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PREFACE


With so many books available on approaches to acting, why pick this one? Because this book sets out, as clearly as we can, a process that is simple, personal and compassionate. It draws together the threads of Aileen’s vast experience across the theatre industry and the results of her trial and error with adapting Sanford Meisner’s key exercises and principles into a workable method for theatre-makers today. Her belief in the efficacy of this process, and her passion for it, is so strong she has literally put her name to it!

Aileen and I have been colleagues and friends for fifteen years now, working on various projects since we first met at the RSC. We have always enjoyed intense discussions that grapple with what theatre is, and can be, and have benefited from the cross-pollination resulting from exploring those shared passions through our different knowledge, experiences and perspectives. Our first book (Shakespeare and Meisner: A Practical Guide for Actors, Directors, Students and Teachers, published in the Arden Performance Companions series (2021)) brought scholarship and practice together to explore Sanford Meisner: the man, his practice, his legacy and how his work can inform and support any actor working with Shakespeare. This second book complements the first by sharing the Gonsalves Method development of that legacy for today’s busy modern actor, whatever text they may be working with.

For this second book I have played the role perhaps more of interpreter, trying to capture the clarity and energy that Aileen brings to any rehearsal room and transmit that in written form. The Gonsalves Method is all about the connection that Meisner practice demands, but, as anyone who has tried to write down drama activities can testify, capturing a social process that happens in real time, between real people is never easy. We have had many sessions unpicking and discussing what an exercise does for an actor in order to express something that is felt quickly and simply in a room. Sanford Meisner himself gave up on trying to write a book for that reason; so that our only direct record of his teaching, besides stories and adaptations from his students, is the account written by Dennis Longwell in 1987.


If you want to find out more about Meisner, we recommend you look at Shakespeare and Meisner. In brief, however, he was an actor, director and, most famously, an acting teacher, working mainly in New York. He was part of ‘The Group’: a collective of American theatre artists in the early twentieth century who took inspiration from Stanislavski to transform approaches to theatre in the United States at a time when the film industry was also beginning to take hold. Meisner’s key principles can be encapsulated in two of his maxims: ‘Living truthfully under a given set of circumstances’, and ‘Acting is not talking. It is living off the other fellow.’ Meisner illustrated these principles through the metaphor of ‘pinch and ouch’: if someone pinches you, your response is to feel something and instinctively speak the ouch. In performance, your responses (your ‘ouch’) should be felt through the given circumstances of your character and ‘magnified to suit the optics of the theatre’, but should be truthful for you.

Theatre making is a highly social process and we are all, always, magpie-ing ideas from each other. Throughout this book, you will find boxes of text which give Aileen’s stories about how her ideas developed with debts owed to her actors, students, colleagues and her own teachers for how their ideas and insights have informed and shifted the development of her process. I hope any reader who has not had the joy of working directly with Aileen and experiencing her infectious energy will do so, but this book is about the Gonsalves Method, not Aileen herself. While the personal qualities of a teacher are a key factor in any learning, principles of what and how to learn can be shared. Aileen has trained others to teach her method, as well as teaching actors to use it. Increasingly, we are exploring the application of the Gonsalves Method techniques and principles to the world of communication more broadly, including education, service sectors, retail and politics.

As well as being a highly social business, theatre is also a highly pragmatic business, which succeeds best when diverse people find ways to work together with trust, joy and compassionate curiosity. Fundamentally, theatre practice is about recognizing the complexity and necessity of connection and, on its best days, it provides sites for exploration that engender skills of understanding difference while celebrating the commonalities of human experience. Setting the Gonsalves Method down here should be seen as a moment in time; no doubt evolutions will continue. As the world around us shifts, we shift with it, and no ideas should be set in stone, but we invite you to share this journey and find ways to connect better, onstage and off.

Dr Tracy Irish
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CHAPTER 1 Connecting with yourself


In order to feel truly free in the moment of performance, actors need to act intuitively with the sum of the given circumstances of their production as familiar to them as an experienced driver driving a car. Physicality, costume, props and staging, along with the lines you speak, must all feel an organic part of your unique playing of your character. Whether you are playing the fractured words of Sarah Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis or the heightened poetry of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, you need to fully inhabit those words and how they feel for you. Meisner pushed his actors to be ‘Not larger, deeper’ (Meisner and Longwell, 1987: 111) as he encouraged them to find the emotional depth needed to connect with an audience. The key to unlocking how to make your performance deeper and fuller offered in this book is through the Gonsalves Method Five Conditions: Objectives drive your actions in any scene; Preps give you somewhere to start from; Stakes and Entitlement support you to find what really matters to you; while As Ifs challenge you to find parallels that trigger real emotional responses. This sum pushes you to see clearly and respond honestly from the point of view these Five Conditions and your imagination take you to.

These first two chapters explore the fundamental principle of the Gonsalves Method, which is connection. In this first chapter, we outline how core values of ensemble practice create connection, beginning with the need to connect to yourself and recognize the potential of your own unique contribution to any artistic company. In the second chapter, we explore how that connection to self allows you to open up to others and find truthful responses through what you perceive in them.

Seeing clearly and responding honestly from your point of view is the Gonsalves Method distillation of Sanford Meisner’s practice and its foundational statement. Tackling self-consciousness is a crucial step in developing those abilities. If you are thinking about how others see you, questioning your own actions and behaviours or doubting your abilities, you are in your head. It is easy for an actor to go into their heads, worrying about their appearance, how they sound or what their next line is, but these are barriers to truthful acting. The aim of the Gonsalves Method is to get you out of your head so that your attention is focused outwards onto your scene partners, your environment and the audience. Being out of your head is how you will see clearly, respond honestly and connect.


Working as an ensemble

Time spent on ensemble exercises and games is an important part of building the collaboration, trust, permission and connection needed for a company of actors to be fully responsive with each other. The strength and success of an ensemble relies on the commitment invested from each unique individual that makes up the sum of that company, so that the whole can become greater than the sum of the parts. Such an ensemble should avoid becoming an echo chamber of collective views but instead allow for and celebrate a diversity of perspectives, ideas and cultural backgrounds with the confidence that such diversity can inspire each individual to greater achievement through the challenge of collaboration.

A common metaphor for a theatrical ensemble is a family. This comparison allows for disparities of age, experience and background while suggesting shared ties that run deeper than superficial differences. The ensemble family is not the dysfunctional common fare of conflict in dramas, but a found family where everyone is able to come together, bringing with them their different experiences and perspectives in a spirit of generous curiosity to share and learn from one another. Building trust means recognizing and lowering your own shields, allowing yourself to be open and vulnerable, with a commitment to support others to do the same. It means having the courage to think, feel, explore and play together without judgement. In this way, a company can build a firmer foundation for innovation and better share their vision with an audience. The phrase used in the Gonsalves Method room is that we are all creative equals.
 All ideas and thoughts are welcomed and weighed for what they can bring.


I once sat in a largish office in a drama school in England and a sour, angry person stared at me and, perhaps with no malice, pinned me with an air of incredulity and said ‘How dare you create your own acting method? How dare you? And how dare you christen it with your own name?’ I dare, because I had no other choice; it’s my unique contribution to this blue dot. I found theatre as somewhere that should make people feel, but far too often it didn’t. How dare I? How dare these productions ring hollow, even as they presented the world’s greatest writing? Brook’s concept of ‘deadly theatre’ (1968) rang round and round in my head. Then, in a dank basement under the Troubadour Cafe nearly 25 years ago, I saw Meisner’s Repetition exercise. Two people facing each other saying ‘you’re blinking, I’m blinking’ and I saw how everyone watching felt what those two people were feeling, not for a moment but for hours. I wanted, in that moment, to make all acting that truthful and alive. Acting is fun! It should be a joy to collaborate with like-minded playfellows and the Gonsalves Method is my way of supporting actors and directors to have fun, but also to find their way to be what they all consistently want to be: truthful, alive, moment-to-moment storytellers, who make their audiences feel something real.





Your unique point of view

Connecting with others means first connecting to yourself. When you have a strong sense of your own point of view, your own values and responses, you can be braver in trusting how your mind and body move in the given circumstances of a character. As you learn to know and trust yourself more, honing your actor intuitions, you can put more trust in your fellow actors and


Exercise: Body scans


	 Sit somewhere where you can be quiet and comfortable.

	 Take a mental scan across your whole body from the crown of your head, down through your torso, each arm, hands, fingers, your hips and legs and into your toes.

	 Notice any sensations: any areas of tension or areas which feel hot, cold, achy, tingling, throbbing, pulsing and so on.

	 Do not focus too long on any area or move to adjust your body; simply note the sensation and move on.

	 Pause before you get up and notice if you feel different.





Exercise: Mindful breathing


	 Breathe in for a count of 4.

	 Breathe out for a count of 6.

	 Notice the air entering and leaving the body as you breathe.

	 Repeat this sequence a few times.

	 Return to your normal breathing pattern.

	 Pause before you get up and notice if you feel different.





Exercise: Box breathing


	 Breathe in for a count of 4.

	 Hold your breath for a count of 4.

	 Breathe out for a count of 4.

	 Hold for a count of 4.

	 Repeat this sequence a few times.

	 Return to your normal breathing pattern.

	 Pause before you get up and notice if you feel different.






Exercise: Reflective questions



	 What do I want to celebrate from the past week?

	 What challenges did I overcome in the past week?

	 What insights/discoveries did I make?

	 How will I build on these insights?

	 What specific actions will I take?

	 What support do I need?





Exercise: Moment of attunement



	 With everyone sitting, lying down or standing in a circle, close your eyes or look down.

	 Take a few deep breaths, focusing on letting go and relaxing your body into the surface you are on.

	 Breathe naturally and hold a silence for a minute or two.

	 Gently open your eyes or look up, and take in the other people around you. Try to really see them in this moment and let them affect you. You may smile; you may just look.





Exercise: Checking in with others


	 At the start of any day of rehearsals, begin with the company standing in a circle so that everyone can see everyone else.

	 Invite everyone to share how they feel in that moment – not how they are feeling today or this week but right now.

	 This feeling could be shared through a metaphor with everyone expressing their feelings in that moment by describing themselves as a type of biscuit, weather, piece of music, colour and so on.

	 Notice how focusing on feelings in just that moment helps to identify the idea of ‘moment to moment’ and brings imagination into play.












Seeing clearly and responding honestly from your own point of view



Exercise: Responding honestly



Step 1


	 Standing in a circle, everyone in turn says their name and adds a simple strong gesture or action.

	 After each person speaks and moves, everyone else copies what they say and do.

	 Discuss whether anyone paused before saying their name or adding their gesture and why that might have been.






Step 2





Step 3






Exercise: Seeing clearly



Step 1


	 Everyone walks around the space without talking and keeping an even distance away from each other.

	 Stop and close your eyes.

	 Tune into what you can hear – any sounds near or far. Notice how they affect you – do they irritate you, make you want to laugh, find out what they are, hum along?





Step 2


	 Open your eyes and walk around the space again.

	 Tune into anything you can smell – perhaps coffee, perhaps bleach, perhaps the back of your own hand, perhaps other people you pass by – their hairspray, perfume, sweat.

	 Tune into anything you can taste: try licking the back of your hand, your lips and your teeth.





Step 3


	 Touch various things in the room. Do they feel as you expected them to? Do you like how they feel? What does the feel of that thing make you want to do?

	 Find a partner and take turns to show each other a thing you touched. Share how you felt about it.





Step 4


	 Walk around the space again looking for anything anywhere in the room that is blue.

	 Try to find the one blue thing no one else has seen – perhaps on the ceiling or the floor, on someone’s clothes or jewellery.

	 Find a partner and share the blue thing you found that you think no one else may have noticed. Share these as a whole group.






Step 5







Building permission and staying safe






Exercise: First contact


	 Everyone walks around the space without talking and keeping an even distance away from each other.

	 Walk slowly and look closely at the people you pass. Start with their shoes and look over their whole body up to the top of their head.

	 If you catch someone else’s gaze, maintain that gaze and do whatever the person you are looking at makes you want to do – perhaps walk away, perhaps get closer; perhaps play with their hair or stroke their sleeve; perhaps smile or hug them.

	 Try to challenge yourself to do whatever feels instinctive to do, but remain aware at all times of whether the other person seems comfortable with your actions or not. Everyone always has permission to pull away.

	 Discuss how comfortable or uncomfortable this activity made you feel. How self-conscious did you feel? How much were you able to put your attention on the other person? How much or how little permission did you feel with different people? What seemed more reserved and polite behaviour and what seemed more impulsive and authentic?

	 Try the exercise again on different days and different times as rehearsals proceed.







Key principles


	 You are unique and the way you see and respond is unique.

	 Connecting to your senses fully enriches your point of view.

	 Give yourself permission to engage playfully with others.
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