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Part 1

Amateur Theater FAQs for Chinese Teachers and Students

Actor FAQs

In this part you will leam:

what an actor does,
how to become an actor, and
how to develop basic acting skills.

What is an actor?

In the simplest term, an actor is someone who acts on stage, television, films or
radio. This book, however, focuses on dramatic actors on stage. Many students get
scared when they hear the term “actor” or “acting,” thinking it a somewhat mysterious
profession that requires strict expertise and skills. Acting, like any art, certainly requires
years of training, but there is nothing mysterious about it, if you believe what Marlone
Brando, one of the most prestigious American stage and film actors, said about acting,
“Acting is the least mysterious of all crafts. Whenever we want something from
somebody or when we want to hide something or pretend, we're acting. Most people
do it all day long. ” Remember, we are only talking about amateur acting here. There is
no need to emulate the big shots in performing art.

In essence, the actor’s involvement in a stage performance consists of three stages;
the audition, the rehearsal and the performance. The audition is the way the actor gets a
role, the rehearsal is the way the actor learns it, and the performance is the way the actor
produces it on stage. Each of these stages will be discussed in the ensuing parts.

What basic skills should | have as an actor?
Body preparation

Studies show that approximately 7 per cent of human communication is achieved
through the words we use; another 7 per cent is achieved through the way we say those
words. The remaining 86 per cent is achieved through non-verbal means, that is, our
facial expression, how we stand, gesture and move, or to put it simply, how we use our
body.

An actor’s body should be flexible, disciplined, and expressive, which would
enable him to stand, sit, and move on the stage with alertness, energy, and seeming
ease. Standing tall, walking boldly, extending the limbs joyously, sobbing violently,
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springing about uproariously are among the capacities of the actor who has mastered body
control through training and confidence. While most professional actors get systematic
training and take courses like dancing and fencing to build up grace and discipline of the
body, amateur actors can train their body through regular physical exercises. Some
recommended exercises are to be found in the Appendix (page 350).

ice preparation

The actor’s voice has received the greatest attention throughout history. The voice
can be thrilling, resonant, mellow, sharp, musical, stinging, poetic, seductive,
compelling, lulling, and dominating; it can thunder with rage, and flow with
compassion — an actor capable of drawing on many such “voices” will hold an audience
spellbound.

However, for beginner and amateur actors, the most primary requirement is to
make sure the lines are heard clearly by the audience. First and foremost, an actor must
project — send his or her voice deep into the audience so that it penetrates to the
uttermost reaches of the theater. Projection doesn’t mean shouting, as shouting doesn’t
work for all scenes. In fact, an ever present dilemma for the actor is to balance credibility
and audibility. For example, in real life a private scene between friends or lovers would
be barely audible even to people only a few steps away; in the theater, however, every
word of such a scene must be heard by the entire audience.

The key to projection is in the breathing. And you will find several breathing
exercises in the Appendix (page 351). If possible, do these exercises for about ten
minutes every day.

vatuon and imagnanon

While the body and voice are the actor’s principal means of expression, observation
and imagination help him determine how they should be used in a particular situation.
Except in rare cases, the roles an actor is asked to play are recognizable human types
(occasionally an actor may be asked to act the role of an animal, flower, or inanimate
object in plays like Little Prince or Peter Pan; such nonhuman roles, however, are still
assigned human traits) . Therefore, to portray a role well, the actor should understand
human emotions, attitudes, and motivations, and know how they are expressed
externally.

In understanding others the actor must rely principally upon observation.
Therefore, he must develop the habit of observing and remembering the behavior of
others. For example, if a young actor must play an old man, observance of the behavior
of old men may be the best preparation for the role. Since the actor cannot observe all
aspects of behavior at once, he should study one detail at a time. In looking at old men,
he should analyze the walk, the posture, the use of the hands and arms, the manner of
sitting and rising, and so on. Furthermore, it is not enough to observe only one person
of a type, for that person may be an exception to more normal behavior. The actor
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should observe many examples and try to find what is typical.

This type of observation may also be extended to the display of emotions ( the way
in which people respond to happy, sad, surprising, terrifying situations etc. ) While the
results of such observation cannot always be transferred directly to the stage, it can form
the foundation for characterizations. This applies to beginners as well as veterans. Meryl
Streep, when asked in an interview where she got the idea for the ruthless, demanding
Miranda Priestley in The Devil Wears Prada (2006) , admitted the inspiration came from
“various people of power whom she has met along the way. ”

Since observation of others can only be restricted to external behavior, for internal
reaction, the actor would have to resort to self-analysis and observe his own states of
feelings, emotions and attitudes. As a rule, the actor assumes that his own reactions are
normal and typical, and that he may project on stage what he has learned through self-
observation. He may strive to develop emotion memory so that he may -easily recall how
he felt in a given situation in his acting.

Since the actor is asked to create fictional rather than reallife situations, he must
develop his imagination and work out details about the character in given circumstances
as dictated by the play.

A common mistake made by beginner actors is that they tend to act “in general,”
that is, try to convey a feeling (such as fear or love) in some vague, amorphous way.
But it is the specifics that make a character come to life. Remember, in life, we express
our emotions in very specific ways: a bored clerk toying with the telephone line, an
angry young boy kicks a stone at a trash can, a nervous businessman clinks his keys.
Actors must find the same concrete activities on stage. Sometimes specifics are provided
in the script; Lady Macbeth, for instance, tries to rub blood off her hands at the height
of her guilt and emotional upheaval; Laura in The Glass Menagerie uses her glass animals as
an escape. But more often than not, the text doesn’t offer such clues, and the actor has
to use imagination to fill out the gap.

For example, imagine you are asked to “wander restlessly” by the playwright or the
director. If you don’t use your imagination, you might just automatically apply the usual
cliché of mechanical, tense, and general stage wandering. But if you do, you will see
that each movement of true wandering has destination and is focused on a relevant
object. Suppose that you are alone at home and waiting for a telephone call or a visit
from a friend to bring news of a job. You may be impelled to walk to the window to see
if he’s in sight, and then you may cross to the telephone and consider calling him. You
may reject the idea and take it out on the phone by giving it a little push. You cross to
the table and pick up a glass because you feel thirsty. But there is no water in the kettle
and you are too busy-minded to bother about getting water ... In life, your wanderings
may seem to lead you to irrelevant objects; on stage, however, where every second
counts, the object should be selected with care to reveal something new about the
character or the circumstances or both.

Janet Suzman, the famous South-African actress who successfully played the
leisured, defiant heroine of Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler, described how she used imagination to



