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“[My gestures] must always be the authentic product of the moment. Nevertheless, essential though this logical spontaneity is, the most important prerequisite of an actor (opera singers are actors) is to identify with the character, as created by the composer and the librettist....

      “The art of music is so enormous that it can envelope you and keep you in a state of almost perpetual anxiety and torture. But it is not all in vain. It is an honor and great happiness to serve music with humility and love.”

Maria Callas

Quoted in Maria Callas: Sacred Monster by Stelios Galatopoulos

“The actor must first of all believe in everything that takes place on the stage, and most of all he must believe in what he himself is doing. And one can believe only in the truth. Therefore it is necessary to feel the truth at all times, to know how to find it, and for this it is inescapable to develop one’s artistic sensitivity to the truth.”

Constantin Stanislavski

My Life in Art




PREFACE

Acting for Singers was sparked by an innocent question from a colleague, Philip Bayles, some years ago. He pointed out that while directing I often gave the singers nuggets of advice about acting, each of which I handed on as “one of The First Ten Rules of Acting, All of Which Are First.” When he asked whether I could give him a list of all ten, I knew immediately that I couldn’t. I was neither sure how many rules there really were nor what they all might be.

Philip’s question stuck with me as I continued to teach acting to singers, first at the Juilliard School and later as head of the Opera Program at the State University of New York at Purchase, and as I directed operas and plays both in regional companies and in academia. Gradually, it became clear to me that the heart of effective acting–singing is believability, and that what I now call Ten Maxims of Believable Acting all contribute to that end. These maxims, which are listed in the introduction and in appendix 1, became the launching pad of this book.

I would like to acknowledge the many people who helped bring this book into being. First of all I want to thank all the students and performers with whom it has been my pleasure to work and who taught me with their questions. I want to thank Stan Washburn for the drawings which accompany the exercises in chapter 14, the master yoga teacher Alan Bateman, who gave me permission to use them, and Rhoda Levine for her provocative thoughts and for exercise 4 in chapter 3, and to Birgitte Moyer–Vinding for her tireless proofreading. My thanks also to all my professional colleagues, especially Sylvia Anderson, Wesley Balk, Philip Bayles, Rachmael ben Avram, Ruth Bierhoff, Janet Bookspan, Anne Kish, Doris Kasloff, Matthias Kuntzsch, and Richard Woitach, who generously shared their knowledge with me. And to all those friends and colleagues—including Skye Alexander, Robert Caldwell, Angene Feeves, Judy Hubbell, Ora Lerman, Perry–Lynn Moffitt, Anne Mendelson, Ian Strasfogel, and Stan and Andrea Washburn—who gave helpful advice and support through the many years during which this book was written, may I say, “Without you this book could not have come to fruition.”
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ACTING FOR SINGERS




Introduction

Are you a singer who would like to be a better performer? Would you like to integrate your singing with believable acting? Are you a teacher who coaches singers how to interpret roles or to become more stageworthy? Acting for Singers can help.

This book is the outgrowth of my several decades of hands-on experience in music-theater, both as a teacher of acting for singers and opera history and as a director of plays, musicals, and operas. It is based on the premise that good acting singing is believable acting singing, and it recognizes that singing even without acting is enormously complex. It acknowledges that the music expresses each character’s feelings and controls the rate at which those feelings unfold.

At the same time, in the four–hundred–year–old controversy about whether opera is primarily a musical or a dramatic form, Acting for Singers sides with the dramatic. It assumes, with the Renaissance masters who developed opera as a re–creation of Greek tragedy, that opera is about telling a story by combining singing and acting. Like Monteverdi, Gluck, Mozart, Wagner, Verdi, Puccini, Britten, and Menotti, it envisions opera as a theater form in which singing, orchestral music, acting, text, and spectacle are inextricably interwoven.

The foundation of the book is the principles I call “Ten Maxims of Believable Singing Acting.” These ten nuggets distill years of experience that have convinced me that the way to guarantee the members of your audience the fulfilling experience they desire—which I believe is the goal of an actor–singer—is both to gratify their aesthetic sensibilities and to touch their feelings. The first requires that—supported by the conductor, director, choreographer, designers, and fellow singers—you interpret each work beautifully to illuminate its full potential. The second requires that you arouse the audience members’ empathy, which is done most effectively by creating characters who seem believable. The ten maxims also help you to meld the personality and motivations of your character with your vocal interpretations and enable you to behave as if you are in your character’s situation.

Ten Maxims of Believable Singing Acting

• Your characters believe they’re real people.

They don’t think of themselves as “characters.” Most often they don’t know that they are singing and, even if they do, they always have their own internal dialogues running constantly in their heads.

• Your music is your characters’ feelings (and vice–versa).

The composer has interpreted the characters’ feelings in the music. Let the music guide you to the feelings that motivate your characters’ actions and to the nuances of their responses. Look to it as the primary source of your characters’ internal dialogue.

• All humans have a common reservoir of feelings.

Different people may react to the same situation differently, but each of us has the same spectrum of feelings—from hatred to love, despair to ecstasy. Therefore, you have in you the potential to portray all the feelings you need for any role. By the same token, each member of your audience has the potential to empathize with all of your characters’ feelings.

• You are always you.

Each of us has our own body, voice, and personal history. Don’t try to deny who you are; rather, transform yourself by selecting which traits to emphasize and which to downplay.

• If you don’t let it show, the audience can’t know.

Audiences read actions, not minds; so you must allow your characters’ thoughts and feelings to be manifested physically. Remember, however, that the audience will assume that every action you make is an expression of your characters’ thoughts and feelings.

• You are making art.

Since art is created by humans to communicate feelings and ideas, you can count on the fact that every character is created for a reason. You can figure out that reason and use your understanding to interpret your roles. In addition, since you are engaged in bringing to life the artistic creations of others, everything you do in a performance at least on some level of consciousness is an interpretation. Acknowledging that you are an interpretive artist leads you away from the destructive judgments of “right” and “wrong” that bedevil most performers and toward the constructive question “Am I being clear?”

• Believable characters engage your audiences.

When audience members believe you as your character, they identify with you. Once they identify, they extend their empathy; then they are available for you to arouse their feelings and to move them. This is equally true whether your character is a person in an opera or musical or the “I” of a song or lied.

• You make your characters believable by endowing them with convincing, apparently spontaneous, re–creations of real human behavior.

The audience knows that you have rehearsed, but they don’t want to feel that your characters have.

• Play the minutiae of what is really happening.

You will seem spontaneous if you respond as your character to even the smallest things your colleagues sing or do as their characters.

• Never try to repeat results.

When you focus on the details of a past success, your mind cannot be engaged in the present; you lose the sense of spontaneity, and your performances take on a mechanical unconvincing quality. Focus instead on revivifying the sources of your characters’ actions and feelings as developed in the rehearsal process; respond in the present, and you will achieve a new—and subtly different—success.

[image: image]

Acting for Singers equips you to solve the acting–singing problem from three different perspectives. First, it gives you a map of the realm of live performance in which acting singing takes place. This realm is a province of the world of art. It is populated by artists like yourself and the people who are your audience. Audiences enter the performance realm prepared to suspend disbelief. They are prepared to accept the stage world as an authentic one, singing as normal behavior, and characters and their circumstances as real. As suggested in the Maxims, with a little help from you in the form of a believable characterization, they will see everything you do, every thought you manifest, as an expression of your character; they will tacitly assume that by accepting each separate action as meaningful, they will ultimately be able to assemble all those bits of information into a coherent picture.

Second, this book guides you to believable interpretations and characterizations. The path can be described in nine words: “Behave as if you are in your character’s situation.” Each chapter of this book addresses some step of the process, presenting a sequence of instructions that focus on how to analyze your characters and their situations, how to step into those situations using nothing more than imagination, and how to allow your body to move intuitively “in character.”

Third, this book helps you past many of the technical traps that are intrinsic to acting and singing at the same time. For instance, it shows you how to create an internal dialogue onto which you can fuse both the vocal and emotional demands of your character, so that you don’t feel torn between them. It instructs you how to scale your performance believably to the appropriate size, so that you do not have to choose between being believable and filling the performing space. It also helps you skirt the borders of those personal performing quagmires that so very often form around fears and self–doubts. And, for those unhappy occasions when you find yourself trapped in one, it offers a variety of rescue techniques, including ways of improving your ability to trust yourself and your colleagues.

Using This Book

Use the book in chapter–by–chapter sequence or jump around, focusing on those chapters dealing with problems that you find vexing. Use it in a class, in a group, or by yourself. However, since listening to and interacting with your colleagues are so crucial to believable acting singing, you will benefit from at least occasionally having a working partner. Each chapter contains information from all three perspectives discussed in the previous section. Each chapter ends with exercises—some of which you can do by yourself and some you can do with a partner or group.

Part I maps out why believable characters are so crucial to the whole musictheater endeavor, and gives you the basic tools with which to create them. It addresses how most usefully to think through the circumstances in which the librettist and composer have placed your character, and how to enter those circumstances using your own imagination and improvisation.

Part II focuses on the nitty–gritty of creating a character. It helps you dissect a score to reveal the kinds of information that you need to motivate your characters. It explains how to examine the basic skeleton of music–theater pieces and investigates large structures like the dramatic theme. Then, guiding you through an examination of smaller details, it helps you develop a central line for your character, motivations for each scene, and, ultimately, motivations for each individual phrase and action.

Part III supports you in the process of bringing together all your performing skills—in auditions, rehearsals, and in performances. It focuses on the vexing questions of how to remain believable in all venues and styles.

[image: image]

The acting terms used in this book are in common usage in the United States, but some are not universal. The term “super–objective” (also known as a “through–line of action”) describes the compelling need that drives each character through a piece. What a character really means or feels about what he says or sings is quite commonly referred to as “subtext”; I have extended the idea of subtext to those moments when a character is not singing or talking either because he has musical interludes between his singing or because he is listening, suggesting that he (like the rest of us) has a continuous internal voice that I call an “internal dialogue.” To help clarify my discussion I have used “subtext” for that part of the internal dialogue that has text and “internal thoughts” for that part that does not.

No established term seems to cover not only operas, operettas, musicals (known as musical theater), and vocal recitals, but also other forms that involve singing and acting together, such as the newer forms of performance art. “Music–theater” is in increasing use, and, lacking anything better, I have adopted the term.




PART I
BELIEVABILITY: THE TERRITORY AND THE TOOLS

Part I lays out the tools you use to be believable. It shows you how to define your character’s situation most usefully, how to use the “Magical if” to enter it, and how to improve your concentration. It explores how improvising can help you to use yourself naturally and believably in imaginary situations and how to make your singing expressive of your character.




CHAPTER 1
The Divine Marriage: Combining Believable Acting with Expressive Singing

Being Believable as Your Character

When you perform, you want to move your audiences by communicating all the nuances of the music, ideas, and feelings of each piece. You will succeed if you are believable as your character, because believability is the magic key with which you unlock the audience’s empathy. When audience members empathize with your character, they open the floodgates of their feelings; they are moved.

You are believable when you appear to be in your character’s situation—when you seem to be inventing the music and words as spontaneous responses to what the character is experiencing. This requires that you understand every word that you sing and that is sung to you and that you make the connections between your thoughts, your feelings, your breathing, and your body that we do in real life.

As an actor-singer you will create this complete believability most successfully if you think of your voice as an evocative acting tool. Think of beautiful singing as an outpouring of your character’s feelings.

Believability is the key to empathy, and empathy is the key to success.

Acting Actions

Audiences don’t read minds, they read the physical clues that you give them—visible and audible actions. They enter your character’s world by interpreting what you do with your voice, face, and body.

Imagine, for instance, that you are playing Alfredo in La Traviata. You are at the moment when you read Violetta’s devastating note telling you that she has left you. Let’s say you do nothing. You stand still, not moving a muscle, not uttering a sound, without a thought in your mind. Since whatever audiences can see or hear—the flicker of an eye, a barely audible sigh—they interpret as meaningful, they may take your non–action to mean you are stunned by your loss, but they are only guessing.

Now allow yourself to feel Alfredo’s love for Violetta, and the wrenching loss that he experiences. Unconsciously, you will change your facial expression, shift the way you stand, and perhaps you will gesture. With these physical actions, you give the audience concrete information they will use to enter into your character’s thoughts and feelings.

Go a step further. Imagine that you are so deeply involved that your feelings cause you to utter sounds. This action gives the audience still more specific clues to Alfredo’s feelings. Verdi’s choice of an outburst on a high A-flat accompanied by a fortissimo tremolo in the strings helps evoke both your shock and your heart-wrenching pain.

When you immerse yourself in your character’s circumstances so that what he must sing and do seems not just logical but inevitable, you can let your outward bodily movements spring from your own internal impulses and feelings. Working this way, you will choose evocative and believable actions unconsciously, by intuition. You are rescued from the awkward situation of trying to act—placing your hands in a certain position, making a specific gesture, “putting on” a particular emotion. Instead, you have rich, complex, appropriate feelings leading to integrated gestures that create a believable character.

The more deeply you immerse yourself into your character’s situation, the more expressive your choices will be—assuming that you allow your expressive impulses to be manifested, that you allow yourself to be transparent. Until you were about two, like all small children you allowed your thoughts and feelings to parade across your face without censorship; you were perfectly transparent. Then, like all of us, you learned to hide your feelings; you protected yourself. When you perform, ideally you temporarily drop your protective armor and reconnect with your natural expressiveness.

If you don’t let it show, the audience can’t know.

As the example from La Traviata suggests, characters’ actions, like our own, very often are motivated by their feelings. This is particularly true of singing characters because music’s special strength is the evocation of feelings. (This idea is explored further in chapter 6.) Even Figaro in The Barber of Seville, who seems like an unflappable, happy-go-lucky person and therefore might be a possible counterexample, sings almost exclusively about his feelings. In his famous entrance aria, “Largo al factotum,” he sings about the pleasures of his profession. When Rosina outwits him, he sings about his astonishment. In the finale, when the Count and Rosina dally, he sings about his impatience, fear, and anger. His unruffled demeanor is merely a manifestation of his self-confidence.

Similarly, if you examine the “cool” gang members in West Side Story, you will discover they are brimming with feelings—including pride, hatred, fear, and even compassion. Indeed, their very need to seem “cool” is driven by the heat of very strong feelings.

In the theater, it’s “cool” to be hot.

Acting Feelings

Ironically, although feelings are the main channel of communication between you and your audience, you cannot act them directly, because feelings are not actions. You cannot “do” love, hate, jealousy, or joy. You can, however, do the actions of a person who has a particular feeling. To portray love, you can play with, look at, or caress someone; you can tease, smile, laugh, cuddle, touch, or kiss. Similarly, if you want to portray happiness you can smile, laugh, tease, play, run, jump, skip, twirl, or sing.

Any single action can be ambiguous. (Notice how the list of loving actions overlaps with that of happy ones.) But if you do several actions, the audience can usually deduce what you are feeling. Since words are less ambiguous than body language, if you add the actions of speaking or singing, you help the audience understand your feelings with greater certainty.

Acting Technically; Acting Intuitively

There are essentially two different approaches to generating the actions with which you portray your character’s thoughts and feelings. One is to use your imagination and empathy to enter your character’s situation and allow your body to react intuitively (as just discussed in “Acting Actions”). The other is to figure out what a person with your character’s mindset might appropriately do in analogous real-life situations and then intentionally re-create those actions without necessarily involving your own feelings. This is often called “technical” acting, or mimicry.

Both approaches present challenges. For the first, you have to analyze your character’s situation very clearly and allow yourself to enter it. For the second, you need to develop exquisite control of your face and body and extremely good concentration. You also have to become an astute observer of human behavior to create characters who are unique individuals rather than generalized stereotypes. In spite of these difficulties, mimicry is extremely useful for those moments when you absolutely have to focus on your singing technique. With practice you can make appropriate mimicked behavior for such passages believable.

You can also blend the two approaches. You can generate your character’s behavior by immersing yourself in her situation, and then use what you discover for mimicry that you produce more technically. As long as you appear to be in your character’s situation and your responses appear to be spontaneously motivated from within, use whichever technique works best for you. In reality, many good American actor-singers use a shifting mix of brief moments of mimicry interspersed between longer passages of intuitive acting.

Grounding Your Acting in Hardwired Human Behavior

To be believable, you need to make your characters function the way real people do on the physical, emotional, and psychological levels. Our basic human mechanism includes six hardwired behaviors that are particularly essential to incorporate. When you successfully immerse yourself in your characters’ situations, they automatically will be part of what you do without conscious effort. If, however, you are still struggling to get into a character or if you prefer to use technical acting, be sure to incorporate these behaviors:

• Your mind is always in gear.

• Every action begins with an impulse.

• Change attracts your attention.

• Consciously, you do only one thing at a time.

• You never repeat yourself exactly.

• You improvise your way through life.

•    •    •

Your mind is always in gear.

You may not give it much conscious attention, but at every waking second the brain is processing the input it receives from the senses, passing it through the filters of your personality and previous experiences to fit this input into understandable patterns as part of a continuous attempt to make sense of the world.

If you want to vividly experience this process, imagine yourself in a threatening situation. Think of walking in a dangerous part of town or getting caught out in the woods at night. Suddenly you are aware of how acutely you sense every noise, smell, touch, or visual clue and how urgently your brain is working to interpret them all.

One particularly human manifestation of this attempt to understand is the little voice inside your head that is always chattering away, creating an internal dialogue about you—who you are, what you are doing, and how you feel about it.

Your characters also always have their minds in gear. They, too, are trying to make sense of their worlds. As part of that process, they, too, have running internal dialogues. Indeed, one of the most potent things you can do to make your characters believable is to create internal dialogues for them.

•    •    •      

Every action begins with an impulse.

All actions start as impulses from the brain. When something happens around you, you perceive it through your senses, which transmit messages to your brain. Then, in a series of choices that are normally unconscious, the brain processes the information. It sends a response, via the nervous system, down the spine and out to part(s) of the body, where you translate it into actions using your voluntary muscles.

To be believable as a character, you need to reproduce this process. You need to behave as if everything you do—actions, vocal utterances, even your voluntary singing or speaking breaths—is a spontaneous response by your character to something he perceives rather than something that you as a performer have rehearsed. You need to:

• See, hear, or feel any change in your surroundings before you react to it. It is all too easy to anticipate your character’s reactions, to flinch before the sound of the gun firing. After all, you as a performer already know, at least in a general way, what is going to happen.

• Interpret all input from your character’s viewpoint and choose your responses, whether verbal or physical, so they are appropriate for him.

• Reproduce the way the human behavioral brew boils in reality by starting each response with an impulse that expresses your character’s intention.

You see a friend smile as you hear her say, in a warm tone of voice, “You gave a wonderful performance last night.” You process that visual and aural input and are filled with good feelings that translate into the impulse to want to thank her. That impulse goes simultaneously to your breathing apparatus, where it is manifested as an in-breath, and to your mouth, tongue, lips, cheek muscles, larynx, and vocal cords, where it is manifested as a smile and the words “Thank you” on an out-breath.

Naturally, this description pertains only to breaths you take to make an intentional sound. Breaths that sustain your life processes are a function of the autonomic nervous system and are not linked to thoughts or feelings. “Catch breaths” are also an exception. When you take a quick breath in mid-phrase to sustain your singing, the motivating impulse is your need as a performer for more air. However, you can remain believable as your character if you fill your catch breath with a reinforcement of the impulse that initially inspired the phrase.

•    •    •    

Change attracts your attention.

You can’t help it. Humans go on alert when their senses detect change. The larger or the more sudden the change, the more surely it will capture your conscious attention. You can choose to filter out small changes, but large ones—like a car crash outside your window—are almost impossible to ignore.

On stage, it is the unfolding details of the other performer’s behaviors that your character’s antennae will be constantly sensing. Even though those changes may be brought about by the imaginary circumstances of the plot, your partners’ actions are real and concrete. If one of your partners smiles, the corners of her mouth really do move upward. When in the third act of Carmen you hear Carmen tell you, as José, to go back to your mother, the variations in pitch, rhythm, dynamics, tempo, and vocal color in her voice and the changes in her body language and facial expression are really there for you to hear and see and to be the basis for your reactions. Of course, you react as if you are your character.

When you react to changes stimulated by stage effects, such as sound effects or changes in lighting, you will be believable only if you behave as your character might, and as if these stage effects are the thing they are supposed to represent.

Naturally, you should try to react only to those stimuli that are supposed to be part of your character’s reality. If a stagehand accidentally drops a chair backstage, you may hear it, but your character doesn’t.

Our human sensitivity to change coupled with our natural impulse to make sense of all the stimuli we receive is summed up in the famous dictum: “Acting is reacting.”

•    •    •

Consciously, you only do one thing at a time.

In any given millisecond, you give your conscious attention to only one thing—that’s all any human can. When you think you are doing two things at once, like reading and watching television, you are actually rapidly switching your conscious attention back and forth between your book and the TV.

It is this limitation that requires that you first practice your singing and acting separately. Only after you achieve some control over each can you effectively practice doing them together. Then you need to rehearse until the combined technical demands of a role become semiautomatic. Otherwise, they will still be demanding your conscious attention when you perform, and the audience will see you struggling with your technique rather than experiencing your character living her reality.

For the same reason, you will be most effective in believably evoking all the facets of a complex character if you express them one at a time. If your character is confused but defiant, don’t try to evoke both at once. Rather, do actions that are evocative first of one feeling and then the other. You can, of course, move back and forth between them.

•    •    •

You never repeat yourself exactly.

You may think that you can say or do something exactly the same way more than once, but you can’t. No one can. You may repeat yourself in a way that is similar, but it will not be identical, because variation is simply another part of our human nature.

You can observe this trait by examining your signature. No matter how similar it looks each time you write it, if you study it closely, you will see that it is never identical.

Once you are aware that every repetition is actually a unique variation, you will be on your way to animating every repeated phrase that you sing. You will wonder why your character has to say the same thing more than once; you will want to explore what your character needs to express but hasn’t yet been able to fully articulate or what she wants but still has not gotten. You will also become open to receiving the subtle nuances in all you see and hear as you are performing. Knowing that each performance is different, you will sharpen your awareness of how the gesture or inflection that your partner did yesterday is different today.

•    •    •

You improvise your way through life.

When you are talking, you don’t usually practice your words in your head before you say them; so how do you know what to say? You improvise!

In a process that is normally unconscious, people choose their words on the basis of a combination of the input they receive (as filtered through their individual situation and personality) and what they want. When we have the impulse to say something, we inhale with the feeling of our response, and then make up our actual words as we go along.

We modify the words we choose and the way we say them depending on the reactions of the people to whom we are talking. We assess their reactions by assembling many clues—including verbal responses, facial expressions, eye movements, body language, and even smell. (Naturally, our listeners are also reading our behavior, which helps shape their responses.)

For instance, you are a girl desperately eager to patch up a terrible fight you have had with your boyfriend. You decide to call up and apologize. Since it is so important, you do plan your words in advance: “I’m terribly sorry; it was all my fault.” But what do you end up saying if, as soon as he answers, he says, “Oh, I’m so glad you called; the whole fight was really my fault”? What do you say if he yells, “Don’t you dare try to soften me up with an apology”?

In daily life, you choose not just your words but also your gestures and actions using the same process. Whether you are talking, eating, reading, driving, or getting ready for bed, you begin with a sense of what you want and choose actions that are improvised responses to what you get. When you couple this awareness with the knowledge that you never repeat yourself exactly and incorporate these insights in your performances, you will seem to be behaving spontaneously. Of all the attributes that make characters believable, the appearance of spontaneity is probably the most important.

Singing and Acting Together—Believably

There are many steps to believable acting-singing, of which the first is surely the commitment to using your voice and body to express your character’s feelings. Another is the willingness to work intensively on integrating your singing with the specific feelings suggested by the music, with the demands of the text, the conductor, the director, the staging, your colleagues, and by your character’s psychology and needs.

Fortunately, you can work on each one separately as well as in conjunction with others. In addition, there are at least three different ways in which pieces with music support your work:

• Music-theater pieces are art.

Every opera, musical, song, or lied, like other art works, is an interpretation of human experience intended for communication to an audience. Each piece imitates life but is not life itself. Each has a beginning, a middle, and an end, imposing clear boundaries that distinguish it from the flow of real life and amounting to a built-in performance map. These boundaries make your task graspable by limiting the material you need to master to make a complete analysis of your character and of the work itself.

• The composer and librettist, like all artists, include in the score only material that they feel is relevant and useful to their intent.

Therefore, you can safely assume that every word, every note, every dynamic, every orchestral color, and every stage direction is there for a reason. Just as a painter carefully chooses and integrates his colors, lines, and forms to create a composition that expresses his interpretation or point of view, so the composer and librettist choose and integrate music, text, story, characters and feelings to explore theirs. But unlike the painter, the composer and librettist need you, the performer, to bring to life what is otherwise only a blueprint on paper. They design that blueprint to provide you with the information you need to create a musical, physical, and psychological portrait of your character. They intend its various elements to work together through you.

• Music effectively evokes the emotional life of characters and provides a persuasive channel to arouse those feelings in the audience.

In well-composed works, the music portrays both the subtle emotional colors and the complex mix of consistency and unpredictability that make characters seem real. For instance, how unexpected and yet perfectly appropriate it is that Carmen sings, “Take back your ring!” at the bottom of her register, rather than screaming it up high. Even for characters drawn with a broader brush like those in Fledermaus or Candide, the music captures their feelings, motivations, and attitudes so effectively that if you simply sing them with conviction and expressivity you will be well on the way to bringing them believably to life.

Jumping Your Internal Hurdles

Although the task of creating a believable singing character is enormously complex, often the biggest hurdles are those you create for yourself. Embarrassment, self-criticism and self-doubts are three such obstacles. Here are some thoughts that can help you deal with them.

• Acting is based on skills.

Like good singing, good acting is not just a matter of talent or inspiration; it is the result of learned skills that you can hone and control.

• You are not expected to improve your skills during a performance.

When you are performing—perform! Commit yourself to improving before and after.

• The artistic boundaries of music-theater pieces protect you.

They assure you that your audience will not confuse you with your role and the feelings you express as your character. Even more reassuring, they enable you to work out all the details of your character’s feelings and actions in advance, so when you perform you can be confident that you have a plan. You are in control.

Summary

The goal of good acting singing is to communicate all the nuances of the music, text, and characters so that the audience has a fulfilling aesthetic and emotional experience. You can achieve this goal if you create believable characters whom you evoke with expressive singing. When you are believable as your character, you engage the audience’s empathy. Once they empathize they respond with their feelings and are moved. The score provides the blueprint you need.

Believable characters appear to function the way people really do. They appear to be living in the intersection where the input their senses receive crosses what they want; they reflect this moment-to-moment reality in their breathing, singing, and movements. They appear to be responding spontaneously.

You will encounter various kinds of obstacles as you create believable singing characters. Some arise from the demands of singing and acting at the same time. Others you make for yourself as you struggle to meet those demands. You will be on your way to surmounting both as you learn to take advantage of the artistic boundaries that define every music-theater piece, and as you come to trust that all the elements in a score are there for a purpose.

Exercises

Exercises marked “(I)” can be done by yourself. Those marked “(G)” require a partner, or can be done by a group. A double asterisk indicates that there is a note for teachers and directors about the exercise in appendix 5.

EXERCISE 1. (G) Facial Transparency**

Objective: to explore “acting as actions” by increasing your awareness of the expressive possibilities of your face.

Instructions:

Stand facing a partner. One of you is the “actor,” the other is the “mirror.” The “actor” begins.

If you are the “actor,” start by choosing a feeling. (Happy feelings are as useful as sad ones.) Activate the feeling inside you. (You can use your imagination, or you can recall an actual experience.) Then express that feeling with your face. Make the expression very extreme; turn your face into an exaggerated mask. Use all of your features, including your forehead, eyebrows, eyes, cheeks, nostrils, lips, tongue, jaw, and the way you tilt your head. Once you have made your mask, freeze it. Keep your mask energized with the feeling, but do not change your expression.

If you are the “mirror,” imitate the “actor’s” mask as exactly as you can. Try to put the mask on your face in every detail. (You will need to use your eyes to examine all the nuances of the “actor’s” expression, so fix all the other parts of your face before you set your eyes.)

After you have exactly imitated the “actor’s” mask, switch roles. (The best way to facilitate the change of roles is to have an outside person call “Switch.”) Switch back and forth at least three times. Each time make a mask of a different feeling. In order to sustain your concentration, it is best not to talk between masks.

If you allow yourself to get sidetracked into thoughts like “I feel silly” or “You look stupid” as you do the exercise, you will almost surely break your concentration. To avoid “breaking up,” stop the flow of those negative judgments by focusing with fierce intensity on fulfilling a specific task. In this case, if you are the “actor,” your task is to focus on having the feeling you have chosen or on keeping your mask energized without changing it; if you are the “mirror,” your task is to capture the tiniest details of your partner’s mask.

After the series is over, discuss your experiences. What did you find easy? What did you find difficult? What did you learn about using your face as an expressive tool? What did you learn from trying to imitate your partner’s mask? What does this exercise have to do with acting?

If you had difficulty concentrating, explore why. Was it because you were self-consciously judging yourself or the other person? If so, what function did those judgments serve? How can you leave your extraneous judgments out of the exercise?

EXERCISE 2. (G) Transparency—Face and Body

Objective: to explore “acting as actions” by transmitting feelings without miming or speaking.

Instructions:

Choose a vivid emotional experience that you are willing to share. (An ecstatic experience such as you might have had hang gliding is as useful as a desperate one such as watching your beloved dog run out into heavy traffic.) Write the experience down, using language that captures the feelings. Keep your description short—no more than one page. You may have to write it out more than once to condense it, or to focus your feelings.

Work with a partner who has also written out a description of an experience. Sit facing each other; your knees should almost touch. One of you begins as the “reader,” the other as the “listener.”

1. If you are the “reader,” silently read your experience to yourself, but sound the words inside your head. Have the feelings as fully as possible; let them affect you, but do not mouth the words or intentionally mime out what you are reading. When you are finished, look up and make eye contact with the “listener.” Then silently read your experience a second time, with the dual intentions of getting even more deeply into the feelings and of sharing them with the “listener.” Allow yourself to be facially transparent. Fully experience your feelings and let them show, but again, do not mouth the words or intentionally mime out what you are reading.

If you are the “listener,” listen intently with all your senses, and extend your maximum empathy.

2. Repeat step 1 with your roles reversed.

3. Discuss your experiences. What was transmitted and how? How was the experience different for each of you? Why?

4. Take turns standing up and acting out your experience. Think your description through word by word (as you remember it) and expressively move your body. Engage as many different parts of your body as possible. You can mime the words, events, feelings, and your reactions, or you can make it more like a dance in which you use your body to evoke the feelings. If you are the “listener,” be a supportive audience.

5. Take turns repeating step 4. but add sounds. You can use any sounds that you feel are evocative, but do not use real words. You can grunt, whistle, or sing. You can use a single vowel or use nonsense syllables. If you are the “listener,” be a supportive audience.

6. Take turns standing up and reading your experience aloud. Give yourself permission to express your feelings with subtle changes in your voice, face, and body. Do not try to mime the action or the words.

After you both have done steps 4, 5, and 6, discuss your experiences. What did you find easy, what did you find hard, and why? What did you learn? How did steps 4 and 5 affect step 6? How can this exercise help your acting?

EXERCISE 3. (I) Inhaling the Idea

Objective: to experience investing each in-breath with a feeling/idea.

Instructions:

Choose a piece of music you know well. Sing the first two phrases quietly to yourself. (For the purposes of this exercise, consider each time you inhale to be the beginning of a new phrase.)

1. Decide which feelings you want to express with each of the first two breath-phrases and warm up those feelings inside yourself. (You can do this whatever way you like. If you want help, read about the Magical if in chapter 2.)

2. Decide what has just happened to you as your character that makes it necessary for you to break into song.

3. As you focus on the feeling of the first phrase, inhale. Imbue that inbreath with the feeling you chose and the desire to communicate. (“I inhale because I must tell you . . . how happy I am, how confused I feel, how much my heart hurts.”) Silently, release your breath. Take as much time as you need and then repeat the same process for the second phrase.

4. Inhale as you did in step 3, and then exhale, making an extended sound that expresses the feeling you want to communicate in the first phrase. You can use any kind of sound: a growl; a shriek; a gargle. Send your breath filled with the sound and the feeling across the room. Keep making the sound until you have sent out all your breath. Repeat the process for the second phrase.

5. Inhale, and again imbue your in-breath with both the desire to communicate and with the feeling of the first phrase. Then, as you exhale, sing a vowel. Choose any vowel and any pitch that expresses the feeling you want to communicate. You can vary the pitch making it rise or fall as feels appropriate. Send all your breath across the room. Repeat the process for the second phrase.

6. Repeat step 5, but as you breathe out, speak the words for each of the two phrases. Know why you are inhaling. Put your intention in your breath. Exhale all your breath as you say the phrases. Send the words across the room.

7. Repeat step 6; this time sing the two phrases as written (without accompaniment). You may start on whatever pitch you want. Focus on communicating the feeling with your breath.

8. Repeat step 7, with the appropriate accompaniment.

EXERCISE 4. (I) Improvising Your Life

Objective: to explore your daily life as a series of improvisations.

Instructions:

Choose one or two of your daily activities. Set aside time to pay conscious attention to them. For instance, observe yourself brushing your teeth, getting dressed, or cooking part of a meal. Try doing them in slow motion. Test out the idea that you improvise your behavior, making choices on the basis of what you want in relationship to what you get. For instance, you are about to go the dentist, so what you want is to brush your teeth really thoroughly; however, the toothpaste tube turns out to be all but empty, so what you get is insufficient toothpaste—How do you behave?

EXERCICE 5. (G) Subtle Changes

Objective: to tune into nuances of a partner’s behavior and let what you receive affect what you do.

Instructions:

Work with a partner. Choose two phrases which might stimulate a strong interaction. One of you could say “I told you so,” and the other “No, you didn’t!” or “I don’t believe you.”

Create a dialogue in which each of you uses only his phrase. As you go back and forth, listen to the nuances of your partner’s expression and allow what you receive to affect how you speak your phrase. Be subtle.

EXERCISE 6. (G) Doing Feelings

Objective: to explore the relationships between experiencing feelings and carrying out actions.

Instructions:

1. Using a partner to serve as an observer, see what you actually do if you try to act love, joy, hatred, despair, or curiosity. Your goal is to be clear and convincing to an outside observer.

If you are observing, make a detailed list of the actor’s actions. Include both large movements, like a gesture using one arm raised to the sky, and subtle ones, like the lift of an eyebrow. You won’t have time to write down every action, but list as many as you can. When the actor is finished, read your list aloud. How accurately did you describe what happened?

Discuss what actions the actor actually carried out. Did the actor do the feeling? What actions could she have executed to make her feelings clearer? What actions could she have executed to be more believable? If she was not believable, was it what she did, or how she did it?

2. Choose one feeling and execute some evocative actions. Try to be clear and believable but use only one part of your body. Begin with more accessible feelings such as anger, and use one of the more readily expressive parts of your body such as your face, your upper body, or your arms and hands. Then progress to feelings that you find harder to reach, either using parts of your body that are hard to control by themselves such as your eyes and mouth, or using parts of your body that you may not be accustomed to use as means of expression such as your shoulders, legs, or feet.

If you are observing, make a detailed list of everything the actor does. When the actor is finished, discuss whether she was clear and believable.

3. Repeat step 1 or step 2 and add sounds. You can choose to use either sung or spoken sounds. Do not use actual words; use gibberish, a single vowel, or a variety of grunts or other noises. Your goal is to be clear and believable. If you are watching, make a list of the actions. Pay attention to the relationship of the sounds to the actions.

When the actor is finished, discuss the effect of adding sound. What did it enhance? What did it weaken? Why? Did the sounds make the actor’s intentions clearer or more believable? If they did, discuss how and why.

[image: image]

   Exercises 7 and 8.

Objective: to help you focus your work. You are responsible for your own development. (Your teachers work for you, not vice versa.) Therefore, you need a system of self-assessment. Exercises 7 and 8 are intended to give you a personal progress scale—a way to set clear goals and to analyze how you can meet them. You will get more out of these exercises if you write out your answers.

EXERCISE 7. (I) Self-Assessment

Instructions:

Once a year, review the following questions. If you have been applying yourself, you should see positive growth between evaluations.

OVERVIEW

What are my goals as

A singer?

An actor-singer?

What are my strengths and weaknesses as

A musician?

A singer?

An actor?

An actor-singer?

A performer expressing myself in movement?

A self-promoter?

(If you want a professional career, don’t ignore this one. Study how people develop careers in your particular area of interest, whether it is opera, musicals, oratorio, or lieder.)

Where do I want to be as an actor-singer

In six months?

In one year?

In five years?

What
OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/puba.jpg
OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS






OEBPS/images/9780195145403.jpg
CREATING BELIEVABLE

SINGING CHARACTERS








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS

2005





