LESSON TWENTY

The Working Process
Success is important to all actors, but you must ask yourself what consti​tutes the true measure of success. Depending on the same attitudes and techniques play after play, no matter how highly developed these tech​niques may become, can bring only limited artistic success; the serious actor strives to balance his desire for immediate success with the more important long-range demands of his development as an artist. In short, he approaches each new role, each rehearsal, each performance, not simply with a desire to succeed but with a desire to learn.

Every serious actor continues to develop and extend his skills with disciplined regularity throughout his lifetime. There is no real substitute for the valuable experience earned in the rehearsal situation, in meeting the day-to-day demands of preparing plays for performance and in the performances themselves. This is why the actor in a repertory company, preparing a continual variety of roles, develops his skills
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much faster than the actor who works only occasionally or in long runs of individual shows.

This “learning by doing” depends, however, upon how well the actor takes advantage of his rehearsal opportunities. Many actors with the chance to work, steadily choose to fall deeper and deeper into their own ruts, depending time and again upon proven gimmicks and tricks. Such actors cheat their public and themselves, wasting invaluable opportu​nities to expand their artistry by honestly working to solve the unique problems of each play they do. It is artistic growth that makes the rehearsal the most important of all the actor’s activities. Above all, tenacity, regularity and patience are called for. The profound identifi​cation between actor and character, which Stanislavsky called metamor​phosis, cannot be artificially forced; like any growth of the personality, it must occur organically, according to the rhythm of your personal assimi​lation of the experiences and feelings of the character. Even those seemingly sudden, massive revelations, which occasionally occur in rehearsal, as in life, are only the crystallizing steps in a journey of change which has its antecedence in all of your prior experience. Such massive breakthroughs occur when the marriage of conscious, unconscious, and organismic changes occurs in a blinding flash of self-recognition.

Such massive and sudden revelations are profound and exciting experiences, but they are not the only way for growth to occur. Most meaningful personal development occurs in a much more invisible and gradual fashion. Have patience. Your character is growing as you have grown, through depression as through ectasy, through failure as through success, through pain as through pleasure.
Exploration in Rehearsal
Rehearsal is not simply a time to learn lines and blocking; its true purpose is is to allow the creative ensemble to explore alternatives and to make choices. The kind of exploration that takes place in rehearsal is not only the individual actor’s exploration of character, but it is also a group exploration of the moments that pass between characters. Therefore, besides making contact with our fellow actors, we must equally trust and make contact with the moment itself.

When we say “trust the moment,” we mean that in any rehearsal there are a great many unpredictable variables at work, and the ensemble must be receptive to them. Rehearsal is a time of risk; the ensemble must, as a unit, step off into the unknown of the immediate moment.
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It is not a blind step, and much thought and preparation go into it; but at some time we must allow the flow of events driven by real contact between actors to carry us along.

Too often, actors treat rehearsals much as if they were perfor​mances, planning in great detail what they mean to do in advance. The director is thrust into the role of moderator, attempting to bring their various prefabricated performances into some kind of peaceful coexis​tence. The impulse to “succeed” is so strong in most actors that they refuse to risk failure at the very time when such a risk is the first order of business, as it is in rehearsal. No honest exploration is possible under such circumstances.

Of course, a deal of “homework” must precede all rehearsal; a great deal of thought and private experimentation should accompany the memorization of lines and the other mundane tasks that the actor must accomplish outside the rehearsal hall. Never should you waste the time of your fellow actors and director by failing to prepare fully for rehearsal. But this private preparation should not result in decision. Your pre​rehearsal homework contemplates the alternatives and prepares you to explore aggressively in concert with your fellows and mutually to respect and support the explorations of the director and other cast members.

Not all or even many of your rehearsal discoveries will result from conscious experimentation, however; you must have the courage to invite the happy accident. Such spontaneous discovery grows only from the receptiveness and responsiveness of each cast member to each other and to the moment.

Rehearsal is exploration, but never indiscriminate exploration. Any meaningful exploration has a sense of goal, which directs the out​flow of energy and prevents it from degenerating into blind groping. Even though goals are rarely clear at the outset, and a good bit of the rehearsal process consists of clarifying them, there is usually in the vision of a play as communicated by the director some sense of the direction in which our exploration must go.
Making Connections
The many choices that must be made during rehearsal cannot be prejudged: we must actually do the thing in order to know whether it is right. One of the most common expressions you will hear during rehearsal is "Let’s try it." Your analysis and research in preparation for rehearsal will not usually lead to stage choices, but will, rather, reveal a wealth of alternatives for exploration and establish the criteria (some​times unconsciously) that the results will be judged on. Each decision
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opens up new areas of exploration, and often a rehearsal experiment will initiate a sequence of discoveries that expand conception and inter​pretation.

Such meaningful discoveries can be made only in the context of a rehearsal, when the participants are honestly in contact and working as a team toward a common goal. The rightness of any action will be determined by the way it fits into the cause-effect chain of interactions between characters, which moves the play. It is in the light of such active “give and take” that all decisions will be made. The main purpose of rehearsal is to establish such connections and to explore the energy which may flow through those connections: in short, to identify and manifest the living action.
Exercise 75
MAKING CONNECTIONS
There is a great difference between making something happen on stage and letting it happen. We can let a thing happen when the energies we receive and our response to them are in perfect accord with our desired results. When this has been accom​plished, we feel the connectedness of every moment with every other moment.
         Using your scene at its present stage of development, work through it; either of you stop the rehearsal at any point when he does not feel connected to the flow of the action. At this point, examine the moment or moments which immediately precede the point of difficulty: what can the other supply that will correct the problem?

This exercise will help you to experience the fact that all stage moments (and all actors) are entirely interdependent and that in most cases of difficulty we must receive the aid of our fellow workers—and that in seeking this connectedness we, in fact, make profound discoveries about our work!

At best, the right moment will arise of its own accord, and no one will have any difficulty in recognizing it as the truth. The best rehearsal environment is one in which the truth can most easily arise, but there is no one way to achieve this. Some plays demand a free experi​mental approach, while others require methodical technical planning. The actors and their director must decide on the best approach to each particular play. Discoveries cannot be made without some aggressive
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investigation, and we must initiate the process in a way appropriate to the truth we seek.

Since rehearsal exploration is a dynamic process in which each decision will reflect upon all other decisions, we must decide from moment to moment how completely we ought to be committed to a certain action at a given point of time in the rehearsal process. Some actors wait a long time before making their final choices and approach their roles warily in early rehearsals, gradually filling in the full perfor​mance. Others produce at performance levels right off, though they maintain enough flexibility to avoid making final choices too soon. You will have to determine your own best approach, in terms of the dispo​sition of the director, your fellow actors, the nature of the play, the length of the rehearsal period, and so on. As a general rule, however, an actor’s output of energy should be as high as or higher than performance levels during rehearsals. The actor who lies back and plays the waiting game is usually being unfair to his coworkers since they depend upon him for their reactions, but neither should he make final decisions too soon, committing himself to insufficiently explored and tested actions.
You and Your Fellow Workers
As we discussed in Lesson Nine, your working relationships are most effective when they are based upon a mutual commitment to the rela​tionship and to the work, mutual support for one another’s individual objectives in the work, and free and open communication whereby problems can be thrashed out and thereby become opportunities for creativity.

The interactive nature of drama means that your individual creation cannot be separated from the whole network of the play, and the creations of each actor and director are fully dependent on what you give and receive from each other. In the very early stages of rehearsal, before close rapport has been established within the company, it is especially important that each actor make an act of faith to work together toward the defining of goals with respect, trust, good humor, and a generous heart. Later on, as ideas begin to form themselves and decisions come closer, you must avoid a rigidity of attitude that prevents the organic development of a cohesive group interpretation.

Perhaps the most dangerous rigidity is exemplified by the actor who becomes an apologist for his character, arguing from the character's point of view as if every scene were "his". Group interpretation can be ruined by actors who insist upon adopting their character's point of view at the expense of the play as an artistic whole.
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On the other hand, we do a great disservice to our director and fellow actors, and ourselves, if out of a false desire to get along we fail to express ourselves honestly. An actor who is too pliable is as destructive as one who is too rigid. Your ideas will be appreciated by your ensemble if they are presented in a reasoned, timely, and respectful fashion. One word of warning: your director must be the center of all company communi​cation. Your feelings and ideas are best expressed directly to him, not to fellow actors in private conversations. A show must have only one director, though everyone connected with it must feel the responsibility of providing the director with ideas that may be of value.

Each director has a characteristic way of working, and it is part of the actor’s job to help the director develop the most effective channel of communication with himself and with the company. Actors and directors are coworkers, not master and slave. The actor and his director, though they share many responsibilities, have essentially different func​tions that are interdependent and coequal. The director’s responsibility is first to the overall patterning of the play as a theatrical experience; the actor’s responsibility is to bring his role to life so as to contribute best to that patterning.

There are many ways these responsibilities can overlap and where compromise will be necessary. In his effort to shape the expe​rience of the play, the director will inevitably need to determine certain specific actions or character traits. At the same time the actor, in his struggle to bring the character to life, must receive from his director an environment condu​cive to the growth of that life.

The actor, intimately involved with the life of his character, possesses insights into the life of that character which are denied the director. At the same time the director, with his overview and special responsibility for interpretation, has an objective point of view unavail​able to any actor. In an effective working relationship, each will respect and value the special insights of the other and seek to join their points of view to the best possible advantage. 

Even at the best, however, there are times when insoluble dis​agreements will occur. At such times the actor must remember that the director has assumed public responsibility for the audience’s experience of the play. On his side, the actor has assumed public responsibility for the portrayal of his character within the context established by the director’s interpretation, and once the interpretation has been clarified, it is the actor’s responsibility to find the best possible means of imple​menting it. Therefore, it is ultimately the director’s function to evaluate what the actor does, and the actor's job is to find how best to do it. They are equally creative artists, the director being an artist of what, and the actor being an artist of how.
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Honing the Performance
The actor often expends more energy during rehearsals than he does in the performance, and he generally expends less and less energy as performances continue after opening. This is not because he begins doing his part mecha​nically, without thought or feeling, but because he penetrates deeper and deeper to the essence of the part. As this happens, unessential detail begins to fall away.

As the actor grows in proficiency, his energy output will also be economized. No matter how difficult the thing is, the seasoned veteran usually makes it look easy because he knows what is essential and what is not. Our performance is often made more effective by so economizing it as to distill it to its essential detail. This focuses the audience’s attention clearly on the details that contribute most directly to the vitality of the play as a whole. This “natural attrition” of unessential detail usually occurs during a run under pressure of audience responses though there is no reason why natural attrition cannot be at work during rehearsals as well. A dual process with new actions being explored and established ones being distilled to their essence can be achieved simultaneously.

While the performance is being honed, the actor reserves a level of his consciousness for evaluation of his choices; he does not "watch himself", but he is concerned with the effectiveness of his choices. No matter how deeply involved the actor is with his action and character on one level, the wise actor reserves a barely sufficient portion of con​sciousness to evaluate the appropriatenes and effectiveness of the char​acter's behavior in relation to his overall dramatic purpose. He depends on his director to supply a truly objective viewpoint during rehearsals and in performance his reading of the subtle reactions (or “feedback”) of the audience supplements his own critical faculty.
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