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  F O R E W O R D


  There are a lot of really good actors, but very few really good acting teachers.


  When I moved to New York, the path to training as an actor was about as clear as wading into the Everglades. There were MFA programs, storied studios, private academies with famous alumni, theater-affiliated repertory programs, the institutionalized legacies of famous teachers past, and innumerable well-known directors running classes on the side. Sprinkled among and around all of these were an astonishing array of charlatans and poseurs of every sort clamoring to take your money and waste your time.


  Beyond that lay the bewildering swirl of training styles and even ideologies: Strasberg and sense memory versus Adler and imagination, Meisner technique, classical training, film and TV technique, scene study, and, of course, the Method, which seemed to me to be a term used to describe at least four totally divergent approaches to acting and one for sandwich-making. Everyone wanted to be a Method actor, but very few people I ever talked to seemed to have any clear idea of what it was they were aspiring to so breathlessly.


  I had read more about the history and theory of actor training than most student actors I knew in New York at that time, and it still took me six months of dedicated investigation and research to be able to confidently turn away from the crap on the street before I put my foot in it.


  New York was, and still is, one of the best places to train and cut your teeth as an actor … but the first step, finding a safe haven in which to actually explore and learn something, inevitably proves to be one of the hardest.


  Terry Schreiber is one of the really good acting teachers. In 1991, the Schreiber Studio was still down on East Fourth Street, nestled in with NY Theater Workshop and La Mama. I stumbled into that little black box theater, met Terry, and found out that he needed Japanese lessons for a play he was directing in Tokyo. I had lived there and spoke the language well enough to barter equal time Japanese lessons for acting classes. I got the better end of that deal and I was lucky enough to study with Terry and perform in plays at his studio for around two years. I still count him among the two or three real theater mentors I’ve had in my career.


  Terry was and is a great teacher for a few reasons. The first is that he has never taught as a sideline—he has dedicated himself fully to it and to building a comprehensive, first-rate training studio founded in well-refined training techniques. The second is that Terry has never tried to teach anybody “the Schreiber method.” He has the humility and the wise perspective to be a true pluralist, which is to say he has explored and experienced, both as a student himself and as a teacher, most of the interesting ideas that have emerged about training actors in the last sixty years. A lot of teachers, in my experience, infantilize their students to feed their own egos, or insist on rigorous method at the expense of practical craft. Terry understands that every individual actor will best access his gifts in different ways, and also that the modern actor will inevitably be called upon to tackle a wide spectrum of texts, styles, and collaborative dynamics. No method, no theory, no dogma, or technique covers it all or works for everyone, and Terry urges students to be “multilingual actors,” to develop a toolbag that gives them confidence in any situation. Whatever talents I may have brought to the table, Terry helped me become a better actor by pushing me to forge talent with craft.


  That Terry has finally put the effort into organizing his ideas and approaches to actor training in this book is a real gift to actors and teachers alike. I see much in what he articulates here that is intensely familiar from my days studying with him, and also much that is new and interesting. There is practical sense and creative insight in all of it.


  I recently had lunch with Terry and a terrific actor who also studied with him in those days. I’m not generally inclined to talk about acting much anymore, but we got to discussing this book and chewing over the ideas in it. Terry was still wrestling with fine points, still refining his ideas, pouncing eagerly on fresh perspectives, and as always, bursting with enthusiasm for the work of developing the best in others and himself … because that, of course, is what a real teacher does.


  Edward Norton


  September 13, 2004


  New York City


  P R E F A C E


  When I started teaching many years ago, I had no idea what would eventually be the result of my efforts, aside from fulfillment of the most immediate need—training for the actors whom I would eventually cast in shows that I directed. I taught and continue to teach because I realize that, after many years of experience, I have something to share with actors.


  I started on this book almost ten years ago. Before starting this endeavor, I reflected on the origins of my teaching. I had started out as an actor myself, studying with some great teachers and learning a variety of different techniques. When I moved from acting to directing, I believed that many actors could benefit from what I had learned, and the shows that I directed could benefit from their acting advancements. So I started with a handful of dedicated actors in a rented space and shared the exercises and techniques I had been taught. Over time, that group of actors grew … and grew … and grew.


  Fast-forward several decades: The T. Schreiber Studio celebrated thirty-five years of dedicated acting training in 2004. My classes for the advanced actor reached a level I never would have expected when I started. My teachings have been refined over many years of experimentation, and the original exercises have grown and changed to give my students more insight and tools. Thousands of actors have passed through the doors to my acting classes. To all of them I give not only a nod of congratulations for their dedication to their craft, but also of thanks for allowing me to grow with them as a teacher as they grew as actors.


  But reading a book is different from having the hands-on experience of working with an acting teacher. Reading isn’t how actors learn—they learn on their feet, by interacting with other actors, directors, and instructors. When I walk through the aisles at bookstores geared toward the arts in New York City, I am sometimes shocked by how many books on acting there are in the marketplace. Why would I want to add another?


  This text started out specifically for my students. I had always wanted a handbook on the work I do at the Studio. But as I wrote, and as professional actors, directors, and instructors reviewed the writing, I was told time and time again that the book should extend beyond the walls of T.S.S., that it was too important to limit its scope solely to my students.


  So my goal is to put in writing what I teach in my classes for the benefit of actors currently studying with me, for future teachers who may base their instruction on the lessons they learned while at T.S.S., and as a manual to introduce those outside my Studio to what I’ve learned over the years. It is for this specific reason that I’ve structured my book as a “how to” manual rather than as a “thinking” theory book on acting or a supplement to my classes.


  Many of the best exercises that I’ve developed require great sensitivity and bravery from the actors who participate in them. Acting requires a stripping away of the ego and emotional protections; therefore, this instruction can be a psychologically dangerous tool in the wrong hands. I disapprove of any instructor using my techniques and teachings improperly or out of context, or for her own sadistic pleasure. “Breaking down an actor” is not the purpose of these exercises, and I guarantee you that if I ever hear of someone using the basic structure of the exercises I’ve described in this book in a dangerous or destructive manner and associating my name with their actions, I will do all in my power to discredit that individual within the acting and teaching world.


  Time and time again throughout this book, I say that the acting studio must be a place of safety, not of competition. “Breaking” an actor will not make him a better actor, but a worse one, and potentially harm him psychologically as well. If an instructor presents a safe and nurturing environment so the actors can break out of their shells and take real risks, not only will the environment be more inviting, but the acting will blossom.


  One thing to make perfectly clear about this book: It is not for the novice. Acting is for an actor who has a strong foundation in the fundamentals of acting technique. I fear that beginning actors will not be able to embrace the exercises and techniques I’ve laid out, but rather fear and misuse them. There are plenty of acting books for beginners to refer to (as noted in the bibliography), as well as plenty of good instructors for the basics. New actors must utilize these resources first before venturing into the advanced exercises I have outlined in this book. All actors should keep open minds when reading this text, but—more importantly—they should become schooled and possess a strong foundation in acting by taking classes to fully understand basic concepts like Objective, Method, Beats, and the other terms outlined in the glossary.


  Finally, I want to thank all my students for their requests and encouragement for Acting. The strongest inspiration for this book came from the many actors who have asked me for a description of my class work. Although it has taken me since 1977 to find intermittent time to finalize such a request, I deeply appreciate all the inspiration I have received.


  So, here it is: my attempt to put over thirty-five years of teaching and some forty years of acting and directing on paper. Use it wisely, and enjoy!


  A NOTE ON PERSONAL PRONOUNS


  Every writer of instructional manuals today encounters problems with personal pronouns. How should I refer to “the actor” or “the student,” since the singular pronouns include both “he” and “she”? In the past, authors had simply used the masculine pronoun, referring to every generic usage as “he.” But these are more liberated times, and I have a problem with using only “he,” since approximately half of my students are female.


  Some authors will solve this problem by using “he or she” or “he/she,” both of which I find incredibly awkward. Others change every case of the singular into the plural “they.” Sometimes this works, but often a reference to the singular is needed, and a singular “actor” can never be a “they.” None of these particular solutions satisfied my need to be fair, clear, and grammatically correct.


  I have chosen instead to use both “he” and “she” throughout the book. One section may refer to the actor as a “he,” while in the next exercise description, the actor is a “she.” There is the additional question of whether to refer to all female actors as “actresses,” but I chose to use the non-gendered term “actor” to refer to both female and male actors, and declined to use the term “actress” in the generic sense. However, if I am referring to a specific actor who is female, I have used “actress.” So Meryl Streep is an “actress,” but a generic female acting student is an “actor.”


  M E T H O D O L O G Y


  The first question I anticipate when potential students come to an orientation for my class is, Which acting method does Terry Schreiber teach? Every teacher has his own particular methodology, the basic philosophy of acting instruction that is manifested in instruction, exercises, and scene study. The final goal of any method is acting that combines intellectwith instincts, and the goal of any acting course is to produce actors who float with ease, simplicity, and spontaneity between the two. Achieving this result is not a simple task.


  I usually reply, “I teach an ‘American’ style of acting,” although for many students this doesn’t clarify anything. But what I mean when I answer is, in essence, that I teach a number of methods used over time by accomplished American actors who defined the acting and training world in the twentieth century.


  My own training has been from the Strasberg and Meisner point of view, as interpreted by Michael Howard, the man who learned from both and who taught me when I was a young man. This “American” style also incorporates methods from Stella Adler, Bobby Lewis, and Harold Clurman. These are the original members of the Group Theatre who went to Moscow during the first half of the twentieth century to observe the work of Constantine Stanislavski.


  Stanislavski revolutionized acting in Russia (and eventually throughout the world) with his “realism” approach. Before Stanislavski, acting had been big, bold, and not necessarily grounded in real emotion. He taught his students in Russia to incorporate their own personal experiences into the work and develop a sense of realism. Actors were no longer “performing” for or trying to “entertain” the audience. Instead, they were “living.” Being a member of an audience was tantamount to being a fly on the wall during a personal and private experience.


  Strasberg was the first American to develop a technique, an intense “Method” approach based on observations of Stanislavski’s teachings that emphasized the actor incorporating his own personal experiences into the work. Strasberg-trained actors’ preparation is always steeped in the actors’ own realities, lives, and behavioral experiences. My definition of the Method as taught by Strasberg is “an internalizing of everything before it can be externalized.”


  Meisner, Adler, and Lewis initially followed suit with this internal-to-external method, but each eventually broke with Strasberg’s extreme “actor-personal” approach and developed an individual style. These three emphasized using the actor’s imagination to create the reality of the character, as opposed to Strasberg’s personal-experience method. Meisner, Adler, Lewis, and others work with the creative as-if. They have actors imagine themselves into the facts or “givens” of the text or exercise and encourage them to almost play the child’s game of “let’s pretend.” A version of this as-if approach—one that also emphasizes repetition as an early learning technique—was named after its most vocal proponent and is called the “Meisner” method.


  All of these initial Stanislavski observers eventually went to different parts of the United States—New York and California, mostly—and taught their own methods. Students learned from them, incorporated the teachings into their own acting, and then later taught other actors, developing unique styles along the way. I became an acting teacher in this manner. I learned from advanced acting teacher Michael Howard when I was an actor myself. From this and other learning experiences, I developed my own style and series of exercises, which I now teach.


  MY EXPERIENCE


  I arrived in New York City in 1960 after receiving a Bachelor of Arts in English and Speech from St. Thomas University in St. Paul, Minnesota. The majority of my acting training at that time was from college, while my experience was from the three years I spent participating in summer stock, community theater, and university productions. Up to that point, I learned “on the job,” so to speak.


  After college, I did what many young people who are interested in pursuing acting do—I moved to the bright lights of New York City. And, like many young people, it took me a little time to get my footing. After making a disastrous start with a teacher and studio I did not relate to, I was fortunate to find a marvelous mentor in Michael Howard.


  Michael is a member of the Actor’s Studio, the famous school founded in 1947 that catapulted Strasberg’s teaching into the American acting world and included some members of Group Theatre. Michael has been the main source for my acting technique and appreciation of the work. Although I studied with other teachers over the twelve years that I was an actor in New York, I worked with Michael solidly for four years.


  While Michael was probably my most influential instructor, I had also observed Strasberg’s work, and for a short period of time studied directing with Harold Clurman, one of the Group Theatre members who worked with Stanislavski in Russia. And I have spent years studying the work and techniques of Adler, Meisner, and Lewis and their tremendous contributions to the American style of acting.


  NO “ONE” TECHNIQUE


  Throughout all these years of teaching, I have tested and developed various exercises. I kept some, discarded others, and assigned more basic exercises to staff members who are teaching beginning or intermediate level classes. I have taken exercises from Strasberg, Meisner, Adler, Michael Chekhov (the Russian actor and nephew of playwright Anton Chekhov), and others. I have redefined their exercises for my classes. Sometimes, I’ve gone my own way and developed new exercises. It has been an exciting developmental period over these decades of trial, error, experimentation, and solidification of what I think is effective for the actor.


  Even with this kind of explanation, I’m still pressed by students and acting professionals to answer the question, “ What technique do you teach?” To simplify matters, the style is essentially a combination of Strasberg (internal-to-external) and Meisner (as-if ) approaches, but also borrows techniques and exercises from Adler and Lewis.


  I strongly believe in combining these two schools of thought—the internal-to-external and as-if approaches. They both incorporate a means to an end: helping actors to open up their instruments, enlarge their imaginations, and therefore enlarge their talent. It has been my experience over the years that some actors live and work very richly from their world of reality, while others live much more fully in their fantasy or imagination. To force one system as the “be all and end all” may exclude a talent that could really blossom with a slight adjustment from the teacher to see which approach the actor relates to better.


  AN ACTOR’S TOOLBOX


  As Strasberg and the Group Theatre members interpreted Stanislavski’s ideas, so have I reinterpreted the work of the great American acting instructors of the twentieth century and added on to their volume of work. The originals—Stanislavski, Strasberg, Meisner, Adler, and Lewis—didn’t work in a complete vacuum to develop their styles. They worked with each other, and created the techniques after many years of study. It is my feeling that we must all learn from a master teacher and then go our own individual way based on his inspiration.


  I believe this holds true for the actor as well as the teacher—that the actor will ultimately develop his own method of work. Instructors like me can expose actors to exercises and a system of preparation and hope the experience will be helpful in their development. As actors go on with their careers, they will develop their own method of working. Before that can happen, they need a good base to start from.


  I try to give each actor I work with a “bag of good tools”—meaning an infinite variety of exercises that will help him break open a character, as well as in-depth scene interpretation. My goal is to have any actor who has committed the time and effort to this work leave my classes knowing “how to work” on his own without depending on a director to do it for him.


  I do not recommend that a beginning actor dive into this manual without some experience. Nor do I recommend that any serious actor approach it as a dilettante, giving a small amount of time and effort to study and exercise. It is best, in terms of both time and finances, for beginners to put their egos aside and regain some basic techniques before plunging into this book, or onto the stage and screen, for that matter.


  If beginning actors do attempt to jump forward and thrust themselves on stage without training, they will waste months just trying to understand the language and have little technique to execute what’s being taught. It would be like a high-school baseball player suddenly trying to start in the majors. The kid might survive, but the odds are much more favorable if he learns more skills and attains sophistication and maturity by spending some time in the minors before advancing.


  Developing good relationships with fellow actors is another reason to focus and concentrate on training. No advanced actor wants to work with a beginning actor—what would she possibly get out of the rehearsals, not to mention the performances?


  And no beginning actor should be asked to compete with an experienced actor, especially since acting is by its nature such personal work, and the last thing any student wants is to be scared and intimidated. Very little learning can happen in this atmosphere, and the results will be less than satisfying. Stage work and quality film acting—acting that doesn’t rely on a good editor to make raw talent look good through cutting and camera angles—demands a great deal more knowledge of craft and technique.


  No Auditing in the Classroom


  Because I feel the acting class should be a sanctuary of safety and trust for my students, I have a policy of “no auditing,” and feel that any instructor who chooses to use this manual should do the same. Auditors violate an actor’s privacy of having a place to work where she is not subjected to judgmental values. It is vital that the actor feels comfortable in the surroundings. Many times, a birth is taking place, and strangers certainly should not be allowed in the birthing room.


  I also find auditing suspicious. When there are potential new students present, I believe a teacher is tempted to sell a class at the expense of the actors’ process work in that class. My focus is on the actors who are my students, not on anything else. The classroom is the actors’ private place. Everywhere actors go outside of class, they have to perform for others. Like an athlete, they need a private place where they can train.


  Process, Not Production


  All my work in class is process-oriented, not presentation-oriented. No one should feel the pressure to perform and entertain the class or the teacher while in an acting class—it’s about learning, not pleasing others. Classes are about approaching a role, exploring the creative process, and taking risks in a safe environment before leaping to the stage or screen.


  MIND , HEART, WILL


  I attempt in my classroom, as any good instructor should, to build the three ingredients of the actor’s work: Mind, Heart, Will. The Mind, in all its brightness, interprets and understands the text from the playwright and interpretation from the director. TheHeartadds the feeling and the emotional life to create a real and honest character. The Willis the final component that confronts the personal protections we all have, and allows actors to put themselves—their minds and, especially, their hearts—out there in public, either on stage or in front of a camera. TheWillis the final piece that makes a good actor available to an audience with his interpretation of a role.


  Risk-taking is the key component of my instruction. I am constantly emphasizing that the actors must give themselves permission to take chances. They must open up to what can be scary emotions, to show other actors personal sides of themselves, and to give themselves permission to occasionally fall on their butts. Sometimes failure is necessary for true learning. Recognizing this fact is of paramount importance. A class where the actor is challenged andfeels comfortable in taking chances is vitally important to each actor’s creative growth, and is the key philosophy underlying my instruction.


  PART I PROCEDURE


  Acting is a presumptive art. Who would imagine that he can abandon his own personal self and become someone else, even if it is for a short period of time? To do so realistically—in front of audiences (theater) or tech crews and cameras ( film/TV )—takes both a unique form of self-confidence and a complete release of self. When the actor works, he must abandon his life. The street he came from, his job, his family, conversations of the day … all of it must be left behind in order to be caught up in the life of the character he is creating. As I see it, there are four basic elements of the process: relaxation, concentration, imagination, and preparation.


  Relaxation is the first part of the process, and the essential base to all quality acting and exploration. It opens the instrument of the actor—meaning both the body and the mind. I spend a great deal of time in this section discussing relaxation, as well as presenting a suggested warm-up that I’ve developed over the years.


  The next step, concentration, helps create the elements of the character’s life that make it real. The sensory and physical-condition exercises in Part II utilize memory and the senses to deepen concentration. Actors use it to get into the life of the character with absolute believability and truth, both to an audience and to themselves.


  The third aspect, imagination, is based in the subconscious and is the key to what makes acting “real.” When the body is relaxed and the mind is clear and focused, the actor can access the subconscious, where spontaneous impulses come from. The individual exercises in Part III help explore the imagination.


  The final step is preparation, meaning the work necessary ahead of time to properly do a role or exercise. Preparation means everything involved in the acting process, whether it’s collecting props, exploring a character, analyzing a script, or memorizing lines. Preparation is as essential as the other three elements. For example, all the initial relaxation, concentration, and imagination will not do an actor any good if he’s stumped by a misplaced prop or can’t remember what he’s supposed to say. The minute he goes up with the words, the relaxation, concentration, and imagination will disappear as well. Scene study is where we put all the components into play.


  It may seem to be magic, but in reality, there is a methodic procedure to the craft of quality acting. All four elements are essential for quality, realistic acting. By fully practicing how to utilize relaxation, concentration, imagination, and preparation, the actor can leave his own world behind and inhabit the existence of the character.


  1 RELAXATION


  I was casting a Broadway play a few years ago, and the producer and I saw quite a few people because the play had a large cast. At the end of the day, and without communicating about each individual audition, we had the exact same scorecard for callbacks. After three days of these preliminaries, I was curious as to what system he was using.


  He told me that he ended up eliminating three-quarters of the actors not based on their audition, but based on how they walked to center stage. “There is nothing of self-image in their bodies—they are apologizing for being up there through their body language,” he said. “They are uncomfortable, and their insecurity reads. They are not taking charge.”


  He knew even before hearing them speak that he wouldn’t cast them. “I can’t risk investing in them, through rehearsal and production. The tension will only get worse.”


  With scant opportunity to audition, no actor can afford to be eliminated because of this kind of tension. Modern plays emphasize realness, and tension interferes with rather then helps this effect. Classics require a freedom of movement to fulfill the roles. And all work—contemporary or classical— requires a body to convey a physical life.


  As we grow up and deal with life, we find ways to cope with the things that life throws at us. Everyone develops defense mechanisms in both their bodies and voices. To be a well-trained actor, it is vitally necessary to spend time unlocking what years of your life have caused you to close down: your body and your voice. A well-trained instrument is an open and available one.


  Relaxation is the foundation for acting. All work stems from it. There is no possible way to reach the second step of acting—concentration—without being relaxed. Concentration is total availability—to other actors, to outside stimuli such as props and sets (and the mishaps that can happen with both), and to the actor’s own feelings. There is no way an actor can be open without minimizing his body tension.


  Relaxation is not immediate. It requires backing off from the events of the day, releasing tension, and dropping into the full instrument—the body, the voice, and the focus of the mind—to get ready to work. An athlete would not start a game without first warming up. He would injure himself within ten minutes. How can an actor walk into a dressing room at 7:30 P.M. and possibly be ready to go for an 8:00 curtain? Every actor should have a relaxation routine to “warm up” before beginning.


  TENSION—THE ENEMY OF THE ACTOR


  If an actor is not relaxed in front of a camera, his work will be false and uncomfortable. The camera may focus on only the face or a portion of the body at times, but the entire body must be relaxed in order for the actor to produce honest, quality work.


  Film work is essentially “eyeball acting”—the camera catches the truth of emotion in the eyes. If an actor makes love to the camera, the camera will make love back. But if there is body tension, there will inevitably be blocked emotions. The camera will see it, capture it, and reject the actor like a jilted lover who has been lied to one too many times.


  Rent a quality movie with a favorite actor and watch closely. Stop and start the video or DVD and watch what the actor does with his eyes before and after a line. The camera is a truth serum, and the actor must be relaxed in order to honestly relay his thoughts.


  Relaxation applies to the listener as well as the speaker in a two-person scene. So much of film work is reacting. When the camera lingers on the actor who is listening rather than speaking, watch how it picks up thoughts even when there are no lines. An actor must be relaxed to do that well. As Michael Caine says, film acting is like watching a duck swim—smoothly gliding along the surface, but paddling like crazy below.1


  As an athlete limbers up and takes care of his body, the actor must get his body relaxed and ready to work. Whatever method or exercise an actor chooses to use, he must ensure that it works toward relaxation that supports vitality and expression. Unless an actor is relaxed and “into” his body first, the quality work will not follow. Tension cuts off his imagination and interferes with his concentration.


  Relaxation methods serve actors in other ways as well. Our business is filled with tension—acceptances, rejections, big stakes, the promise of financial rewards that clash with the consistent gigs that pay little or no money, the constant search for work, the training, and the financial investments in headshots and other materials. While immensely rewarding, acting is one of the most stressful careers a person can choose. This stress can lead to tension that can be read in an actor’s body, which will interfere with the final goal—to have a career as a successful actor. A serious actor must learn and incorporate the exercises that help him cope with the physical tension that the career choice generates, at home as well as on the set or stage.


  “TO BE SEEN” BODY WORK


  We each have our own muscular defense system that protects us from harm, both physical and emotional. Stress from an office job that requires smiles when screaming would feel better might lead to a tense jaw and tight shoulders. A backpack or purse slung over the shoulder might lead to tense upper-back muscles. Even the most relaxed and well-balanced people will have sections of their bodies that tense up from time to time.


  Actors must have knowledge of their bodies and where the tension and locks are located. Then they have to release the tension and allow an opening up of these locked areas so the stored energy can flow.


  Over the years, I’ve experimented with many kinds of warm-up exercises for the actor, everything from hatha yoga to Strasberg’s technique of “checking in” with each section of the body. What I have found is that a proper warm-up for an actor is an individual thing. Some actors respond well to Strasberg’s exercises. Others use basic stretching or more aerobic exercises like jogging or biking beforehand to release excess energy. Actors must explore different types of relaxation preparation to find what’s best for them.


  That said, I am not a huge fan of yoga as a warm-up routine. While I believe yoga is terrific for a personal exercise routine—it stretches muscles and instructs proper breathing techniques—I find it lacking for acting purposes. Too often, I’ve seen actors who are “blissed out” afterwards and not energized to work in the right manner. They are almost too relaxed. Yoga may serve a very hyper or tense actor, but I have found through several years of observing and doing hatha yoga that the majority of actors became too passive and laid back.


  Better alternatives are methods specific to the acting world, like Strasberg’s “checking in” technique or Bioenergetic exercises. They can be performed in a minimal amount of time and space, while alternatives like intense stretching, jogging, or other exercises might be difficult or impossible.


  “Checking In” with Strasberg


  Strasberg’s basic exercise starts with an actor sitting in a chair and working through the body one section at a time. The actor explores the body, starting with checking the toes, then the calves, thighs, pelvic region, torso, neck, face, arms, and hands. As he explores each region, he flexes the muscles slightly and then releases them. The entire exercise is very thorough and includes slow neck rolls and raising limbs, then letting the limbs drop to eliminate tension and excess muscularity. This warm-up takes about forty-five minutes to do thoroughly.


  I learned of a speedier version from Michael Howard that resembles a Bobby Lewis exercise routine that has a “flex and relax, flex and relax” system for each specific area of the body. Up until about sixteen years ago, I used both Strasberg’s and Lewis’ warm-up exercises religiously. Then I was introduced to a whole new world of acting warm-up exercises: Bioenergetics.2


  I was first introduced to Bioenergetics when the T. Schreiber Studio hired Carol Reynolds to teach a movement class. Carol came to the studio with her Body DynamicsTM curriculum. Bioenergetics is the foundation for Body DynamicsTM, but the program also includes other modalities such as Pilates3, Feldenkrais4, Alexander Technique5, and CranioSacral Therapy6, as well as Carol’s extensive background in dance. My knowledge of her program is miniscule, but I do know the basics of Bioenergetics and have never known anything more effective for defining and working with the muscular defense system in each of our bodies.


  Human bodies are filled with energy. This energy is called different things by different people—an “aura” to the spiritually inclined, or millions of “biochemical electronic impulses” to the scientist. Whatever it’s called, the basic idea is the same: Human bodies have energy flowing through them, from the crown of the head to the tips of the toes. And like water in a garden hose, the energy flows freely when there are no kinks of tension blocking its way.


  The principle behind Bioenergetic work is to take our energy up from the floor, rather than downward from our heads, as most of us do. Frequently, when the energy is taken downward, it travels no further than our chest and back, and then sticks there. Press your thumb into the sides of your pectorals. Feel the stress? The majority of people will find two golf balls of tension living there.


  Restructuring our energy source takes time and discipline. Old muscles have to be retrained to let go and release. Actors must learn to realign their spines so they are more centered in their pelvic arch.


  Many people carry a great deal of tension in their feet, especially their toes. All that “holding” has to be opened up and released to feel the energy flow up from the floor. The feet must be centered so they are not turned out or turned in when standing, and the actor must be careful not to walk or stand to the inside or the outside of the feet. To be fully energized, the feet must be grounded and the calf and thigh muscle tension must be minimal.


  Find Your Power Source


  The most important point of the actor’s body—the “power source,” according to Pilates and other movement experts—is the upper thighs, pelvic, and torso areas. For many actors (and people in general), the pelvic area is the “no” area of the body. It is the sexual area of our bodies, the area that is most protected.


  It is vitally important, therefore, to release the groin, anus, and buttocks. We’ve been trained by society to suck in our stomachs and tighten our rear ends, and certainly, a pelvic lock is necessary for some dance styles, such as ballet. But it’s death for an actor and cuts him off from the energy he can pull from the floor—energy that’s necessary for size and power in his acting.
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  Find Your Power Source: Pictured above are six pairs of images. The photos on the left side of each pair show the way most people carry themselves. The photos on the right side of each pair show the Bioenergetics way of standing to align the spine. The only tension in the legs is in the hamstrings. Energy must be allowed to flow up from the floor.


  These images of James Duus—a certified Body Dynamics™ educator as well as a certified Pilates instructor in New York City ( JDPilatesNYC@aol.com)—are used by permission.


  “TO BE HEARD” VOCAL WORK


  I emphasized the necessity for the body work because an actor’s body language is being read the moment he walks into the audition space, be it a room or a stage. Equally as important is his voice, since his vocal production is also being judged the second he opens his mouth. As Lynn Singer, a vocal coach at the T. Schreiber Studio, asks, “If you sent in only your voice, would you get the role?”


  No matter how well an actor can ultimately act, if he can’t move well or talk well, he’s gone. As a director, I’ve had to turn down some actors for roles because of lack of vocal production, just as I’ve had to turn down others because of severe body tension. I am not alone in this dilemma. Other directors have told me they’ve chosen not to cast actors who would otherwise be perfect for the role because of vocal problems. These actors have such a desperate need for vocal-production work that casting them is nearly impossible.


  There are different types of vocal-production problems. For someone with a speech impediment or severe regionalism, very specific one-on-one work with a speech therapist may be required. But the main focus for all actors should be opening up and expanding vocal range and vocal production.


  Lynn’s philosophy is that actors need to return to the vocal freedom they were born with. “What baby is born with an ugly voice?” she says. An infant’s voice may be loud and nerve-wracking, especially when the baby is crying, but it never has the flaws of weakness, tension, or lack of expression heard in adult voices.


  Think about how easy it to hear a child laughing, crying, or even babbling from a distance or through a wall or door. This is because the young voice is free rather than protected and diffused. These protections eventually turn into vocal habits that can inhibit an actor. Many actors have spent years not knowing how to use their vocal equipment properly.


  The key to using the vocal instrument is breathing. I thoroughly believe in the principle shared by Lynn Singer: “If you’re not on your breath, you are not on your voice.”


  The first step to putting the voice on the breath is relaxation. As with movement work, Bioenergetics-based exercises can be applied to voice work. Exercises can be geared to eliminate the factors that impede good vocal production. Lynn’s work, for example, starts with releasing tension from the top of an actor’s head and through the body down to the feet.


  Lynn then instructs how to investigate specifics like as the nasal mask. She explores vocal problems that come from a tight tongue, jaw, or neck. Students work through all the upper-torso tension that leaves them in high breath and “holding on” in the upper back and chest cavities. To counteract this tension, she teaches how to release the “holding on,” as well as proper breathing techniques, how to drop this breath down into the pelvic region and the diaphragm, and then how to put the voice on the breath.


  This is just the beginning of proper vocal work, of course. Once a student starts to find his voice, the next step is to explore words. While I introduce students to the concepts and importance of using language to convey the emotional life of a character in exercises like the Spoon River exercise, expert vocal instructors like Lynn emphasize this kind of training, using poetry and richly poetic prose to expand the students’ background and comfort with language.


  Even students who have fine vocal range and ability will often be lacking in how to properly use language to convey emotion—or even a complete thought from the text. If an actor doesn’t understand what he’s saying or the emotional quality behind the words, there’s no way an audience will either. A beautiful voice cannot fix this problem.


  While I know and understand how important this kind of training is, the work deserves more time and attention than is given in an acting class. It’s why I refer so many of my students to Lynn, who not only has a significant background in vocal production, but also in literature, poetry, and drama.


  Some actors make the mistake of thinking, “I just want to be in television or film, so why do I need a big voice if there is a microphone right over my head?” While there are many actors working on camera who are capable of admirable work, I believe if some of them had to put five lines together without the assistance of a good editor, they would put the viewers to sleep. Often the voice is locked or badly placed, has no support, and has no range whatsoever, or the actor can’t see how to use the screenwriter’s words in a deeper, more meaningful way to convey the emotional quality behind them. These actors often have no vocal colors, and the sense of rhythm—the music of language—is lost. Working with a vocal expert like Lynn can bring the music back.


  WARM-UP PROGRAM


  As I said at the beginning of this section, proper relaxation is vital to an actor—for rehearsals, for auditions, and for production. After years of experience and trial and error, I have developed a standard warm-up that I use in my classes. While it’s typically easier to show someone how to do this preparation than to write about it in a book, I’m going to do my best to describe the process that I use.


  Beginning Body Position
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  I take my students through a series of steps to achieve a centered and balanced stance.*


  First, the feet are straight ahead and the actor is standing on her full foot and not to the inside or the outside of the foot. She should feel the floor up into the bottom of the foot. The feet should be planted no further apart than shoulder width.


  Once she’s standing correctly, and with the knees slightly bent, she tries to produce tension in the hamstrings.


  The tension in the hamstrings will lead to other changes in the body stance. The butt should be dropped, and there should be a comfortable arch in the lower back. The actor shouldn’t “jam” the arch down into the lower spine. The curve is not a forced arch, but rather a natural and relaxed position.


  After focusing on the lower torso, I have the actor explore what’s happening with his head and neck. The head shouldn’t be back, down, or too far up, but rather up and straight, and in a comfortably centered position on the neck.


  The body is now centered and balanced.
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  Relaxation “Check In”


  Once the actor is centered, we move on to relaxation. I ask the actor to start by concentrating on the head and upper body, then moving his focus down the body. The effect is as if the body was a thermometer, and the relaxation body check we’re going to do is the mercury going down in the thermometer.


  Head Relaxation


  •With eyes closed and in the original starting position, the actor checks out where he feels the energy in his body. Is it high or low? Does he feel his energy level is flighty and scattered, or centered and focused?


  •Next he checks out his breathing. Is it high (in the upper chest) or low (in the pelvic area)? The goal is to get the breath to be lower rather than higher. He should take a deep breath so that his belly sticks out.


  •While keeping his eyes closed, the actor relaxes the forehead and the temples. This is when I use a “thermometer” metaphor—the mercury starts to drop down through the body as the actor releases tension in his body from the top down.


  •At this point, I bring the actor’s attention to his eyes. Flickering eyelids or tightly shut eyes indicate a lot of tension behind the eyes. I tell the actor to investigate whether he can still his mind (or “stop the brain-spin,” as one of my students calls it) and relax the eyes. Leave the mind behind.


  •Once the eyes have released their tension, it’s time to move down and relax the hinges of the jaw, and then the tongue.


  •Once the mouth area is relaxed, I have the actor place his forefingers (pointer and index fingers) from each hand on the chin, with his thumbs below. The actor gently flaps the jaw up and down with the assistance of his hands. He does not do this with a lot of force, and he never works the jaw sideways. He leaves the tongue loose and makes “blah blah” sounds.


  •This series of facial exercises will relax the area around what controls the tension—the brain. The relaxing of each area down the face and body is like the interior mercury dropping. After the jaw is loose, the actor drops his hands to his side.


  Torso Relaxation


  After the actor has focused on relaxing his head and face, it’s time to move the mercury down the body.


  •The actor allows the energized relaxation to move down through the neck. He lets go of the trapeziuses and deltoids, and experiences the freeing feeling of letting the shoulders drop.


  •The next step is to shake some of the tension loose from the arms and shoulders. With limp wrists and using only the muscles necessary, the actor raises both arms slowly up until his arms are parallel with his ears. This produces a stretch in the upper back. After he’s had his arms up for a few seconds, he then lets the arms fall to his sides. This step is repeated three times.


  •He now checks in with the rest of his torso and relaxes his pectoral muscles, lats, lower back, and then abdominal muscles. He retains the original starting position, but the mercury has dropped down to the base of the pelvic area, and the actor refocuses his concentration to the floor. This is a good time for him to check and ensure he is standing firmly on planted feet, not to the inside or the outside of the foot.


  Bringing Energy from the Floor


  The actor started by bringing the relaxation, that “thermometer mercury,” from the top down. Now he brings it from the floor up.


  •The actor starts by slowly wiggling the toes, checking for tension.


  •He relaxes his foot, all areas up to his ankles, and then the calf muscles. He imagines the energy or “mercury” flowing up through the base of the feet, past the ankles, and between the calves and the shins. The actor eliminates any muscle tension in the calves through focus and relaxation.


  •The thermometer moves upward now, and the actor relaxes the quad muscles. For some actors, this takes extra concentration, since the quads are more tense for the athletes who do a lot of squats.


  •Now he lets the energy flow up past the knees and into the thighs. The only tension in the entire leg should now be in the hamstrings.


  •Now it’s time for the pelvic “letting go.” The actor relaxes groin muscles, anus muscles, and buttocks.


  •At this point, the energy moving down the top half of the body meets up with the energy coming up from the floor and combines in the pelvic area. This area is of crucial importance. It is the body center and, along with the thighs, our power source.


  Adding Movement


  Once the actor has imagined the energy from the floor meeting with the energy that started from his head, it’s time to add movement.


  Moving the Head


  •With his eyes still closed, he allows his head to drop forward with his chin to his chest. He never forces this movement, but rather allows the weight of his head to bring his chin down.


  •Once done, he slowly lifts his head straight up and then lets it go back until the base of the skull is touching his back. Like the forward movement, this move is never forced, but rather allowed through the weight of the skull. He repeats this three times slowly, all the while checking for upper-spine tension in the trapezius and deltoids.


  •Once finished with the neck forward/back stretches, he does a similar movement side to side. He leans his head toward the right shoulder as far as it will comfortably stretch. The shoulders do not move during this stretch, only the neck and head. He repeats this three times to the right and three times to the left, alternating each time.


  •After he brings his head back to center, he slowly rotates his head on his neck clockwise. As with the previous movement, he does this without leaning or moving the shoulders, but rather lets the weight of the head carry the circular motion. The head is rotated three times clock-wise and then three times counterclockwiseslowly. If tension is severe, this step can be continued until reasonable relaxation in the upper spine is accomplished.


  Moving the Shoulders


  •After completing the head/neck rotation, the actor returns to the neutral position.


  •From here, he moves his right shoulder in a slow, circular rotation, like a ball rotating in a socket. The arm muscles are slack at this point— basically, the arm just goes along for the ride. Rotation is done three times clockwise and three times counterclockwise, each time enlarging the circle of up, forward, down, and back.


  Bump and Grind


  •After rotating the shoulders, it’s time to rotate the hips. The actor places his hands on his hips and begins a slow pelvic rotation, sort of like the old striptease “bump and grind.” He should feel the rotation in the lower vertebras.


  NOTE: The actor must make sure during all this body-area work that his breathing stays low and focused. He must stay on his real breath even if he is working in the upper half of his body.


  Shoulder Lift


  •The actor returns to his beginning stance with his shoulders relaxed and parallel.


  •Once settled, he lifts his shoulders up and down quickly, touching his ears with the shoulders. He does this four or five times to release any extra tension that might still be in the upper back.


  Jumping Tension Away


  Aside from the neck and shoulder rolls, one of the best ways to release tension is to jump.


  •The actor starts with the knees bent and then jumps straight upward, coming down on the balls of his toes and lifting his shoulders up and down in rhythm with the jumping. He should enjoy the freedom of the jumping and let out sounds.


  •After a good ten to fifteen seconds of jumping, the actor returns to the beginning stance.


  NOTE: Don’t do this if you have foot, knee, or lower-back problems. You can also modify the jumping to protect the injury. For example, if you have one bad knee, you might try jumping on the other, but only if it’s possible to do this comfortably.


  Lift and Rollover


  From the beginning stance, the actor lifts up and then flops over.


  •First the actor straightens upward. The sensation is as if someone is lifting him up by a string at the top of his head.


  •In one movement, the actor continues to lift up from the base of the spine, and then lets the weight of the head and torso carry the upper body toward the toes into a drop-over. The movement is like a puppet that is flopped forward with slack strings.


  •Once over, the actor shakes out gently through the pelvis, the spine and on up. The actor should never move the legs or shake hard. It’s a gentle, releasing movement—a final loosening in a rolling motion with the spine.


  Good Vibrations


  Now that the actor has generally loosened up, it’s time to start allowing the relaxation to affect him. The goal is to have the relaxation energy move freely from the floor throughout the whole body, so much so that it vibrates just as a tuning fork will vibrate as sound moves through it. This is natural, and is exactly what is wanted with the warm-up. “Go with the vibrations,” I’ll tell my students.


  Sometimes the vibrations will start early on in the relaxation routine. More often, it starts when the students do the Detchire and then the Bioenergetic drop-overs described below.


  The Detchire


  While I was in Japan, studying with experts in the Japanese theater, I was introduced to different preparation techniques used by Japanese actors. The most intriguing was called the “Detchire,” which—like other energy-creating relaxation exercises—I found essential for my warm-up routine.


  •The actor places his feet together with the big toes, heels, and ankles and knees touching. If the ankles don’t touch, he places a sock between them.


  •He then bends his knees, drops his butt, and establishes a comfortable arch in the back. He leaves his arms extended and down as if he were a construction worker with a jackhammer.


  •Once in the correct position, he has the palms of the hand face the floor and then intertwines the fingers. If he is right-handed, he puts his left hand on top. If left-handed, he does the opposite. The hand position should feel a bit awkward or unnatural. (photo)


  •He then breathes in through his nose and out through his mouth. As an image, he places a lit candle in front of him. As he exhales, he tries to make the flame flicker but not blow it out.


  •Once he’s started the breathing pattern, it’s now time to begin to bounce up and down in a rhythmic pattern, like a spring. This movement is a straight up-and-down movement that extends from the feet through the legs and knees. It should never be side-to-side or only from the knees. If the movement extends from the knees only and not the rest of the legs, the butt will swing forward and back in an awkward, uncomfortable motion. The actor must ensure that the movement is straight up and straight down, like a yo-yo.


  •He keeps the steady yo-yo bouncing and candle-flicker breathing up for a good two minutes. Then he slowly comes to a halt on an interior count of five, and straightens his legs. “Feel down into the lower part of your body,” I’ll say at this point.


  •After this brief rest period, the actor assumes the original body position of the Detchire, but this time he takes a lower starting position with the legs than he did the first time. He bounces for about a minute or two in this new position.


  •Once the lower bounce is fully established, he gradually shifts his full weight to the right leg as he bounces. “Do not lean to the side, and do not lift the left foot off the floor. Make sure you are bouncing straight up and down from your right foot and not your knee.”


  •After a minute, he comes back through his center and shifts all his weight to his left leg.


  •After a minute of bouncing on the left, he comes back to equal weight distribution in both legs and bounces for another minute. Again, he comes slowly to a stop on a count of five.
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  Bioenergetic Drop-Overs


  •Keeping hands intertwined, he opens his feet to the original shoulder-width position, drops his butt, and resumes a slight arch in back.


  •Once in the correct position, the actor releases his hands and arms to his sides and raises his arms with his fingers intertwined together, forming a steeple with his hands overhead.


  •He then drops his butt, sucks in his stomach, and bends over until the hands reach or are close to the floor. Once the body is completely over, he releases the hands. The legs should be relaxed and the knees should be slightly bent—enough so he can establish tension in the hamstrings.


  •Once in this position, he releases all tension in the lower half of his body except for the hamstrings. At this point, his body should start to vibrate. To accomplish this Bioenergetic release, the actor has to give up control with his mind and let his body take over. The image is as if his breath is coming from his thighs, keeping the mouth open and totally releasing the pelvic area.


  •The vibrations will get stronger, especially in the legs. If the actor is very stretched out in the hamstrings, he might open his feet to the sides, or place his fingers beneath the front of his toes. If he is very limber, he should press his hands flat against the floor.


  •Many times, with the vibration, emotion will come up. If it does, the actor should just let it release. Cry, laugh, scream, grunt—whatever comes, he must let it go and allow the sound release from his whole body, like it is coming from way down in the thighs with the vibration.


  •After some time in this position, the actor drops his butt, sucks in the stomach, and comes to a standing position by straightening his back one vertebra at a time. He does not stop the vibration as he lifts up, nor when he is upright. “Stand and enjoy the feeling of energy throughout your body.”


  Back Stretch


  •The actor then resumes the original position with the feet apart, knees bent, butt dropped, an arch in lower back, and the head up. He places his hands behind his back at the base of the spine. The back of one hand is pressed firmly into this spot on the spine, with the other hand over it and the thumbs locked.


  •He then bends his spine backward, aiming his stomach at the ceiling. The head does not move back, however. He should focus his eyes as if he’s looking at something 45 degrees in front of him.


  •From this position, he creates a bow with his arms by trying to get his elbows to meet behind his back. The hands do not move from the middle of the lower back, however—they are there for support. While in this position, the actor breathes down low into his body and lets the vibrations take over.


  •He stays in this position until just before it becomes uncomfortable, then drops over forward into the Bioenergetic drop-over.


  •After hanging down for another minute, he raises up again by dropping the butt, sucking in his stomach, and straightening up slowly, vertebra by vertebra.


  Floor Work


  •After the actor has caught his breath, he lays down on the floor on his back. “Feel the difference in your body from when we started,” I’ll say.


  •From his back, he bends his knees and raises his legs apart in the air, adjusting the position until his legs start to vibrate. The actor must release the stomach muscles and make sure his feet are not tense. “Let the position and the legs take over with the vibration.” When he tires, he brings the legs down to the floor.


  Floor-Stretch


  •The actor then stretches out on the floor on his back, making sure his body is aligned properly. He must check that the base of the skull is against the floor, as well as the base of the spine and the back of the knees.


  •His arms should be laying at his sides (three-quarters down) with his palms up, and he tries to open up the entire back of the hand (all five fingers and back of wrists) so it touches the floor. If he has to use a little tension to get the full hand down, that’s fine. Once it is down, he relaxes it and tries to leave the full hand on the floor.


  Breathe, and Release Thoughts


  •Now the actor drops further into a low-centered breathing—the full kind of breath, like before dropping into a deep sleep.


  •He exhales fully, and on the inhale he lets any one random thought come up. He keeps the thought as he reaches the full inhale, but then on the exhale, he lets the thought go. Then he inhales while thinking of another thought, and then releases this one. He continues to do this think-breathing slowly and rhythmically until any “brain spin” has stopped and he feels at one with his breathing and his body.


  Completing the Warm-Up


  After the final floor stretch, the warm-up is complete and it’s time to move on to work. I ask the actors to start thinking about sitting up. “When you move, roll to your side. Use as little of your spine as possible and slowly sit up. Stay connected to your body.”


  They should stay connected even when they stand and begin to work with a group exercise. I have the actors check out how they feel in their body compared to when we started.


  This is the kind of relaxation work I want done before you ever thinking about working on a preparation for a scene or exercise. Until the actor is as relaxed and as centered as possible, there is no way he can achieve the concentration needed for good acting.


  Notes


  1 Michael Caine, Acting in Film: An Actor’s Take on Movie Making (New York: Applause Books, 1997)


  2 The Institute for Bioenergetic Analysis was founded by Alexander Lwen, M.D., and John Pienkos, M.D., in the 1950s. The work is based on Reichian therapy, which believes that a person’s repressed emotions create muscle tension, called “body armor.”


  3 Pilates is an exercise-based system developed by Joseph Pilates in the 1920s. This philosophy of exercise aims to develop the body’s “center” in order to create a stable core for all types of movement.


  4 The Feldenkrais Method has been described as an unusual melding of motor development, biomechanics, psychology and martial arts developed by Dr. Moshe Feldenkrais (1904–1984). It is sometimes used in physical therapy and movement courses. Feldenkrais is taught by instructors who have been specially trained in this method.


  5 The Alexander Technique is a practice of postures that remove unnecessary tension. It takes its name from F. Matthias Alexander, who devised it in the late nineteenth century. It is often considered the precursor to other body work processes such as Feldenkrais.


  6 CranioSacral Therapy, founded by osteopathic physician John E. Upledger, is a hands-on method of evaluating and enhancing the functioning of the body, typically by using a soft touch to improve the functioning of the central nervous system.


  * Images of Jennifer McGuire used by permission
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