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Preface

In 1975, I graduated from New York University’s School of the Arts with a Master of Fine Arts degree in my hand and three rigorous years of actor training behind me. I was soon lucky enough to land a part in a PBS television drama. I was nervous, but said to myself, I’m ready, I’m trained.

I was pretty keyed up when I arrived at the location for my first day of shooting. But when I got on the set, I settled down to the task at hand. I put everything into the shot, and was quite spent when the director finally said cut and print. Satisfied that I’d survived my first day of camera work, I went back to my trailer and changed into my street clothes.

A few moments later, the second assistant director knocked at my door. When I opened it, he stared at me, looking stricken. I asked him what was wrong. After a long silence, he asked me what I was doing in my street clothes. I said I was going home. Now he looked worse and asked me what I was talking about. I explained to him that I’d just finished today’s scheduled scene so I was leaving. I picked up my keys. Wait, he said. We’ve only shot the master. What is a “master,” I asked. Slowly he came up the steps and sat on a tiny seat across from me. He asked me if I’d ever worked before. Yes, I said, in the theater, but this was my first camera job. Taking a deep breath, he told me he didn’t have a lot of time to explain because they were ready for me on the set, but, he said hurriedly, in film, scenes are shot over and over again from different angles and later edited together. You mean I have to do it again? I asked. All day, he replied, adding that he’d tell them I’d be ready in a few minutes.

The rest of the day was one of the worst of my life. I was completely unprepared. For the stage, I was a Master of Fine Arts. For the camera, I was an illiterate. I was thrown by the demands of film style, and my performance was an embarrassment.

This book is the result of spending the next seventeen years trying to make up for that awful beginning. I offer it with the hope that no one will ever have to go through what I did, so many years ago.

—Richard Brestoff
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Introduction

For the “Newcomer,” the camera is usually intimidating—in my case the camera fixed its “eye” on me and within me all impulses, instincts, and thoughts raced to some secret, safe space—all the while I continued to talk and move about. I came to the sound stage totally uninformed, a stranger in a foreign land, unable to speak or understand the language. The customs eluded me, the people were unrecognizable.

And so I learned to dread, to fear, and finally to hate that “eye” that way through me to my secret hiding place, to my fears, to my inadequacies, and “so forth and son on and all the rest of it” to quote Chekhov. Eventually I learned, thanks to director Jules Dassin, who saw through my sham, recognized my dread and determined to teach me what Richard Brestoff is also determined to teach—”what they never told us” about acting for the camera. This book is more than terrific, it’s needed.

—Olympia Dukakis
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Foreword

A Better Way

You’re sitting in a theater as a play is about to begin. Everyone is buzzing with excitement. Soon, the lights dim, talking stops, and the house is plunged into darkness. Your heartbeat quickens with expectation. But before the lights come up again, a voice speaks from the blackness.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re going to try an experiment tonight. Something unusual and different. Instead of watching our performance from the restricted confines of your reserved seats, we are going to ask you to move about the theater anywhere you’d like to go. Feel free to wander around as the show is going on.

“We invite you to come up on the stage and stand next to, or behind the shoulders of, or even between the actors.

“You may lie on the stage if you like, or take advantage of the clear Plexiglas platforms we have built above the stage for overhead viewing.

“You may run from one spot to another, walk around slowly or pick a spot and stay there.

“Please change your viewing position as often and as little as you want. Tonight, we’re taking off the shackles! You are liberated. Do with your freedom as you wish. Thank you very much, and enjoy the show.” A murmur goes through the audience as the director leaves the stage. The shackles are off. Liberation. This is something different, indeed.

As the play begins, you want to explore your new found freedom. First, you walk to the back of the house to get an overall sense of the setting of the play. On your way, you accidentally bump into some other audience members who are quickly making their way to the front to watch from there. You only miss a little bit of the stage action and dialogue because of this. A bit of a disruption, but not too bad.

From your new position, the set looks really wonderful. It is an achievement in itself. Unfortunately, your view is partly obscured by the people on the stage and on the Plexiglas platform above the stage. Well, you didn’t intend to stay back here anyway, so you shrug your shoulders and decide to join the anarchy up front.

You gamely fight your way forward, and happily find yourself right next to an actor. Being so close is great. Every expression is so clear and vivid. You wonder how the other actor is reacting to the angry tirade you are watching, but you cannot see the other actor very clearly. Working your way around other audience members, you finally arrive at an ideal spot. But just as you get there, the actor leaves the stage. You’re not sure what to do next.

The actor who just exited is now backstage complaining to the director.

“I can’t do any of my blocking because people are in the way, some of them actually talk to me saying that I’m screaming in their ears, while the ones further back say they can’t hear me at all, I can’t even see Roger, Bridgette is in tears, some idiot broke one of our prop dishes and cut himself, Mark says he won’t go on, and I’m so distracted I don’t even know what play I’m in!”

The director looks out to see what is happening. Instead of the chaos just described, however, he sees people quietly watching the play. Some are lying on the stage, others are back in their reserved seats. He tells the distraught actor that things have calmed down and to proceed as usual. The actor reluctantly goes back. Look at that, thinks the director, they’re right back to sitting down again. I gave them their freedom, and they didn’t want it. Maybe there’s a better way, he wonders. He walks slowly out the back of the theater, and into the street. What’s the matter, he asks himself as he walks. What went wrong, what happened to my experiment? I’ve got to clear my head, he thinks. He stops. Absent-mindedly, he hands some money to a ticket-taker. Is there a better way, he wonders as he takes his seat in the movie house. Yes, there must be a better way.






Chapter 1

Stealing The Soul

In our culture we take the presence of the camera so much for granted that we tend to forget just how magical an apparatus it is. So powerful is it, that some peoples throughout history have feared that it could literally steal their souls. Think of it. A person stands in front of a camera, a shutter opens, light enters, film is exposed and an image appears. What was there, is now here. Somehow, a part of a person has traveled across a distance and been captured. And more than captured, frozen. A photograph stops time. Forever and unchanged, there one is. Today, few of us believe that our souls have been stolen from us by the camera. But there are residual questions that show that this superstition still resonates strongly within us. Can the camera reveal secret parts of us even if we don’t want it to? Is it just the film that is exposed, or is it our Selves as well? Does the camera possess the power to see into us like an x-ray of the soul, revealing both the beautiful and the grotesque? These questions are still with us, and are part of the reason that some people feel inhibited and protective in front of a lens.

The camera is an extension of our sight, and we think of the lens as an improvement on our eyes. It is capable of so much. It can show us the interior of a single cell, or the entirety of planet Earth. It can show an infinite variety of view points, can move or be still. When we watch a film, the camera stands for us. Through some wonderful alchemy of light, camera, recording medium and projection we can be transported to innumerable worlds, real or imagined. And yet, the camera is limited in some fundamental ways that we are not.

Our two eyes give us stereoscopic vision, which is what enables us to perceive depth. If you cover one eye, and look around with only the other, you’ll find your ability to judge distances greatly impaired. Using two eyes means that we see in three dimensions; height, width and depth. The camera’s one eye sees in only two dimensions; height and width. The truth is, the camera is a Cyclops living in a flat world. Even the film it records its images onto is flat. And to make matters even flatter, the movie and television screens its images are projected onto are essentially flat themselves. The illusion of depth is created only by the artistic use of light and shadow. The actor too must use a kind of psychological lighting and shading to give depth to his creations.

The camera does not discriminate. When we look at several objects, we can focus on one to the exclusion of the others. If these same objects are seen by the camera, special techniques must be used to highlight the one on which the filmmaker wants us to concentrate. In addition, our eyes are able to change focus from miles to inches instantly and without blur. To emulate this, the camera must rapidly rack focus on a zoom lens which involves the blurring of either the foreground or the background. In fact, much of the technical innovation involving the camera has been to make it function more like the human eye.

The only reason we see motion pictures as continuous at all is because of a peculiarity of our visual system. In 1824, Peter Mark Roget discovered that an image stays on the brain for one-fifth to one-twentieth of a second after it has been removed from the field of view. If you hold a piece of paper in front of your eyes and jerk it away quickly, you will see the after-image that Roget described and called Persistence of Vision. When films are projected at the rate of 24 frames per second, they are moving fast enough to blend after-image and new image into a continuous whole. Without Persistence of Vision, we would see a series of still pictures moving at a very fast pace without the illusion of continuous motion. But when the camera “sees” motion it is as a series of still images.

So, in some ways, the camera’s viewing system is like ours, and some ways it isn’t. Now, what about the question of our souls. Can it see into them? Can you fool the camera, lie to it? Or will it detect the truth no matter what you do? Let’s do an experiment.

We have sixteen willing strangers in a room with a camera, a VCR, a playback monitor and a camera operator. We ask each one in turn to come forward, look into the lens and tell us three thing about themselves. They agree to do this. But when the first one comes forward, we whisper some special instructions to her that no one else can hear. We ask her to make one of the things she tells the camera a lie. Not an obvious lie, but a believable one. If her favorite color is blue, say it is red or green. If she was born in Detroit, Michigan say it was Chicago, Illinois. Something along those lines. She understands, and does as we asked.

When she finishes, another person comes up. But this time, we whisper something different. We tell this man to tell three things about himself but to make two of them lies. After he is done, another person comes forward. We whisper another variation to her; tell three truths. The next person is told to tell all lies.

After we shoot all sixteen of our volunteers, we gather around the monitor to watch the tape. But before we do, we give some instructions to the whole group. We tell them to imagine that they are a jury who must make a determination about which statements are true and which are lies based solely on the videotape testimony they are about to watch. They agree. We also tell them that different people were told to say different things.

We roll tape on the first participant:

“My name is Jenny, I was born in Portland, Oregon and I’m an architect.”

We stop the tape. Well, we ask, what do you think? All truths, all lies, one truth and two lies, or two truths and one lie? Hands shoot up. All truth says one, and several agree. One truth and two lies says another, and several agree. Which were the lies, we ask. She wasn’t born in Portland and she’s not an architect, is the reply. No, says another. While I agree that there were two lies, I think they were her name and her occupation. Why do you think her name was a lie, we ask. Well, her eyes kind of looked off when she said it, like she wasn’t really sure that was her name, is the answer. Another person disagrees altogether. He says there was only one lie and that it was about being an architect. He says she isn’t. Several others agree. Finally, we ask the participant to sort it all out. She was really born in Santa Monica, California, and not in Portland. Not one person guessed correctly.

As we continue, we find this pattern repeating itself over and over again. While there are a few correct guesses, the volunteers find that they cannot reach any consensus
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