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    Foreword


    Tips. The way 90% of all acting knowledge gets communicated. My mother and father (actors for over fifty years) would finish the play, repair to a bar with the cast, and my father, surveying the table, would ask, “Any tips for me tonight?” The table was then open for business. There would be talk about laughs that had been lost, builds that didn’t function, entrances that should be delayed a half-beat, moments that should be underplayed and subtext that wasn’t clear (though they didn’t call it that, of course). School was open for the actors. The University of the Tip!


    It still works that way. Often, it’s a word to the wise in the green room or over a beer in the bar. Sometimes it’s a whispered conversation with a veteran actor just outside the rehearsal room. Somebody has a little practical advice about a moment or a scene, or they remind you of some basic truth you’ve forgotten in the heat of battle. They pass on something they heard from an ancient character man who heard it from John Barrymore’s dresser who heard it from someone who had heard it from Edwin Booth. The long, long chain of tips.


    When you get into the all-consuming white-hot heat of working on a role, and the old can’t-see-the-forest-for-the-trees loss of objectivity sets in, you may not have the time or inclination to re-read all of Stanislavski, and Peter Brook is stimulating but maybe a little vague on the details, and the director…well, the two of you maybe lack a little something in chemistry and communication…it might be that what you need is a “tip.” The good tip either clears up the problem immediately, stimulates you to find a solution, or points out some work you need to do to break out of your double bind.


    In this book, you will find a slew of them. They range all the way from defining that pesky word “action,” to discussing how to kill an unwanted laugh, getting the focus when you need it, talking to the fight choreographer about a dangerous moment, dealing with a “diva,” or finding the subtext under the innocuous line. Somewhere in here is the solution to what’s nagging you in rehearsal or performance. And the good news right now is they are short, clear, and useful. As far as stimulation goes, the tips are hopefully like the sand in the oyster…just enough to get you going on a new tack (pearl to arrive shortly).


    Dip in and open some new doors.


    Jon Jory

  


  
    How to Use “Tips”


    Ah, yes, the “user’s guide.” You could read it cover to cover, but it’s pretty tightly packed, and that might be a little like drinking several expressos at a sitting. Take it to rehearsal and, in your downtime, skim until you’re engaged by an idea. Take it home and skim until something relates to the day’s rehearsal. Take it to your dressing room and, while you wait for your second act entrance, skim until it opens a closed moment for you. Take it to class and see if it doesn’t motivate you to try something new.


    The book is broken down into general categories of related tips, everything from breaking down text, to using space, to building the role. An interest in one may carry you through the entire section, but the basic idea here is tip dipping.


    If you’ve had pretty good training or you’ve been working as an actor or director for awhile, you’ve run across a high percentage of this stuff elsewhere. But can you access it? Is it there when you need it? Do you not occasionally fail to act on it under the pressures of rehearsal or performance?


    These are tools and stimuli and, much as the good carpenter needs a belt for them so they will be easy at hand, you should keep this book nearby. Like your notebook, your script, your highlighter, pencil and pen, your gaffer’s tape and your blocking notation, it’s meant to be practical—it’s meant to do a job for you.


    This is the voice of the old theatre rat whispering in your ear on a five-minute break. This is the impasse breaker, the horizon scanner, the kick-starter and the how-the-hell-did-I-forget-that tickler. Like all creative tools, it’s not a how-to, it’s a how-maybe-to. It’s the common wisdom.

  


  
    Text Study

  


  
    CIRCUMSTANCES


    These are not subjective opinions. These are facts in the text. It is six o’clock. It takes place in Las Vegas. Jack is a butcher, etc. Sit down and list them. Then ask questions of yourself to break them open. It says Bethany had an abortion. Ask why. Ask if religion affects her choice. Ask if anyone influenced her choice. Ask whatever strikes you as pertinent, answer and ask again until it creates a lake of information you can draw on in rehearsal. To break open a single circumstance may take a half-hour, so pick the most pertinent to work on if your time is limited. This is crucial work. If you don’t understand the circumstances, you can’t build the role appropriately or understand the rules of the text. Acting serves the text, and the text gives boundaries to the actor. Let’s call these boundaries the rules. The circumstances are the rules for that particular play. We need the rules to do the work.

  


  
    BEATS


    The beat is to acting as the paragraph is to writing. The beat changes when the subject (textual or sub-textual) changes. The beat is ordinarily defined not from your character’s viewpoint but from the text’s. Beats are ordinarily marked by the actor with brackets [ ]. The uses of marking the beats are many. It forces us to ask what is really going on before we can identify it. It helps us understand the text’s rhythm and style as it would in music. It points out that a transition exists and must be played between beats. It gives us units of text that we can further analyze for context and structure. It makes clear when the action changes. Sometimes a beat may seem to be about going shopping but is really about the characters’ relationship on a subtextual level. The beat then ends when the subtext changes. Beats strung end to end with different actions, obstacles, and tactics identified create the role’s landscape.

  


  
    AN ACTION


    Whole tomes are written on the action. Whole theories make it central. Every actor claims to use them. Why then do they seem so often absent? To remind us, the action is either what you want the other person onstage to do, to feel, or to understand. If you’re alone onstage, the action has the same definition only applied to you. Because large roles are made up of hundreds of actions, very few performers will do all that homework. Admit you are lazy and use them for spot work. This moment isn’t working—what’s the action? This beat seems unclear—what’s the action? I feel self-conscious here—what’s the action? For an action to be dramatic, it needs a counter-balancing obstacle; so make sure you know what it is. When you know the action and the obstacle and it still isn’t working, raise the stakes. Simple as that.

  


  
    ACTION II


    This action: what you want the other to do, feel or understand, hopefully puts the scene between you. The action probably relates to the meaning of the scene or the theme of the play. If the action of the beat is, “I want him to kiss me,” that’s good because you will know when the action is completed. If, however, the action oversimplifies the intent of the moment, it will demean the scene. To further pursue the idea of the action, use the words “to what end?” The answer to the question, “I want him to kiss me, but to what end?” (no bawdry, please) will add a resonance to the acting. In a sense, every action contains philosophy and poetry; it is not simply the pursuit of a “square meal.” By understanding not only the action’s simplicity but its resonance, the acting will have weight and dimension. No action is graven in stone. You can try it and then change it. The action isn’t a “result,” it’s an attempt. But have one.

  


  
    THE OBSTACLE


    Here’s one of the absolutely necessary key building blocks of performance. We know the action is what we want the other actor to do, but what obstacle prevents us from accomplishing that? In the theatre, every action has an obstacle or else the action is undramatic. To increase intensity, we look to make the obstacle even more daunting. Usually, unless you can articulate the obstacle, you won’t be able to plan tactics to achieve your end. Sometimes the obstacle lies in the actor himself, sometimes outside him in another, or in a group or in a natural order or in society itself. Your problem in the scene may be none other than not having a sufficiently interesting obstacle. Another actor may not realize that they need to provide the obstacle, and if it isn’t a relationship where you can discuss that, then you may have to reconceive the obstacle as lying in you or outside both of you. If you don’t understand the obstacle, you may be pursuing the action in a way that is outside the circumstances or would simply make matters worse.

  


  
    ACTION AND OBSTACLE IN BALANCE


    The action: what you want the other character to do. The obstacle: what prevents that from happening. If the action is significantly stronger than the obstacle, it is achieved too easily and the result is undramatic. If the obstacle is too powerful, the action is too soon abandoned and the result is undramatic. Find a crucial beat. Define the action. Define the obstacle. Remember we don’t pay to see a woman lift a Kleenex—we pay to see her lift a piano. We want these two crucial acting elements to achieve a fascinating balance, to almost (but not quite) force an impasse. When something isn’t working, check this balance and increase one or the other until the moment teeters on the edge with something important to be won or lost. I relate to the moment where the Olympic lifter hoists the unbearable weight to waist level and, trembling with effort, prepares to move it above his head. He does. Now he will either collapse or achieve; either might happen. We are riveted and fascinated. The action and obstacle are in balance.

  


  
    TACTICS


    The action is what your character wants another character to do. The tactic is how you get the other to do it. The action, as in Lopahin trying to get Madam Ranevskaya to sell the cherry orchard, may last for an entire play, but the tactics keep changing. The same thing is true in a single beat. Even in six lines there may be several changes of tactics. You may cajole, play on her sympathy, demand, and sulk all on a single page in the service of a single need. The more difficult the obstacle, the greater the number of tactics. The values to the actor of varying the tactics are many. On the simplest level, it provides crucial variety which is the staff of life for both the actor and the audience. Needing to change tactics is the sign of a good, juicy, frustrating obstacle that engages our full attention. Each change of tactic also provokes a new and different response from our scene partner which moves the scene forward. One warning: make sure the tactics are appropriate to the character and to your commonsense view of what people actually do in real circumstances.

  


  
    WORKING BACKWARDS


    After you’ve read the play three or four times (twice won’t do it), pay special attention to the last five pages. Understand those five pages thoroughly. What happens there? What are the metaphors? What’s the subtext? What categories of human experience are plumbed there? Once you have a working knowledge of the end, start looking for threads of meaning that carry through the play and connect with it. Look for vocabulary that’s present at the finish and also elsewhere. If in your opinion they are alienated in the final scene, go back and look for the contributing factors. You know what the treasure is; now go back and look for the bread crumbs that lead you there. Those trains of thought and action are the important moments of the earlier scenes. Remember also that you want to make those final moments special. If you rage at the end, don’t rage in the middle. If you stand on the piano bench at the climactic moment, stay off it earlier. The last thing we want—the last thing to be—is repetitive.

  


  
    SUBTEXT


    Subtext is, obviously, what you really mean under what you say. You say, “I’m going to bed”; you mean, “I don’t want to talk to you.” Over the course of a career as a director, I’ve found that asking what the subtext is improves work more immediately than almost any other tool. Usually when you identify the subtext, you find it also describes an action and thus is doubly useful. While most actors use subtext consciously or unconsciously, they may not think to decode the other characters’ unspoken intentions, which can unlock a recalcitrant scene. We not only speak code, we are always busy decoding one another’s conversation, which deeply influences the way we relate to each other. If the scene is eluding you, write the subtext for the other character as well as your own, and see if it isn’t wonderfully clarifying.

  


  
    THE ARC


    This is the difference between what your character wants and feels at the beginning and at the end. There’s arc for the whole play, the act, the scene, and even the beat. Pick a section you are working on and think about it. Once you can articulate a starting and finishing point, look for the fulcrum moment where your character starts the journey away from “A” and begins the transformation to “B.” Yes, you can go on a journey from Peoria to Peoria, but who wants to? And more importantly, who wants to see it? What really animates a major character is change. The arc helps define what that change is. When working on the play as a whole, it is valuable to start with the end, define it and then go back to the beginning and make sure it is situated differently. Remember that the arc can also be used on micro-sections for spot work. Arcs also enforce variety and give you the crucial sense of the role as a whole. Without it, you can get lost in the details.

  


  
    TRANSITIONS


    They exist at that moment where you move from one idea to another in your text. Usually they fall after a period (though every period doesn’t mark a transition). The transition to a new idea may be signed by a pause (the mind changing direction), a physical move, or even a change in expression. They can be marked by a change of tone or rhythm. The important point is that the actor’s physical and mental process mark them. I usually go through the text and indicate them with a slash mark. Won’t your intuition take care of this? Probably not. I watch some very sophisticated actors running them like stop lights. Frankly, it’s what I watch for most in auditions. Is this actor making the transitions? They are the chief sign of an inner life and text work at home. Great actors probably do them naturally. For the rest of us, we’re probably going to need to add our conscious mind to the process. Transitions—the bridge to the next idea.

  


  
    THEME THREADS


    If you don’t know what the play’s about, how are you going to recognize the important moments? If you don’t recognize the important moments, how are you going to act the part? Don’t neglect the big picture. Theme threads are strings of meaning that run through the play. This is about loneliness, that’s about loneliness, over here they mention loneliness. Hmmm, could be a theme thread. When you’ve identified five or six theme threads in the text and subtext, write them in order and see if you can think of a category that includes all or most of them. This is a central theme. Now take the theme to the text and identify moments that explicate the theme or theme threads. These are likely to be important moments—important to give focus to and play interestingly and well. The basic idea is that without a map of the big picture, it’s difficult to make the little things work. You owe several hours to this process.
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