trying to reach a conclusion. All you’re doing is collecting. Keep it simple.

Write until you need a break. With your notebook near at hand, do something else for a while (something routine and physical works best for me: exercise, wash the dishes, etc.), and then write some more.

Reading and Re-Reading

Over the next few days, read the play as many times as you can and set aside more time to make notes. As I’m gathering raw material in this way, I find it helps to have two basic questions in the back of my mind: “What strikes me?” and “What’s weird?”

WHAT STRIKES ME? What stands out? Who do I like? Who don’t I like? What’s funny? What’s ironic? What about the play evokes strong feelings in me?

There’s a good chance that most of what strikes you is going to strike your opening night audience, too. It pays to notice what’s having an impact on you now, because, even as the rehearsal process sensitizes you to the play’s finer points, if you’re not careful, it can numb you to the obvious. Does your heart go out to a character? Does a character irritate you? (Especially useful to notice if he happens to be your character.) Is there a character you identify with? (Especially interesting if she’s not the one you are playing.) Is the play suspenseful? Where does the tension increase or let up? Are there parts you find distressing? Sad? Clever? Funny? Outrageous? What attracts you? What repels you? Above all, what moves you? What excites you?

WHAT’S WEIRD? Is there anything in the play that seems out of place? What doesn’t make sense? What do I find mysterious, unusual, extreme?

Noticing what’s weird gives you an idea of what things you, the director, and the rest of the cast will need to come to terms with about the play. How come Othello is so easily duped by Iago? Doesn’t calling the play Death of a Salesman kind of give away the ending? What’s Hedda so upset about? What’s up with all those toasters? Keep in mind that coming to terms with the play’s mysteries and oddities may not mean solving them. Or it may mean solving them for yourself but not for the audience. We come to the theatre to be astonished. We want extraordinary events, even if they happen within the lives of seemingly mundane characters. Preserve the weird. It will serve you later.

As you continue to read and write about the play as a whole, see how much you can stick to noticing things as opposed to trying to make something of them. Again, you’re not trying to form an opinion. When you enter that rehearsal room, you want to be an informed citizen with an open mind. Stay with gathering material about the play as a whole for as long as you can stand it.

Putting the Character in Context

When you’re ready to move on, look over your notes and spend some time taking stock. I think of it as taking the jumble of raw material and sorting it into different storage bins. Later on in the process, it will help me to recall things I’ve lost track of. However, the most important reason to do it now is that it gives you a chance to figure out how your character functions within the play.

STORY: Imagine that you want to convince a busy producer to come see your play, and she asks you what it’s about. She’s interested, but she’s only got five minutes to talk to you. How would you sum it up? Can you tell the story accurately in a way that conveys the excitement of the piece? Can you give her a sense of the role you’ll be playing and how that character fits into the plot? What do you absolutely have to tell her about, and what can you leave out? What are the high points?

If you’ve read or seen a lot of plays, you’ve noticed by now that, in terms of plot, the timing of critical moments tends to follow a certain pattern. Near the beginning, for example, there will be an inciting incident, which defines what is at issue in the play. A conflict is established over the possession of some central treasure—Lear’s kingdom, the cherry orchard, a buffalo nickel— which has significance over and above any monetary value that may be attached to it. Soon, usually about one third of the way through, there is a precipitating crisis—something happens that raises the stakes and makes the conflict very much worse. Scene by scene, the action increases in intensity. Near the end of the play, it reaches a climax, an emotional boiling point. Pay especially close attention to this scene; it is often the only point in the play when the major characters are able to say directly what is on their minds. It is literally the play’s moment of truth. The very end of the play is the resolution, the summing up, the last word, the final image burned onto the retina. What is the playwright leaving us with?

If you can describe these moments—and you can do it with some pitchman’s fervor—you have the gist of the story. This will serve you in at least two ways. First, actors are often their own best publicists; when people (and not just busy producers) ask you what you’re working on, it helps to be able to rattle off a short, exciting summary. More importantly, as an actor preparing for rehearsals, you’re making sure that you know what’s important in the story and that you are invested in telling it.

YOUR PART IN TELLING THE STORY: Part of being invested in the story is knowing whose play it is. Is it your character’s? If it isn’t, how does your character function in bringing out the story of the main character? What needs special emphasis? If you can answer these questions, when it comes time to do your part as an actor in telling the story, you’ll have written your own job description.

For example, say you are playing the religious con man, the title role in Moliere’s Tartuffe. Despite the title, it’s pretty clear that the play is really about Orgon. As a father whose children are of marriageable age, Orgon’s frantic embrace of religious asceticism is his way of compensating for a loss of control over his household. It’s important to remember that a scene with Orgon is the crux of the play, not just one more con in a series of cons, and that your tactics in winning him over are meant to showcase not just your rascality but his desperation. Bad guys like Tartuffe are not just fascinating on their own terms; they are functional in terms of telling the good guy’s story.

THEMES: Okay, remember English class? Themes are not just things you extract from literature in order to generate term papers; they are the bones of the play, the structural elements without which it will not stand. Look over your notes. What events or actions happen more than once in the play? What images, words, ideas recur? What patterns do you notice? Make a list. Like poems, plays are extremely condensed. A good play doesn’t contain a single superfluous word or action. If the playwright has used stage time to repeat something, it’s important.

You cannot have a play without repetition. Stories are built on it—as are jokes: setup, variation, punch line. Characters define themselves by going after something repeatedly and with increasing intensity. Repetition makes ordinary objects and words into symbols and metaphors (maybe the first cigar is just a cigar, but after two or three cigars we begin to wonder). Ideas: if a playwright really wants to plant a concept or message in our minds, she will find ways to express it not only forcefully, but repeatedly and in many different guises. Take note.

And while you’re listing, pay attention to where the patterns you’ve noticed shift, break, or reverse. While repetition gets the audience’s attention, what sustains that attention is variation. And if a theme and its variations go on long enough, we’re going to expect a fulfillment, a culmination, a reversal, a payoff. Like an orchestra rehearsing a complex piece of music, you, the director, and the rest of the cast will work together to figure out how to play themes and variations so that they have their maximum payoff for the audience.

PLAYING THEMES: Where does your character introduce a pattern or perform a variation? Most importantly, where will you need to deliver the goods, the payoff? For example, in Act V of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Bottom’s role in the ridiculous play-within-the-play is a send-up of the tragic lover. It’s a standout scene and tremendous fun to play. But it gains in resonance if the actor playing Bottom recognizes that he’s not just hamming it up; his performance serves as an (unwitting) satire on the behavior of the newlyweds watching him: not just the four young lovers, but Oberon and Titania—and perhaps even Theseus and Hippolyta as well. Their behavior has been no less ridiculous or exaggerated than his own. If he incorporates echoes of their movement or gestures from earlier scenes in the play, it adds further irony and dimension to the scene.

CONFLICTS: Let’s re-visit the question of what your play is about. Granted, you’ve already told us what happens in the play, and that gives us at least part of the picture. Of course, you’re going to want your audience to follow and get hooked on the plot, but is that all they are supposed to take away from the experience? What is your opening night audience supposed to take home with them? What might the play really be about? One way to address the question is to ask what is at issue. Where are the conflicts in the play?

You can start with who’s against whom. Characters often have opposites, and when they do, they usually don’t just represent him versus her, but this truth versus that. Plays are about where we as human beings are between a rock and a hard place. We want people to love us, but we can’t abide the way loving makes us vulnerable. We believe in telling the truth, and then find ourselves lying in the name of some greater good. We are masters of our fate; we are powerless before destiny.

In the face of these paradoxes, characters go to extremes. They injure each other. They create imbalances that must be corrected and injustices that cry out for redress. Your play doesn’t just have a plot; it has an arc, a trajectory. For better or worse, the characters are blasted from one place to another. Where do they start? Where do they end? How are they changed? What gets righted? What is resolved by the end? What isn’t?

Articulating these conflicts and paradoxes isn’t just an intellectual exercise. Again, you are finding ways to invest in the core issues of the play, the tensions that you, the director and the rest of the cast will be trying to make manifest for the audience. In the end, you are not just summing up what is at stake in the play, you are articulating reasons we should care.
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