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CHAPTER I 

TRUTHFUL ACTING VERSUS FALSE ACTING 

Introduction 

Ask an actor why he acts and his answer will confound the 

clearest mind. Ask an actor how he acts and expect the same 

confusion. There are no simple answers to questions conceming the 

art of acting. Any survey of textbooks on the subject will confirm 

the reality that a discussion of the art of acting, like a discussion of 

the art of living exists on the surface of an underlying maelstrom: a 

swirling pool of ideas, feelings and insights which never finally 

coalesce into a coherent whole. 

Maureen Stapleton, considered one of the finest actresses of the 

twentieth century, when asked "Why do you act?" simply responded, 

"If I knew the answer to that!"-^ Countless examples of this kind of 

response to the question of why an actor acts could be used here to 

support the point that often actors do not understand what motivates 

them to pursue this line of work. They also don't seem to be able to 

discuss how they act, to explicate their techniques for acting, with 

any kind of precise language. One famous actor even eschews the 

necessity for actor training. Sir John Gielgud begins his Preface to 

The Stanislaskv System, written by Stanislavsky's student and 

prominent Stanislavsky scholar, Sonia Moore, with the statement, "I 

have never really believed that acting can be taught."^ 

If we listened to John Gielgud as the authority on actor 

training, we might put the entire profession of "acting teacher" out of 



business. Luckily, there are many acting teachers working in 

America today who are strongly committed to the principle that 

acting, like dancing and playing a musical instrument, requires 

specific techniques. Nonetheless, problems arise when acting 

teachers are asked to discuss their approaches to training the actor. 

Often, acting teachers do not have the time or the interest in sharing 

their techniques with those seeking to understand the theoretical 

aspects of actor education. If actors are unable or unwilling to 

discuss their methodologies and acting teachers often take the same 

position, then it becomes clear that there is a lack of substantive 

theoretical material on the art of acting. 

In a recent article on actor education in America in The New 

York Times, Estelle Parsons, a well-known contemporary Broadway 

actress, is quoted as saying, "That's the problem in the American 

theater—we don't record the way we train actors, so we can't 

reproduce it."^ Ms. Parsons is correct in her assessment of this 

problem. Although a survey of literature on acting training will yield 

primary sources written by acting teachers on the subject of acting, 

there is, nonetheless, a continuing need for more information about 

the precise theoretical underpinnings of techniques for teaching 

acting. 

The focus of this dissertation is the exploration of one acting 

teacher's methodology. This teacher, Sanford Meisner, has been 

well-known for years among professional theatre circles, and more 

recently, since his death on February 2,1997, the wider academic 

theatre community is becoming aware of his contribution to the field 



of actor education. As one of his former students I can only look 

back with amazement at the genius which informs this approach to 

acting. 

History will be more than kind to this twentieth-century actor 

and acting teacher who bequeathed his generation and subsequent 

generations a body of work already recognized by many as perhaps 

the single most important contribution to the actor's art. For more 

than fifty years Sanford Meisner sat behind a desk in his classroom 

at The Neighborhood Playhouse in Manhattan committing himself to 

the painstaking work of engaging his students in the technical 

training of the craft of acting. 

Three years before his death, Sanford Meisner played the role 

of a critically ill, somewhat obstreperous patient, on the well-known 

contemporary television series, ER Peter Flint, concludes his 

obituary of Sanford Meisner in The New York Times with Steven 

Spielberg's touching accolade to Meisner's acting in this episode of 

ER "It's a pleasure to see that after so many years of teaching 

acting, the teacher finally gets to show the students that he's the 

best.""̂  

It is easy to imagine Meisner's legacy in the form of countless 

students, glued to their television screens, enraptured by his 

television performance. At eighty-eight years old, Meisner's frail 

appearance only contributed to his ability to realistically portray the 

character of an "old man." But the strength of his performance was 

not in his physical likeness to the character, but in his truthful 

behavior as the character. If there is a touch of poignancy embedded 



in Meisner's final performance, captured by the realism that only 

twentieth century technology has perfected, then there is also a 

profound recognition of a master at work. Meisner used his craft to 

touch the hearts of former students, as well as the television viewing 

American public, as he revealed himself through the character he 

portrayed. 

Bom in 1905 to parents of Jewish, Hungarian descent,^ Sanford 

Meisner had a childhood laced with tragedy and art. I recall his 

telling our class at the Neighborhood Playhouse about the death of 

his younger brother Jacob. Meisner is cited as telling an 

interviewer, 

I have had considerable experience in psychoanalysis, so I 
know quite clearly that the death of my brother when I was 
five and he was three was the dominant emotional influence in 
my life from which I have never, after all these years, 

escaped.^ 

Sanford Meisner spent an unhappy, isolated youth, based on 

the guilt he felt upon being blamed by his parents for his brother's 

death. The family had planned a trip to the Catskills to "improve 

three-year-old Sandy's health," and the younger brother died two 

years later from bovine tuberculosis, a disease he contracted from 

the unpasteurized milk which was mistakenly given to him during 

the family's stay outside of New York City. In Meisner's words 

When I went to school-after school, anytime~I lived in a state 
of isolation as if I was some kind of moral leper, because my 
parents, who were good people but not too bright, told me that 
if it hadn't been for me, they wouldn't have had to go to the 
country, where my younger brother got ill, and from which 
illness he died. The guilt that this caused was horrendous. In 



my childhood I rarely had friends. I lived, as I'm afraid I still 
do, in a world of fantasy.^ 

Throughout his youth Meisner found solace and "emotional 

release" through playing the piano.^ It is interesing that later in his 

career as an acting teacher Meisner seemed particularly fond of 

associating the actor's skills with those of the pianist. It is apparent 

that Meisner saw valuable connections between the ways an actor 

must practice his exercises, and the ways that the pianist must 

practice his scales.^ After graduating from high school in 1923, he 

attended Damrosch Institute of Music where he continued to study 

the piano.-^^ But his other interest, acting, had been on his mind 

since he was in the frrst grade.-̂ -̂  

He had always wanted to be a professional actor, and fmally at 

nineteen he began his professional career as an actor with the 

Theatre Guild. He recalls his interview with Theresa Helbum, the 

Executive Director-^ and Philip Loeb, the Casting Director^^ at the 

Guild at that time. They gave Meisner his first professional theatre 

job as an extra in Sidney Howard's They Knew What They Wanted, 

starring a renowned actress of the time, Pauline Lord.̂ "̂  Meisner was 

granted a scholarship for study at the Theatre Guild School of Acting, 

directed by Winifred Lenihan.^ Already noticing the limitations of 

the Guild, Meisner recounts his opinion of the director and the school 

saying that Lenihan was "a stock-company technician" and the school 

was "a very mediocre place."^^ 

In response to his unrest with the Guild, Meisner went on to 

become one of the founding members of the Group Theatre (1931-



1940) at the age of twenty-five.-^^ His years as an actor with the 

Group Theatre provided him with the experience and training which 

he would later put to practice as a full-time acting teacher. Among 

his acting credits accrued under the auspices of the Group are Sam 

Feinschreiber in Clifford Odets' Awake and Sine, and the role of Julie 

in Odets' Paradise Lost.-̂ ^ 

Although the Group disbanded at the end of the 1930's, 

Meisner's professional acting career continued through the 1940's 

and the 1950's. Prior to his 1994 Eg, appearance Meisner's last 

professional role was in 1958 as Norman Mandel in S.N. Behrman's 

The Cold Wind and the Warm, directed by Harold Clurman. ̂ ^ In 

recounting his past, Meisner boldly states that it was teaching, not 

acting, which gave him the greatest satisfaction, saying, "The only 

time I am free and enjoying myself is when I'm teaching."^^ 

Therefore, what audiences may have lost when Sanford Meisner left 

the stage was certainly more than recouped by the beneficiaries of 

his choice to pursue teaching full-time, namely his acting students. 

Years earlier, Sanford Meisner launched his teaching career in 

1936, when he was hired to teach acting at the Neighborhood 

Playhouse in New York.-̂ ^ He left the Neighborhood Playhouse in 

1959, "after a rift with the administration,"^ to begin a film career 

in Los Angeles when he was hired to be the director of the New 

Talent Division of 20th Century-Fox^ He returned to New York in 

1962, and headed the acting department of the American Musical 

Theatre Academy for two years, and then resumed his position as 



head of acting at the Neighborhood Playhouse in 1964, a position he 

held until 1989.2"̂  

In 1989 Sanford Meisner left the Neighborhood Playhouse and 

New York to take up permanent residence in his two homes, one in 

Sherman Oaks, California, and the other on the island of Bequia in the 

Carribean.^ He taught at the Meisner/Carville School of Acting in 

North Hollywood, a school which he founded with his companion 

James Carville, until he retired from teaching in 1994.^^ Meisner 

died at the age of 91, on February 2,1997, in his home in Sherman 

Oaks. 27 

If Sanford Meisner will be remembered for his contribution to 

American acting in the twentieth century, then a look back at what 

acting in America was like early in the century will be helpful for 

understanding how American acting has evolved since that time. 

The young Sanford Meisner, eager to pursue a professional acting 

career, received his earliest opportunities from one of the foremost 

theatre organizations in New York at that time, the Theatre Guild. 

Oscar Brockett, noted theatre scholar and historian, tells us that 

the Theatre Guild, which officially incorporated in 1919, was "a fully 

professional company with the avowed purpose of presenting plays 

of merit not likely to interest commerical managers. "̂ ^ During its 

first decade of productions, the Theatre Guild offered a wonderful 

variety of important new plays by both European and American 

playwrights such as Toller, Strindberg, Shaw, O'Neill and Rice.^ The 

list of foremost actors who appeared in these productions is also 
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impressive and includes such well-known names as Pauline Lord, 

Helen Hayes, Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne.^ 

In his informative chronicle of the Theatre Guild's first ten 

years, Walter Eaton writes, "In a single decade this organization has 

grown from an extremely humble and, indeed, semi-amateur 

beginning to the undisputed leadership of the American theatre."^^ 

If the Theatre Guild can boast of such success, then the obvious 

question remains, what type of acting was being done in these 

putative performances? 

A partial answer to this question can be found in the seminal 

text on acting theory. Actors On Acting. The editors, Toby Cole and 

Helen Krich Chinoy write, "Twentieth century acting and theatre is a 

history of the revolts against incipient commercialism and the 

spiritual emptiness of the theatre. "̂ ^ Furthermore they state that, 

Thus, it was that although acting during the second half of the 
ninetheenth century in the United States as elsewhere was 
turning toward realism, histrionic art remained a contest of 
individual stars pitted against each other in a traditional 

repertory. ̂ ^ 

The Theatre Guild continued this same tradition well into the 

twentieth century by producing plays which starred well-known 

actors of the time whose names would contribute to the box-office 

draw. Individual American actors excelled in their performances 

throughout the eighteenth, nineteenth and into the first part of the 

twentieth century. The history of acting in America boasts such 

names as Edwin Booth, Joseph Jefferson, Laurette Taylor and Minnie 
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Madden Fiske, to name a few of the actors whose performances were 

received with great acclaim. 

Although the Theatre Guild presented plays by seminal 

dramatists, with the leading stars of the era, the American actor had 

no access to a systematic approach to acting at the time of the 

inception of the Theatre Guild in 1919. 

As mentioned above, Sanford Meisner had little respect for the 

Theatre Guild, accusing the Theatre Guild school he attended of being 

a "very mediocre place." His opinion is shared by Harold Clurman, a 

foremost American director and theatre critic, who also associated 

himself with the Theatre Guild during the 1920's. He refers to the 

Theatre Guild as the "new theatre" in his ensuing assessment of its 

merits: 

The only fundamental difference between the new theatre and 
the old is that the former sells better stuff. These theatres 
always will begin with a play, and never with a group of actors 
that may be appropriately considered part of it. They will take 
a company of actors, usually trained in the petty realism of the 
average commercial play, and ask them to do French poetic-
rhetorical drama, a modern German tragedy in the classic 
manner, or something equally foreign to them.^ 

Morris Camovsky, who was also an actor with the Guild, offers 

some wonderful insights into why the Theatre Guild did not provide 

him with the tools he needed to act. In an interview which appears 

in Actors Talk About Acting. Camovsky credits the Theatre Guild for 

providing him with "a continuity of practice among actors,"^^ but 

then he goes on to describe that it was during his years with the 



Group Theatre that he finally got hold of a technique for working as 

an actor. Camovsky tells the interviewer: 

After sbc years with the Guild, and even more with theatres 
before that, I myself came to the same kind of conclusion that 
the majority of our Group actors came to. Namely, we've got to 
be basic; we've got to go back to the fundamental rules. Find 
out what they are, because we were working in a kind of hit-
or-miss way. Many actors, you know, go onto the stage or are 
plunged onto it or they're thrown onto it, because they're 
either good-looking or in some other way they have the right 
kind of quality, as you know, for certain parts. And in this way 
they get to have a certain excellence, a certain technique of 
projecting themselves, but they do not grapple with acting as 
an art, which it has a right to be considered. ̂ ^ 

It can be reasonably deduced that although the Theatre Guild 

was a major force in theatre organizations, and in its capacity to 

present plays imbued with high merit, nonetheless, many actors of 

the day were not satisfied with the Theatre Guild's productions from 

the point of view of the acting. Although the Theatre Guild may not 

have fulfilled the desires of individual theatre artists in quest of a 

systematic technique for acting, yet, this organization did, in its 

second decade, lend financial support to what was to become the 

singlemost important theatrical venture of the twentieth century for 

the dissemination of a technique for acting, namely the Group 

Theatre. 

In order to fully appreciate the Group Theatre's contribution to 

furthering a systematic approach to the art of acting in America, it 

behooves us to come to an understanding of realism: a new 

theatrical style, already germinating in Europe at the end of the 

nineteenth century and soon to hold American theatre firmly in its 
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grip for the entire twentieth century. Of interest here will be the 

western realist tradition of acting which spawned Sanford Meisner 

and shaped the tradition from which his work emerges. A look first 

at a working definition of realism and the western realist tradition 

will be helpful for an understanding of how realism affected the 

trends in actor training throughout the twentieth century in America. 

According to Oscar Brockett, realism found its beginnings as a 

movement in France in the 1850's. He writes. 

The main tenets of the new movement were: Art must depict 
truthfully the real, physical world, and, since only the 
contemporary world can be observed directly, truth can be 
attained only through impersonal, objective observation and 

representation of the world around us.^^ 

The Oxford Companion to the Theatre places Ibsen, the late 

nineteenth century Norwegian playwright, at the forefront of the 

movement in Theatre and describes how realism "...spread rapidly 

across Europe, upsetting the established theatre, and demanding the 

evolution of a new type of actor to interpret the new playwrights."^^ 

If the movement of realism can be historically pinpointed, as 

Brockett attempts to do, and so precisely defined in theatrical terms, 

it is nevertheless necessary to keep in mind that a term such as 

"realism" can be easily applied to many other historical periods in 

which "realistic" theatre prevailed. For instance, a case for realism as 

a component of early Greek Theatre and as inspiration for the great 

father of Oedipus, namely Sophocles, could easily be supported. 

After all, if this famous character, born of one of the first great 

playwrights, Sophocles, and borrowed by the renowned Freud as a 
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label for certain psychological tendencies in the developing male can 

live in our imaginations from his incipience in 450 B.C., then the 

presence of Oedipus in our contemporary thought might support the 

point that realistic plays were being written prior to the end of the 

nineteeth century. 

Yet, for purposes of historical accuracy and an understanding of 

the western realist tradition, it is necessary to make peace with this 

term, "realism," as one which generally began at the end of the 

nineteenth century and continues to find usage today in its 

application to contemporary American theatre. By "western realist 

tradition," what is meant is the occurrence of realistic plays and 

performances in the tradition of Ibsen which evolved in America 

early in the twentieth century and found its strongest support among 

such playwrights as Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller, and William 

Inge, all of whom were writing for the theatre during the post World 

War II era. This tradition can best be understood as a descriptor for 

an evolving tendency among those in the west, namely, Americans, 

who hungered for a taste of reality in their art. 

William Gillette, an American playwright and actor (1855-

1937), provides us with some interesting insights into the challenges 

faced by American actors in the early twentieth century. When the 

growing trend of realism forced them to contend with its demands, 

actors found themselves lacking in technique. Gillette begins his 

essay, "The Illusion of the First Time in Acting," as it appears in 

Actors on Acting, with the following paragraph: 

12 



So far as painted, manufactured and mechanical elements (of 
the play) are concerned, there is comparatively little trouble. 
To keep these things precisely as much in the background as 
they would appear were a similar episode in actual life under 
observation-a/id nomore-As the pronounced difficulty- But 
when it comes to the Human Beings required to assume the 
Characters which the Directions indicate, and not only to 
assume them but to breathe into them the Breath of Life-and 
not the Breath of Life alone but all other elements and details 
and items of life so far as they can be simulated, many and 
serious discouragements arise.^^ 

Gillette raises the question of how actors will grapple with this 

new realism by finding ways to perform their characters in such a 

way as to yield real-life human beings on the stage. In his argument 

for "the illusion of the first time," he explains the many difficulties 

inherent in the art of acting, which emerge as the actor grapples with 

this tall order to act as if what is happening on the stage is actually 

occurring the way it would in real life, since, in real life, events 

simply happen. The art of acting, with its dimensions of character, 

text and audience, is further complicated by these elements which 

demand the actor's expertise and full attention in his preparation for 

performance. 

The challenges addressed by Gillette are met by his 

contemporary, Constantin Stanislavsky (1863-1938), the Russian 

actor, director and teacher to whom the history of acting in America 

owes its greatest debt. As co-founder of the Moscow Art Theatre 

with Nemirovich Danchenko in 1898, Stanislavsky changed the 

course of theatre and acting history in ways that scholars are still 

uncovering. For the purposes of understanding Stanislavsky's direct 

influence on Sanford Meisner's approach to acting, it is only 
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necessary here to re-assert the standard claim that Stanislavsky's 

contribution to acting is intricately linked to realism as it informs the 

actor's work. 

"Psychological Realism" is a general term often applied to the 

system of training which Stanislavsky developed over the course of 

his lifetime. By psychological realism, what is meant is simply the 

concept that the actor must bring a certain psychological dimension 

to his character which will yield results which can be labelled 

"realistic acting." Sonia Moore offers us a useful description of 

Stanislavsky's approach: 

Stanislavsky saw that, probably because of the artificial 
atmosphere of the stage, in front of a mass of people an actor's 
senses are often prone to paralysis. The actor then loses the 
feeling of real life and forgets how to do the simplest things 
that he does naturally and spontaneously in life. Stanislavsky 
realized that an actor has to learn anew to see and not just to 
pretend to see, to hear and not just to pretend to listen, that he 
has to talk to his fellow actors and not just to read lines, that he 

has to think and feel."^ 

Stanislavsky set about to create a technique to deal with these 

concerns. Sonia Moore explains that his system of acting revolves 

around the concept that the inner psychological truth of the actor can 

only be expressed through "physical action.""^^ Stanislavsky's 

"system" is based on the premise that the psychology of the 

character is revealed through physical manifestations. 

If "psychological realism" can be linked to the actor's ability to 

"think and feel," as Ms. Moore explains it, then the question remains, 

"how did Americans, specifically, Sanford Meisner, learn from 

Stanislavsky a way to teach actors to 'think and feel' on the stage as 
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if they were thinking and feeling in real life?" A brief look at the 

Group Theatre, the seminal fountain from which the Method poured 

forth, will illuminate how Stanislavsky's techniques took root in the 

fertile soil of Sanford Meisner's creative explorations. 

A mixture of theatre practitioners and intellectuals, the 

members of the Group Theatre sought a new approach to the art of 

acting. Dissatisfied with the very formal, stilted acting style which 

was prevalent on the Broadway stage in the 1920's, including the 

productions of the Theatre Guild, the early members of the Group, 

including Sanford Meisner, were committed to learning everything 

they could about about how to act as if they were living real life on 

the stage. 

Although the Group Theatre did not perform its first 

production until 1931, there is no question that its inception can be 

traced to the impact of one singular theatrical event which occurred 

eight years earlier: the arrival in the United States of a touring 

company from the Moscow Art Theatre.^^ Wendy Smith, in her 

thorough history of the Group Theatre tells us. 

On January 8, 1923, Stanislavsky's company burst like a 
thunderclap on the New York theatrical world, which had never 
seen any thing like its productions of The Cherry Orchard, The 
Three Sisters, The Lower Depths, andTfte Brothers Karamazov. 
The intense psychological realism of the acting, the sense of the 
character's inner life resonating in every line and movement, 
thrilled New York audiences. Used to watching one or two stars 
surrounded by supporting players, they marveled at the 
Russian's devotion to an ensemble in which all the actors 
subordinated their personalities to the demands of the 
characters and the play."̂ ^ 
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Actors, directors and playwrights, some of whom were to 

become members of the Group were extremely excited by this new 

kind of acting which emerged from Russia. Wendy Smith tells us 

that Lee Strasberg was "overwhelmed.""^ Harold Clurman, who was 

thrilled by the performances and intrigued by the Stanislavsky 

System wrote that, "The first effect of the Stanislavsky System on the 

actors (of the Group) was a miracle.""^^ 

Clurman was one of the New Yorkers who yearned for a new 

ensemble of theatre practitioners who could speak to the many 

political and social needs of America at the beginning of a new 

decade. He began his famous series of impassioned talks about his 

vision for a new theatre in New York City during the winter of 1930-

31."^ These well-attended verbal outpourings culminated in 

Clurman's founding of the Group Theatre along with his two co-

leaders, Lee Strasberg and Cheryl Crawford. Sanford Meisner, a 

founding member of the Group Theatre, joined his fellow group 

members for its first training season which took place over the 

summer of 1931 in Brookfield, Connecticut.'^^ 

A friendship between Harold Clurman and Sanford Meisner had 

begun earlier when Aaron Copland, the young composer, introduced 

the two because he realized that Clurman was "as passionate about 

the theater as Meisner was."^ Meisner also befriended Lee 

Strasberg at that time, as he recounts in his introduction to his text 

on acting. In spite of the known differences in approaches to acting 

which would eventually cause a decided rift between Meisner and 

Strasberg, Meisner writes glowingly of his first impression of 
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Strasberg, stating, "Strasberg had a great, uplifting influence on 

me."^^ 

One can picture a twenty-five-year-old Sanford Meisner 

embarking on this first Group venture in Connecticut with all the 

passion which he eventually brought to his teaching of acting, a 

passion that was undiminished when I studied with him from 1971 

to 1973. But forty years earlier, Meisner was not a teacher, but an 

actor, in desperate search not just for acting work, but more 

importantly for a way to work as an actor. Stating the importance of 

the study of acting for the actor, he recalls, "Without the Group, I 

would have been in the fur business."^ 

This statement could probably be reiterated by many Group 

members (with the possible substitute of other professions besides 

the fur business, as Meisner's choice was probably based on the fact 

that his father was a furrier). The Group actors, whose commitments 

sprang from their awareness of the new kind of acting training which 

was finally accessible to them, were artists eager to explore a 

technique of acting which bore such galvanizing results. 

Particularly noteworthy is the Group's evolution in the summer 

of 1934 when Stella Adler returned from Russia, where she engaged 

in an intensive period of private study with Stanislavsky.^^ 

According to Sanford Meisner, Ms. Adler's contribution rested in the 

clarification of certain acting problems related to "affective memory." 

Stanislavsky introduced the term "affective memory" ui his 

teachings. It refers to the actor's use of his personal past history as a 

means of calling up the appropriate emotion for a character in a play. 
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According to Sonia Moore, Stanislavsky borrowed the term from "the 

famous French psychologist, T.A. Ribot"^^ She explains that in the 

1930's Stanislavsky replaced the term "affective memory" with 

"emotional memory."^^ 

Yet, the terms "emotion memory" and "affective memory" are 

in fact used interchangeably by Stanislavsky in an article entitled, 

"The Art of the Actor and the Art of the Director," written in the late 

1920's for the Encyclopedia Brittanica.^ Stanislavsky uses the 

phrase, "affective (emotion) memory," probably in an attempt to let 

the reader know that both terms describe this same aspect of his 

technique. 

In the first chapter of his text on acting Meisner refers to 

himself in the third person as he describes what Adler learned from 

Stanislavsky and how the Group incorporated this new knowledge: 

In the spring of 1934 Harold Clurman and Stella Adler met 
with the Russian director, who was convalescing in Paris, and 
for more than five weeks Miss Adler worked with him to 
clarify those aspects of the System (in the version taught to her 
by Strasberg) that caused difficulty for her and other members 
of the Group. The result of her work, which she reported to the 
Group the following summer, was to deemphasize the 
importance Strasberg had placed on "affective memory"-which 
might be defined as the conscious attempt on the part of the 
actor to remember the circumstances surrounding an emotion 
filled event from his real past in order to stimulate an emotion 
which he could use on the stage. Rather, Miss Adler said, 
Stanislavsky now thought that the key to true emotion was to 
be found in a full understanding of the "given circumstances"-
the human problems-contained in the play itself. This shift of 
emphasis was critical, and it led directly to a diminution of 
Strasberg's hold on the acting company and to his eventual 
resignation from the Group in 1935. On this issue, Meisner 
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sided with Stella Adler, who was later to become a noted acting 
teacher and close friend, and affective or emotional memory 

plays no role in the system Meisner has evolved.^^ 

This early disagreement about whether the actor should use events 

from his real past in order to stimulate himself emotionally caused a 

permanent rift between Sanford Meisner and Lee Strasberg. It also 

became a point of division for the many Group members, Bobby 

Lewis, Stella Adler, Lee Strasberg, to name a few, who went on to 

teach acting in the 1940's and 1950's after the Group disbanded. 

These acting teachers have all been associated with the acting style 

which emanated from the Group Theatre, commonly known as the 

"Method." 

It is difficult to precisely pin down a definition for the Method, 

as Steve Vineberg points out in his preface to his text entitled, 

Method Actors Three Generations Of An American Acting Style. He 

writes, "From the time Americans began to practice it professionally, 

in the 1930s, there has been strenuous argument about exactly what 

the Method is."^^ Generally speaking, the term, the Method refers to 

the system of acting which was developed by the members of the 

Group Theatre, based on the teachings of Stanislavsky and which 

includes some of the following basic elements: sense memory, 

emotional memory, improvisation, imaginative personalizations and 

substitutions.^^ 

As a general term for acting which has evolved from emissaries 

from the Group Theatre, the precise theoretical underpinnings of the 

Method remain an enigma. Each teacher of the Method will bring his 

or her own artistic merit to the work, and each teacher will describe 
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his work in different terminology. In his memoir. Slings and Arrows, 

Bobby Lewis describes his own approach to teaching the Method, by 

saying: 

I took the training I gratefully received from Lee Strasberg in 
the Group Theatre days and made it my own by keeping what I 
needed, discarding what I didn't, and altering all to conform 
with my own developing conceptions as actor, director, and 
teacher. So, too, I told the people studying with me that I 
would consider my best pupils to be those who gradually and 
gracefully forgot what they heard in class for the reason that 
what they needed had become part of their own artistic 
mechanism: and what they didn't had been discarded. My one 
fear in training was dogmatism~a sense that there is only one 
way to do it, and that is your way.^^ 

Stella Adler and Sanford Meisner would each take a slightly 

different approach. Sanford Meisner's methodology, although 

informed by Stanislavsky, stands alone as a distinctive approach to 

the teaching of acting. In one of the rare interviews Meisner gave 

during his lifetime, he spoke candidly to his interviewer, Paul Gray, 

about his own perspectives on the creativity involved in teaching 

acting: 

Stanislavski evolved a set of principles and standards. His 
unique personal application of his values constituted his 
method. A current and prolific Russian translator of Russian 
theatre books announced that nowhere in the entire United 
States is the Stanislavski System truly practiced. He is of 
course absolutely right. We are Americans. We are not 
nineteenth-century Russians. We create from ourselves and 
from our world. Where the Stanislavsky System has been 
taken over literally from his books, it has failed, as all 
imitations always do. Stanislavski's essential formulations are 
either universal or they are not. They are. If they weren't 
they would never have been useful to us. 
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The creative teacher in America finds his own style, that 
is to say his own method, as indeed every artist must. 
Otherwise he is a copyist. Copyists and creators are mutually 
exclusive. "̂ ^ 

As the creator of one of the most effective methods of actor 

training, it is clear that Meisner was no "copyist." Perhaps this is 

why in 1999, almost exactly two years after his death, he is rising to 

a level of prominence unsurpassed by his colleagues. It is interesting 

to note that for many years, people outside of the professional 

theatre world were not familiar with the name "Sanford Meisner." 

This could well be because during his lifetime Meisner retained and 

encouraged a certain mystery about why his technique should work 

and an anti-theoretic stance that discouraged any such discussion. 

I clearly recall Meisner's railings against the idea that he 

should write a book about acting. It was 1971 at the time and I was 

a mere twenty-three-year-old aspiring actress seated in his 

classroom at The Neighborhood Playhouse in Manhattan. He 

expressed his view that it is difficult, at best, to talk about acting and 

simply impossible to write about acting. He tried to get us to 

understand his perspective which was that acting can only be 

experienced, it cannot be dissected. He wanted us to see that the 

only way an actor can leam his craft and ultimately understand his 

own art is through the doing of it, not speaking about it. He 

repeatedly reassured us that he would never write a book about how 

to teach acting because it would be of no service to the actor. 

Ironically Meisner changed his mind, and in collaboration with 

Dennis Longwell, he wrote one book about acting, entitled, Sanford 
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Meisner On Acting, published in 1987. In the Prologue, Meisner 

discusses the very issue of his earlier resistance to putting his ideas 

on paper. He makes mention of two abandoned attempts to write a 

book on acting saying, "I decided that a creative textbook about 

acting was a contradiction in terms, and that it was foolish, even 

wrong, to attempt to write one."^^ And indeed, Sanford Meisner On 

Acting is less a textbook than a teacher discussing his methodology in 

an anecdotal format which obscures any substantive explicit 

formulas for his technique. 

Meisner discusses what could be seen as an apology of sorts for 

his current offering. He provides a disclaimer for his decision to 

expose his technique to his reading public through a discussion of the 

actor's art as one of self-revelation. One can deduce that it was 

difficult for Sanford Meisner to expose himself as an artist, a teacher 

and a theorist. He reinforces this concept by explaining to the reader 

that he will appear in the book, in the third person, referred to as 

"he"^^ He seems to want his reader to understand that as author he 

has committed himself to revealing much about himself and his 

students in an attempt to give an accurate portrayal of what the 

human being, whether he be teacher or student, must reveal about 

himself in order to learn this technique, 

Reading this book is akin to reliving my past, because it so 

accurately captures the feeling of the Meisner classroom. Meisner's 

writing style is both colloquial and conversational. Sanford Meisner 

had a sharp wit and a rather biting perspective on life, and his text 

reveals these aspects of his personality. But for the person not 
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trained in the Meisner technique, this text offers little by way of 

analysis of how and why Meisner's principles work to produce 

"truthful acting." This tmthful acting is the kind of acting for which 

the Moscow Art Theatre in Russia, and the Group Theatre in America 

are so well-known as well as the kind of acting which is associated 

with many of Sanford Meisner's more famous students including 

Diane Keaton, Robert Duvall, Gregory Peck, Tony Randall, Jon Voight, 

and Joanne Woodward. 

My intention in writing this dissertation has been to demystify 

the Meisner technique by subjecting it to a form of analysis which 

yields precise principles embedded in this technique. To facilitate 

this analysis I have developed the "four principles of acting" which 

are introduced in Chapter I and referred to in subsequent chapters. 

Although the wording of these principles corresponds with Meisner's 

terms, Meisner never reached this level of analysis and theoretical 

discussion. Some of Meisner's language has been appropriated for 

use in the principles, while some is culled from other sources. At the 

heart of Meisner's work is his definition of acting as, "living 

truthfully under imaginary circumstances. "̂ ^ Therefore this idea has 

been incorporated in the wording of Principles 1 and 2. The writing 

of Principles 3 and 4 departs from Meisner's terminology to more 

clearly illuminate his process. 

Following the general chronological order of when the exercises 

are taught, I have sifted through every exercise in an attempt to 

uncover the discrete principle, or part of the principle, which informs 

each segment of each exercise and then I have determined exactly 

23 



which principles are at work during the course of training. Each 

exercise has come under tremendous scrutiny in an attempt to pin 

down the precise workings of each principle in practice. 

The goal of this document is to unpack Meisner's technique in 

order to uncover why this technique works to produce truthful 

acting. In Chapter I, I will offer definitions of "false" acting and 

"truthful" acting. These definitions are based on observation of 

Sanford Meisner's course work and his text with regards to the kind 

of acting that would result from studying his techniques. The 

definition of "false" acting is based on the kinds of acting which 

Meisner set himself and his methodology against 

Within the body of the text I explain what principles of acting 

can be used to demonstrate how truthful acting occurs. For acting to 

be truthful, it must yield results which bear evidence that the actor 

behaves as if he were living real life. To support this, 1 discuss some 

of the ways that Meisner's technique is designed to teach actors that 

the art of acting is merely the art of living real life on the stage. Of 

course, Gillette, Stanislavsky and Meisner realized, the phrase "on the 

stage" holds all the challenges and difficulties which the actor must 

face, considering that an actor's being on stage implies that he is 

before a live audience. And therein lies all the difference. A series 

of explanations will be offered as a means to uncover how Meisner's 

teaching, through the principles of truthful acting, works to produce 

truthful acting. 

Chapters II, III and IV cover specific exercises which comprise 

Meisner's methodology designed to teach tmthful acting, as 
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described in Chapter I. For each of Meisner's exercises there is a 

description of that exercise and an explanation of why Meisner had 

his students perform these exercises precisely that at this juncture 

in their training. Throughout the body of the text the following 

questions will be addressed: how does this exercise contribute to the 

students' development towards fulfilling the principles of truthful 

acting, why are they doing this at this time in their training, and how 

does the exercise build on and yet also contribute something new to 

their training? 

As a theatre artist, Meisner felt a calling to lead actors away 

from conventional, habitual, false styles of acting. His goals were to 

discover a way to help actors find a means "to live truthfully under 

imaginary circumstances."^ A consideration of the essence of false 

acting and all the actors' habits entailed, will open the door to the 

possibility of discovering the palpable components inherent in the 

work of actors who thrill their audiences through their acting. 

The purpose of this study is to determine how and why 

Sanford Meisner's acting technique works to produce a kind of acting 

which is a lot like real life. Countless luminaries in the field of acting 

and directing attest to the fact that Sanford Meisner, as a foremost 

acting teacher, has profoundly affected the art of acting in America 

during the latter half of the twentieth century. A look at the well-

respected actors who attest to this technique and its influence on 

their ability to act well becomes one indication of the success of 

Meisner's approach to acting. Meisner's technique of acting is 

currently enjoying national attention in both professional and 
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academic theatre circles because it is well-known that his technique 

produces "truthful acting" in his students. If the Meisner exercises 

produce tmthful acting, then it becomes necessary to determine the 

components of truthful acting so we can see what it is that his 

techniques are designed to produce. And certainly, one easy way to 

understand tmthful acting is to first take a thorough look at the 

components of "false acting." 

An understanding of the distinctions between false acting and 

truthful acting will be enhanced by first looking at a common idea of 

the definition of acting, so labelled here "false acting." Recognizable 

by its simplicity alone, the definition would be fine in the hands of 

the scholar, and certainly suitable for the playwright and the 

director. Yet, it will be seen that conventional thought on this subject 

has extended itself into widely accepted theoretical and practical 

perspectives on the art of acting and the impact of this theoretic has 

been deadly. Not only has it infected the art of acting with a disease 

of misconceptions, it has also stultified the minds of the practitioners 

of this art form, namely actors. 

False Acting 

The common idea of acting, so labelled here as "false acting," is: 

An actor is representing a character distinct from himself guided by 

a text for a live audience. (Parenthetically, it must be made clear 

here that this broad, general definition is not meant to take into 

account stylistic modifications such as Brechtian or Postmodemistic 

trends. Rather this definition is offered as a means to understanding 
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acting as it is commonly perceived on the most general spectrum, 

especially as practiced in the western realist tradition.) 

The three features which emerge from this definition of false 

acting are as follows: the actor represents a character distinct from 

the actor, the actor is guided by a text and the actor portrays the 

character for a live audience. Each of these features holds within it 

the possibility for misuse and misunderstanding and each can be 

linked to an acting flaw. 

The first feature of the definition is that the actor represents a 

character distinct from the actor. The acting mistake which can occur 

here Is indication. To represent a character is to indicate a character, 

if indicating means to show the character rather than to be the 

character. 

A grave, but common misconception about acting lies in the 

concept that acting is a form of representation, which leads to the 

obvious question, does an actor represent the character she is 

playing? Certainly not. The very word, "represent" belies the nature 

of the art of acting. To represent a character would place the actor's 

work in some context of removal or detachment. 

The concept of representation implies that the actor would 

perceive his character as separate or distinct from himself. Herein 

lies the venue for false acting to occur. If the character is perceived 

as an entity at least one step removed from the actor who portrays 

the character, then the actor will approach his character work with 

some form of a mental outline or blueprint for the character. For 

instance, an actor cast in the role of Hamlet, who considers himself in 

27 



the position of "representing" Hamlet on-stage would be likely to 

approach his work by making a list of Hamlet's character traits. 

"Indecisive" could be at the top of that list. His next step might be to 

find a way to portray or play the quality of indecisiveness. His 

thinking might go as follows: "when I get to that 'To Be or not to 

be '^ soliloquy, I better find a way to represent Hamlet's inability to 

make a choice, his constant wavering when it comes to a decision. 

After all, Hamlet can't decide whether to kill his uncle and now in 

this monologue he can't even decide whether to live. I must find 

ways of behaving which will show the audience that Hamlet has a 

psychological problem. Maybe on that first line of the monologue, 'To 

be or not to be, that is the question,' 1 should look towards the 

heavens and simply ask God above to help me make this decision." 

The actor's hypothetical thinking process has been described 

here as a means of illustrating the pitfalls of representation. This 

actor is mentally planning his performance. He is bringing a 

preconceived notion about her character into her interpretation of 

the role. Often, actors refer to themselves as playing a role. Even 

these words seem to support the concept that an actor represents a 

character or at the very least that the actor perceives himself as 

separated from the character she is "playing." 

When an actor approaches the role of Hamlet with the idea that 

he will represent or play Hamlet, then he stands to give a 

performance in which he "indicates" the role of Hamlet. In other 

words it becomes clear that if the actor engages in the faulty 

thinking that his task is to "represent" a character, then it will 
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naturally follow that his performance will be replete with moments 

of indicated acting. By indication, what is meant is that the actor is 

not fully involved in the process of living the life of the character 

and his world on the stage, but instead he approaches the stage life 

with a detached view towards showing the audience how Hamlet 

would behave in his situation at Elsinore. This results in acting 

which does not seem realistic to the audience. An actor who is 

"indicating" can often speak the lines clearly, and with an 

understanding of their meaning. He can move deftly around the 

stage in a manner which appears to be like the character. He can 

even modulate his voice to take on the vocal characteristics of the 

role, but nonetheless, he is still indicating. 

Often, the untrained eye hi the audience will not be aware that 

an actor is indicating. This is precisely because so many actors, 

professional and amateur, do indicate. As explained, indicating 

derives first and foremost from faulty thinking about the actor's 

approach to character work. If an actor sees himself as playing a 

role, then it naturally follows that his performance will be indicated. 

As was mentioned earlier, there are many subtleties involved in any 

discussion of an actor who indicates. It is very understandable for 

an audience member to be unaware that the actor playing Hamlet is 

a false actor because he is indicating. And yet, for instance, if the 

actress playing Gertmde happens to be an accomplished actress, 

(perhaps one who has trained with Sanford Meisner), the audience 

will clearly notice the difference between the false acting of Hamlet 

and the truthful acting of Gertmde. In other words, it may he 
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difficult for the audience members to realize that they are seeing 

false acting, until there is another actor on the stage whose acting is 

imbued with that indescribable something which makes it believable. 

The problem indicating presents as an example of false acting 

is that it stems from such a deep and prevalent misconception of the 

nature of the art of acting. The conventional wisdom about acting 

certainly rests on the principle that an actor pretends to be a 

character on the stage. This derives from the idea that the stage is a 

space where people "make believe" they are in another world. 

Therefore, to continue this line of thinking, it would stand to reason 

that audience members attend the theatre in order to watch actors 

make believe on the stage. Acting teachers and students alike are 

guilty of perceiving the actor's work to be that of pretending to be 

someone else (the character) in order to make the audience believe 

that he is someone else. 

These concepts of pretending and make believe lead right back 

to the concept of representation as embedded in false acting. When 

an actor sees himself as portraying or representing a character such 

as Hamlet, then the actor opens himself to the possibility of 

indicating Hamlet's characteristics on the stage. He thus sets out to 

fool his audience into believing that he is Hamlet through the use of 

gestures and text. And, often, the audience is fooled into at least 

moments of belief that Hamlet exists on the stage. But these 

moments are few and far between if the actor is indicating the role. 

The audience's attention may be focused on many other aspects of 

the performance of the play, Hamlet, and thus not be critically aware 
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that the actor in the role of Hamlet is detached from the character 

and is consciously endeavoring to represent the character. 

It has been seen thus far that the concept of representation 

leads to false acting because the actor perceives himself as being 

distinct from his character and therefore he "plays" a character and 

commits the acting mistake of indicating. 

The second feature of the definition of false acting is that the 

actor is guided by the text. The acting fault which can occur here is 

recitation of the text. If the text is the guide, then the actor will 

naturally favor an attempt to speak the text in a certain way. He 

might want to recite the text as a literary interpreter of the text, or 

he might want to recite the text to highlight the language of the text 

as poetry. In either case the actor gives authority to the text, as 

written, in performance. 

Certainly a major component of the actor's work is comprised 

of the words he speaks. Unfortunately, misconceptions about how 

the actor should approach the text and incorporate it into 

performance are pervasive among actors. The written text forms the 

basis for one aspect of the actor's performance inasmuch as the text 

provides the actor with the lines which he will speak as the 

character. A discussion of how not to handle the text will lay the 

groundwork for insights into an understanding of the ways in which 

the actor can serve the text without damaging his own performance. 

In a word, false acting results any time an actor plays "follow 

the leader" with the text as leader because this will lead to a way of 

speaking which is not the way of speaking in real life. The broadest 
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misconception about the actor's relationship to the text is that the 

text will reveal the actor's performance of a character. The 

character of Hamlet, as written by Shakespeare in The Tragedy of 

Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, speaks lines in the play. These are the 

same lines that countless actors over the centuries have spoken as 

Hamlet in performances of this play. Yet, the text itself, the lines as 

written by Shakespeare, will have very little bearing on the actor's 

interpretation of the character of Hamlet. Certainly the text provides 

clues to Hamlet's psychology and most certainly the text provides the 

actor with all the words he will say as he lives the role of Hamlet 

during performance, but the text does not lead the actor to his 

characterization of the role. 

If the text were the leader and the actor were the follower, 

then it would stand to reason that the actor's task is to "follow" or 

interpret the text. Often the actor is referred to as the one who 

interprets the text. It is common wisdom to think of the actor, let's 

say Al, in the role of Hamlet bringing his unique interpretation to the 

character of Hamlet in his performance of said character. It is this 

perspective which leads to the gross misunderstanding about how 

the actor approaches a character as embedded in the text. 

The text, as written by the playwright, is static in the sense 

that unless the playwright, director or actor makes a conscious 

decision to change the words, the words remain the same on paper, 

A play such as Hamlet, written centuries ago, remains a historical 

document, unchanged and intact, hundreds of years after it has been 

written. Therefore, a contemporary production of Hamlet, with Al 
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cast in the role of Hamlet, may very well contain the exact same 

language as a production of Hamlet with Sarah Siddons in the role of 

Hamlet during the nineteenth century. What is of importance here is 

the concrete fact that the text does not necessarily change when 

various actors, throughout history, cast in the role of Hamlet, perform 

the character on the stage with an audience present. 

If the text remains the same, then the question arises, how will 

one actor's performance of the character differ from another's? It 

has already been implied that conventional wisdom would say that 

the difference between two actors' work lies in their varying 

interpretations of the character. Specifically, each actor reads the 

part of Hamlet and creates his own vision of this fictional personage. 

Al might perceive Hamlet as a whimpering Oedipal figure, 

emasculated by his mother Gertrude to such a degree that he is 

incapable of making adult decisions. Al's "interpretation" of the role 

might include a decision to "play" Hamlet as a very immature, 

infantile, almost retarded human being who is driven by a need to 

recapture a state of infantile bliss with mommy. His relationship to 

his girlfriend, Ophelia, could be one in which he tries to recapture the 

lost love of the mother through relating to another woman. 

A second actor. Will, on the other hand, may bring a very 

different "interpretation" to the character. Will might approach the 

character from the point of view that Hamlet is an extremely angry 

man who is given to fits of rage when life doesn't meet his 

expectations. For Will, the death of Hamlet's father may be the 

catalyst which sets off waves of anger which wash over the character 
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throughout the events of the play. Will's Hamlet might be an 

arrogant, blustering fellow who takes great pleasure in abusing his 

girifriend, Ophelia. 

These examples of varying interpretations are offered as 

evidence that one character can be "interpreted" differenfly by two 

actors. Of importance here is the fact that both these visions of 

Hamlet can be achieved by simply reading the text. What if Al and 

Will were not actors, but graduate students in English writing essays 

analyzing Hamlet's personality? Al might offer the title, "Hamlet: 

Infantile Ambivalence Among Parental Figures." Whereas Will's 

essay might be titled, "Hamlet's Rage: Remembering Leads To 

Dismembering." It becomes clear that a reading of the text lends 

itself to a variety of interpretations. Does the value of an actor's 

work rest on his ability to find a unique or interesting 

"interpretation" of the character, much like the English student 

whose grade depends on a certain ability to bring original thought to 

his analysis of the famous Hamlet character? 

Absolutely not. Retuming to the "follow the leader" concept, 

the actor who creatively interprets the text is simply the following 

the leader, the text. He is using the text as a guide to form a mental 

constmct of his character. In other words he is analyzing the text in 

order to determine the personality traits of the character. The text 

thus becomes the authority on the character. The actor uses the text 

as a guidepost for the choices he will make to create his character. 

His characterization of Hamlet, for instance, will be based on his 

ability to creatively analyze and interpret the text. 
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It becomes clear that the actor who is interpreting the text is 

functioning as a literary critic. And the actor, as literary critic, will 

turn in deadly work because his performance will sound like an 

intellectual rendering of the dialogue. The actor is perceiving his job 

as one in which he analyzes the text and offers his analysis to the 

audience. This job is aligned closely to the previously discussed 

concept of representation, wherein the actor creates a character 

distinct from himself. If the actor believes his job is to represent a 

character, then his literary criticism skills will serve him weU in his 

endeavors. 

The question arises, how does the previous description of the 

actor's relationship to the text qualify as a feature of false acting? 

The answer resides hi the premise that the actor can mentally 

construct the character through the use of intellect and analytical 

reasoning. At this point it must be made clear that interpretation of 

the character through reading the text does form one aspect of the 

actor's process. But what is at issue here are two concepts: that an 

actor can create a performance purely through textual analysis and 

that the text stands as the determiner of the actor's performance of a 

character. 

If an actor is thinking about the text as he engages in his 

rehearsal process, then the result will be an intellectually based 

performance of the character. The very process of creating a mental 

constmct for the character will interfere with the actor's objective 

which is to discover his behavior in the imaginary circumstances 

embedded in the text. In other words, the actor in the role of Hamlet 
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must discover how he, the actor, would behave in Hamlet's situation. 

The actor's discoveries of himself in Hamlet's circumstances will 

occur during the rehearsal process as the actor discovers his own 

ways of behaving. This introduction of the term "behavior" in 

relation to the actor's work will be explained later in this chapter and 

throughout the ensuing chapters. It is mentioned here so as to allow 

for the understanding that the actor's work has less to do with the 

playwright's words than is commonly understood. 

In question has been the concept that an actor's task is 

primarily to interpret the text. If the actor, falsely trained, compUes 

with this perspective, then he will approach his creation of the 

character by using the text as a kind of handbook which contains the 

guidelines and criteria for his interpretation. It can be seen that the 

actor is placing his faith in the language of the text as a means to 

help him discover how to perform the character. It becomes clear 

that the actor, who relies on the text for his performance, is 

abdicating his responsibihty to the artistic process of creating a 

character. He is making no contribution whatsoever to the audience's 

understandmg of Hamlet. He is, instead, shnply creating a division 

between himself and his character. The art of acting is not an 

intellectual exercise bearing witness to interpretive skills, but rather 

an art which reveals human behavior. The playwright creates the 

language of the character and the actor endows the character with 

his behavior. 

There is a second and equally egregious flaw m acting which 

emerges when the actor perceives his job as interpreter of the text. 

36 



He becomes the obvious victim of the illusion that his acting resides 

in the vocalization of the text. Each word becomes an opportunity for 

the actor to express the thoughts of the character in language. 

Similar to the concept of intellectually analyzing the words, the actor 

who engages in a vocalized interpretation falls prey to the 

misconception that his voice will suffice as the primary means by 

which he reveals his characterization of the role. 

A hypothetical illustration of the actor, Al, offering a vocal 

interpretation of Hamlet, will explicate the dimensions of this form of 

false acting. A few lines from Hamlet's famous sohloquy in Act III, 

scene i of Hamlet will serve as common ground for the discussion of 

Al's interpretation. 

To be, or not to be; that is the question: 
Whether 'tis nobler in the mhid to suffer 
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, 
Or, to take arms against a sea of troubles. 
And by opposing end them.^ 

The actor, Al, who offers a vocal interpretation of Hamlet might 

take the simple, obvious approach to these lines which reveal 

Hamlet's thoughts about the value of being alive. An obvious, 

conventional reading of these lines would lead to the simple concept 

that Hamlet is merely proffering the existential question, is life 

worth the struggle? Al, with his attention on the text, is concerned 

about making sure that the audience understands Hamlet's anguish. 

He will view the language as poetry with the intention of reciting the 

lines in a way which will be pleasmg and interesting to the ear. It is 

easy to imagine Al giving careful consideration to the first line, "To 
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be, or not to be; that is the question:" particularly because It so 

universally well known. A look at the many questions he might pose 

to himself will reveal the mindset of the actor interested in the 

sounds of the speech he is reciting. 

Of primary interest might be how to handle the fact that 

Hamlet repeats the phrase, "to be," Should Al put more emphasis on 

the first "to be" or the second? How hnportant is the word "not" in 

that sentence? Perhaps Al might conclude that the word "be" should 

be stressed and the word "to" should be unstressed. Perhaps, in the 

interest of variety, Al would choose to elongate his pronunciation of 

the word "or." In this way he could draw out the word which best 

represents the fact that he is considering two options. The word "or" 

signifies that he has a choice. Therefore, he could downplay the 

intonations on both of the "to be" phrases and emphasize "or" with a 

certain intensity of pitch. 

Al will confront the same questions throughout his analysis of 

the text as poetry. He may ask himself which word deserves more 

stress in the second half of the line, "that" or "question?" 

Undoubtedly Al will contend with the challenges implicit in such 

words as "slings" and "arrows." These words resonate with 

metaphor. How best to get the full mileage from the image of 

fortune being "outrageous" and filled with "slings" and "arrows," and 

soon. 

Al will continue to work with the language until he discovers 

for himself the best combination of stressed and unstressed syllables 

and words to Indicate his "interpretation" of the poetic language. As 
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an actor consumed with the language and all its challenges and 

implications, he will be thrilled when he works on the phrase, "sea of 

troubles." What an opportunity for an actor to entice his audience 

with the long vowel sound of "eee" and to follow this sound with the 

more staccato syllables in the word "troubles." For Al, these few 

famous lines contain a myriad of opportunities for poetic renderings 

and vocal meanderings. 

Acting is not declamation or poetic recitation. When an actor 

recites a line, he is in fact presenting the line to the audience. He is 

offering the line as something to be appreciated aurally. And the 

actor's objective should never be to simply speak words out loud to 

create an aesthetically pleasing effect. When the actor speaks his 

lines they should sound as if the actor is really talking. Furthermore, 

the actor who recites lines is engaging in a form of representing the 

character, in that the very act of reciting lines distances the actor 

from the words he is saying. 

Of secondary interest, here, is the issue of voice training for the 

actor. The importance of voice training is in no way meant to be 

undermined in this discussion of vocal interpretation of the text. 

Certainly, it is common knowledge among those conversant in the 

field of actor training that the actor's vocal instrument plays a critical 

role in the actor's ability to facilitate his work. The actor's need for 

vocal training is not in dispute in this discussion. 

This hypothetical illustration of Al's considerations of the 

aforementioned text is meant to serve as an example of false acting 

only insofar as it reveals a misplacement of the actor's perspective 
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on the task at hand: to behave truthfully under Hamlet's imaginary 

circumstances. It is well within the realm of both possibility and 

necessity that Al's work on the role of Hamlet would entail some of 

the questions previously posited. Certainly, Shakespeare's poetic 

language poses great demands on the actor and as has been stated, 

these demands are a necessary component of the actor's work. 

Nonetheless, it remains critically important to the discussion of 

false acting to understand that the actor who mistakenly perceives 

that his performance of a role is primarily dependent on his ability 

to interpret the text is at best misguided. This is not to say that 

textual interpretation is not one component of the actor's work. A 

discussion of the proper relationship of actor to text will be 

addressed in Chapter IV. Of importance here is the understanding 

that the actor who limits his approach to the character to textual 

interpretation of said character will bring very little of himself to the 

performance. If the actor perceives the text as the leader, then he as 

the follower is merely giving voice to the printed word. Conversely, 

if the actor takes the lead, understanding that the text as written will 

follow, he stands the chance to create a character which will be 

galvanizing and memorable in its originality and complexity. 

A third contributing element to false acting resides in the 

actor's perception of himself as being watched by the audience. In 

fact, the concept of the actor being observed is implicit in this art 

form. Unlike the writer or painter who creates his work in solitude, 

the actor's art is one of performance in public. The art of acting 

contains the element of the actor performing in full view of others. 
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Intrinsic in the art of acting is the stipulation that one does not act in 

a void. 

The question arises, how does the element of the actor as the 

artist who performs his art for others and in full view of others lead 

to false acting? The third feature in the definition of false acting is 

that the actor portrays the chracter for a live audience. This leads to 

distance between the actor and the character. To portray a character 

for a live audience presupposes the actor's awareness of himself 

being watched by the audience. 

It is evident that an actor will always be somewhat aware of 

his audience while he is engaged in the process of acting. At issue 

here is the focus of the actor's awareness. To what extent is the 

actor's attention on what he is doing on stage and to what extent is 

the actor's attention focused on himself as a self-conscious agent 

engaged in a process that is being watched by others? These 

questions lead to a discussion about where the actor must place his 

attention as he performs as well as the nature of the actor's 

awareness during the act of performance. 

It can be fairly stated that the self-conscious actor is the false 

actor. If he is self-conscious then he is aware that he is being 

watched. The degree to which the actor has his attention on the 

reality of being watched is the degree to which his attention is not on 

what he is doing on the stage. As stated earlier, it must be 

acknowledged that some facet of the actor's awareness will "know" 

that he is a human being engaged in the process of living the life of a 

character on the stage at any given moment in the performance 
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process in front of an audience. This is a very obvious point if one 

considers that a human being's sanity rests on his abihty to be aware 

of himself in his circumstances in life at any given moment. And yet, 

it is also generally known that any artist engaged in the act of 

creating will "lose himself in the act of creation. 

It is the actor's capacity to lose himself in what he is doing 

which is at issue here. The self-conscious actor will hold on tight to 

his awareness that he is being watched by his audience. 

Furthermore he will be burdened by the amount of attention he is 

placing on himself as he acts. An actor consumed with watching 

himself or with being watched will be incapable of placing his 

attention on what he is doing as the character. Attention on the self, 

rather than on what one is doing, will result in a performance which 

seems stilted and ineffective and will constitute a kind of false 

acting. 

Although the symptoms of self-conscious acting are manifold, 

they are not easily discernible. Like the actor who indicates, the 

self-conscious actor can sUther through his performance without 

being indicted by audience or critic alike. 

What are the symptoms of the self-attending actor? They are 

present in the way the actor behaves on the stage. Consider the 

earlier example of the self-conscious actor in the role of Hamlet. Act 

III, scene ii of the text takes place in a hall hi the castle. The scene 

begins as Hamlet enters the hall with the players. He has hired these 

players to enact a play for his uncle, the King, and the court. 

Hamlet's speech to the players could be compared to an acting lesson 
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in which Hamlet is the teacher and the players are the students. At 

the very least Hamlet is functioning as the director who is coaching 

the actors in tmthful acting. 

Hamlet's opening line is: 

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 
you trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth it, 
as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-
crier spoke my Unes.^ 

Al enters and the players follow directly behind him. Because 

Al is self-conscious, he has rehearsed Hamlet's gait for weeks prior to 

performance. Al has created a way for Hamlet to walk which could 

be described as regal and princely. During rehearsals the director 

was pleased with Al's entrance in this scene, calling it appropriate 

and interesting. Now it is opening night and Al is well aware of his 

audience watching his performance. Al takes one step onto the stage 

and thinks about the way his hips are moving. He takes a second 

step and decides that his head should be raised a little higher, that 

he should not be looking at his hips or his audience will realize that 

he feels awkward about his hips. He then raises his head as he is 

taking his last two steps before he will abruptly make a half-turn to 

face the players and begin his speech. 

It becomes clear that the self-conscious actor thinks about 

himself while performing. It is not necessary to determine whether 

the audience is aware that Al as Hamlet has looked at his hips 

because he is worried about them, or whether the audience simply 

perceives Hamlet looking at his liips as a moment of performance. Of 

sole importance is the actor's choice to look at his hips. In the 
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moment that Al is observing his hips, he is self-attentive. Although 

it appears that Hamlet is looking at his hips, and certainly it could be 

justified that Hamlet might look at his hips at this moment, the tmth 

is that Al is simply placing his attention on himself. 

Naturally the questions arise, why is Al's moment of looking at 

his hips considered false acting? If the audience thinks it is Hamlet 

looking at his hips, then what possible difference could Al's moment 

of self-attentiveness make in the quality of his acting? All the 

difference. To the discerning eye, Al's moment with his hips is a 

moment where Al displays the discomfort he feels upon making his 

entrance. It has been established that Al feels awkward. He knows 

the audience is watching him. That moment of awareness of being 

watched constitutes a moment of false acting. 

The symptoms of Al's moment of false acting are that he looks 

uncomfortable and self-conscious. The discerning eye will see that 

for at least one moment there is no Hamlet on the stage, there is 

simply an actor who has ceased acting for a moment. And yet, Al's 

self-consciousness continues into the next moment of his 

performance when he realizes that he has lowered his head in order 

to look down at his hips. As noted, Al decides to raise his head and 

look upwards. This becomes a second example of self-conscious 

acting. Once again, Al has placed his attention on himself. The false 

acting occurs at the moment that Al is thinking about the placement 

of his head. In other words Al's self-conscious thoughts and feehngs 

are interfering with his ability to behave as Hamlet in Hamlet's 

imaginary circumstances. 
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When an actor appears to be uncomfortable on the stage, It can 

be deduced that he Is self-conscious and that he is having a reaction 

of shame about his work. Conversely, the actor who appears 

extremely comfortable on the stage is probably self-consciously 

engaged in exhibition of self and the reaction will be pride. In either 

case, the actor is perceiving himself as perceived and is accounting 

for this phenomenon in his performance. 

The actor who reacts with pride might ask the question, how 

shall I play this character? Often, his decisions about how to play the 

character will lead directly to the acting mistake of overacting. 

Overacting is inextricably linked to representation and self-

consciousness, to the extent that it is a symptom of the actor's choice 

to represent a character, or to engage in a too full awareness of 

himself as he is acting. 

Overacting can be defined as bringing more to the acting 

moment than is necessary and has often been referred to as 

"chewing scenery." One might compare the actor's art of playing a 

role to the task of filling an eight-ounce glass with water. The actor 

pours himself, the water, into a character, the container. It can be 

understood that the actor fills himself fully with the character and 

unites himself with the character. He pours his eight ounces of water 

into the character which is an eight-ounce glass. When an actor 

overacts, he is not measuring the water. He is guilty of trying to fill 

an eight-ounce glass with twelve ounces of water. To continue the 

comparison, as the extra water splashes down the sides of the glass, 

so the actor who Is overacting seems to be spilling forth with more 
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emotion, gestures or general declamations than seem fitting for his 

character. 

If overacting is the most obvious of the traits of false acting it 

is probably also the most egregious. It has become almost trite to 

refer to Hamlet's famous speech to the players in which he warns 

them against the many pitfalls of false acting. And yet, it has been 

cited so often, because Shakespeare has so deftly described many of 

the attributes of overacting. Although many of Hamlet's warnings to 

the players could be generalized into the category of "overacting," 

one particular segment speaks particularly well to the issue at hand. 

Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion 
be your tutor: suit the action to the word, the word 
to the action: with this special observance, that you 
o'erstep not the modesfy of nature; for anything so 
overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, 
both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as 
'twere, the mirror up to nature; to show virtue her 
own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age 
and body of the time his form and pressure. Now 
this overdone or come tardy off, though it make the 
unskillful laugh, cannot but make the judicious 
grieve; the censure of the which one must in your 

allowance o'erweigh a whole theatre of others.^^ 

In a phrase, overacting occurs when the actor "o'ersteps the modesty 

of nature," The term "overacting" serves as an umbrella for the 

myriad sins of the actor who either lacks the sufficient training or 

talent to modify his performance according to Hamlet's dictates. In 

this case, the "modesty of nature" serves as a catch phrase for the 

actor's ability to measure the water to the container and thus pour 

oneself up to the rim of the glass, but no further. 
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Having indicted actors on three major counts of false acting, it 

becomes necessary to shift the perspective in order to discover 

exactly what quahties or components in the art of acting can begin to 

qualify as features of truthful acting. 

Truthful Acting 

The western realist tradition demands that the performance be 

a lot like real life, and this technique which produces truthful acting 

yields acting which corresponds to the demands of this tradition. By 

"truthful" what is meant is that someone in the westem realist 

tradition would value this kind of acting because it is true to life. 

The goal of the Meisner methodology is to train actors to act as if 

they were experiencing real life on the stage. 

The definition of truthful acting is: The character is the actor 

behaving^^ truthfully in the character's imaginary circumstances 

resulting in the performance of the text in front of a live audience. 

The four principles of tmthful acting are directly linked to this 

defmition. These principles of truthful acting are a way of spelling 

out this defmition of truthful acting. Each principle corresponds to a 

part of the definition. The four principles of tmthful acting are: 

1. The actor behaves truthfully 

a. With full attention on what he's doing (not on hunself) 

b. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the 

environment. 
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2. The character is simply the actor behaving as himself by 

taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his 

own. 

3. The doings and reactions result in the performance of the 

text. 

4. The performance is not for the audience, merely in front of 

the audience. 

The question remains, why does acting which follows these 

four principles and which corresponds to the definition of truthful 

acting constitute truthful acting? The answer to this question is that 

it is truthful acting because it is a lot like real life. A look at how 

these principles of tmthful acting correspond to how we behave in 

real Ufe will further clarify the connections between the two. 

Principle 1 states that The actor behaves truthfully. This 

concept of behaving truthfully can be just hke real life. In life we do 

not follow premeditated plans of text. In life we are always doing 

something and we are absorbed in what we are doing. In real life we 

are constantly reacting to unknown events that come from other 

people and the environment Hence, the two Sub-Principles, l.a., 

With full attention on what he is doing, (not on hunself) and l.b.. 

With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the environment, 

also explain how real life works. Heidegger's work in 

phenomenology is useful here as it supports the premise that the 

human being does things in the world.^ 

The obvious questions about whether the act of doing nothing 

but sitting vacantiy in a chair staring into space can be considered a 
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domg and not a state of being easily come to mind hi this discussion. 

Yet, it must be understood that the act of staring vacantly into space, 

even in an obvious stupor, constitutes a doing, if the doing is to do 

nothing. In other words, real hfe always consists of doings, with the 

attention on what one is doing, because even doing nothing but 

staring is still a doing if the domg is to stare. 

Secondly, one's behavior in real life, Uke Sub-Prhiciple l.b.. 

With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the environment, 

also corresponds to real life because in real life these unknown 

factors from other people and the environment will always cause us 

to react in some way. To be human and to be aUve means that one is 

always put in the position of responding to the world around oneself. 

Even If the human being makes a conscious effort to avoid showing 

these responses, for fear of reveahng too much about the self, 

nonetheless these responses happen to the human being in spite of 

himself. Meisner's initial exercises focus on having the students do 

just this, practice responding instinctually to both external and 

internal stimuli, as detailed in Chapter 11. 

If in real life we are doing things and responding to things, 

then tmthful behavior in acting would have to be like this real life 

phenomenon. But what about the three elements in acting which are 

not like real life: character, text and audience? The actor who is 

behaving on the stage the way he would behave In real life is greatly 

challenged by these three elements. The difficulty for the actor is to 

continue to behave as if he were behaving in real life while he 

endures the difficulties that these elements of acting present. 
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The first element, character, is handled m Prhiclple 2, The 

character is simply the actor behaving as himself by taking on the 

character's imaginary circumstances as his own. How can it be 

possible that there is no distance between the character and the 

actor? It had better be possible because that's the way it is in real 

life. In real life, we are who we are. We do not play characters in 

real life because each person is simply a human being who exists in 

the world as hhnself. Therefore the actor who must contend with the 

element of character must find a way to perform that character on 

the stage as if that character were a living human being in a real life 

situation. Hence the second part of Principle 2, by taking on the 

character's imaginary circumstances as his own, becomes the second 

part of this character challenge. 

The imaginary circumstances under which the character lives 

must become so real to the actor that he can endure these imaginary 

events, such as place, temperature, time of day, age, social status, 

etc., as if they were actual aspects of his own real Ufe. The actor 

must accomplish this goal of behavhig truthfully under these many 

challenges provided by the imaginary circumstances, if he wants to 

create a character who appears to be a living human being on the 

stage. The only way that the actor can behave truthfully on the 

stage as the character Is to learn acting techniques which will allow 

him to use his imagination in such a way as to avoid the obvious 

distance between himself and the character. A discussion of how this 

is accomphshed by the Meisner technique will be outiined in 

Chapters III and IV. 
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The challenge of speaking the text on the stage is handled by 

Principle 3, The doings and reactions result in the performance of the 

text. How can the actor speak the written Unes of the text in such a 

way as to make it appear that he is speaking the way he would 

speak as if he were simply living in real hfe? The answer resides in 

the concept that in life our speaking constitutes a dohig. 

In real life we do not recite words written by other people, we 

simply do things and language is part of the doings. Every human 

being lives Ufe by doing things. Human language is simply a tool we 

use in conjunction with our doings. The act of speech is a disguise for 

the doings which inform the speech. For instance, if a woman wants 

to borrow money from her best friend and she says to her friend, 

"you look pretty today," then her doing which informs her speech is 

to compUment her friend. The behavioral intention behind this doing 

is to flatter the friend enough to sufficiently Insure that when she 

asks to borrow twenty doUars the ft-iend will respond affirmatively. 

There is good support for this in J. L. Austin's How To Do Things With 

Words.'^Q 

The actor charged with such a line in a text as, "you look pretty 

today," would do well to understand the doing which informs the 

speaking of these words. Thus, the actor will not recite the words, 

because hi real life we don't recite words, but instead he wiU 

perform a doing whUe speaking the words, in order to speak the way 

humans speak in real life, as wUl be discussed in Chapter Four. 

Principle 4 states that The performance is not for the audience, 

but merely in front of the audience. This element of audience poses 
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a huge threat to the actor's ability to remain faithful to real life 

behavior while in the presence of the audience. How is it possible for 

the actor to endure this chaUenge of being watched by the audience 

and to simultaneously remain truthful to the criteria of real-life 

behavior? The answer resides in the fact that in real life we are not 

watched by an audience, therefore this technique must teach the 

actor to handle this challenge while avoiding excessive awareness of 

the audience. 

Meisner's acting technique solves this acting problem because 

it has been designed to account for the need to counteract the actor's 

temptation to be aware of the audience. An awareness of the 

audience can lead to two acting mistakes. The first is so labelled 

self-consciousness, or put differentiy, a too obvious awareness of the 

self while in the process of performing. Therefore, the abiUty to 

perform in front of an audience and not for an audience resides in 

the actor's capacity to avoid the two acting mistakes related to false 

acting discussed earlier in this chapter, self-conciousness and 

overacting. The temptation to feel self-consciousness in front of the 

audience is, according to Sartre, based in feelings of shame. And the 

second acting mistake, overacting, is a result of pride. As suggested 

by Sartre, pride is a way of avoiding shame by turning yourself into 

a separate character in a grand way.^^ 

The acting flaws of self-consciousness and overacting, linked to 

shame and pride, as revealed in a performance for the audience, 

would yield the kind of false acting described above. And Principle 

4's demand for performing in ft-ont of the audience is designed to 
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ensure that the actor, Uke the human being, is behaving as if he were 

in real Ufe, where there is no extemal threat of the audience which 

results in self-consciousness and overacting. 

Here's an example of truthful acthig in which Ron wUl perform 

the role of Hamlet. A discussion of Ron's truthful acting and how it 

follows the four principles of acting will help to illuminate how these 

principles of truthful acting work m practice. 

Consider Ron, in full elaborate costume and makeup, entering 

as Hamlet In Act III, sc ii, the earlier referred to scene in which 

Hamlet Instructs the Players. Ron's entrance immediately captures 

his audience's attention. Upon his first stride onto the stage from 

stage right, Ron turns and looks behind him offstage. He waits a 

moment, seems to see what he is looking for (probably the Players) 

and then takes two more steps forward. He has been walking briskly 

and seems in a hurry. Ron looks impatient. He peers down at his 

chest, notices that his waistcoat is hanging off-center and he adjusts 

it. He then notices an imperceptible particle on his left shoe and 

bends down hurriedly to wipe it off. He then reaches into his right 

pants pocket and pulls out his folded hand and brings it to his mouth. 

It becomes apparent that he has probably put some sort of candy in 

his mouth because he is now chewing. 

By this time the Players have all entered from stage right and 

are assembled in a group facing Ron. Realizing that they are waiting 

for him to address them, Ron remembers that he has something in 

his mouth and attempts to deftly remove it without bringing too 

much attention to himself. He pretends to wipe his mouth with a 

53 



handerchief and to purportedly remove the candy into the 

handerkerchief. Inadvertently, because he is rushing, Ron drops the 

handkerchief and the half-eaten chocolate spiUs out onto the floor of 

the stage. As he fumbles to retrieve the candy and wipes the 

chocolate off of his fingers the Players start to surreptitiously 

chuckle among themselves, taking care to hide their amusement 

from Hamlet. By this point the audience is laughing. Ron notices one 

of the Players laughing and gives him a cold stare. He then takes a 

step towards that particular player speaks his first few words of the 

speech, "Speak the speech, I pray you..." It appears that Ron is 

beUttiing the Player who laughed at him, getting back at hhn, so to 

speak. One would almost think Ron had said, "stop laughing at me, 

you fool." But, In fact, Ron Is speaking Shakespeare's words verbatim 

from the text. 

Each moment of Ron's acting is a moment of truthful behavior. 

Upon entering as Hamlet, Ron is nervous and preoccupied, as 

evidenced through Ron's behavior. Of course, it must be kept in 

mind that Ron has rehearsed every moment of this performance but 

if he is acting well, it wiU seem to the audience as if Ron, as Hamlet, 

reaUy dropped that chocolate accidentally and for the first time. It 

will appear that Ron is really annoyed at the Player who is laughing 

at him. And when Ron, as Hamlet, becomes annoyed it will be a 

truthful annoyance. In other words, if Ron is actmg truthfully, then 

his moment of annoyance will be a moment of truthful behavior and 

it will not be an indicated annoyance which is representative of 

Hamlet's annoyance. 
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Therefore, Ron's annoyance really exists in Ron as he is 

experiencing the moment of being laughed at by one of the Players. 

Ron's abUity to access this annoyance, or any other feeling for that 

matter, is what makes him a truthful actor. This truthful acting is 

born first from the actor's awareness that it is he who wiU 

experience the moments on the stage, not the character. The tmthful 

actor understands that although he appears in the guise of Hamlet 

and speaks this character's text, it is he, the actor, who must behave 

truthfully, the way he would really behave if this were real life, 

Ron's moment of annoyance at the Player needs clarification. 

Of importance is the fact that Ron responded truthfully to the 

situation of being mocked by another human being. The fact that 

this response is labelled annoyance has little bearing on the reasons 

that Ron is acting tmthfully at that moment. It is not the kind of 

response but the quality of the response which is at issue here. For 

instance, Ron might have reacted to the Player's laughter by giggling 

gleefully. In this context this behavior might be understood as a 

moment of comic self-recognition by Ron which he shares with the 

Player. Another hypothetical response by Ron to the Player's 

laughter would be if Ron had blushed with embarrassment and 

humiliation and shame. This feeUng might have caused him to 

slightly lower his head and tum away from the Player as he spoke 

the words, "Speak the speech, I pray you..." 

Principle 1, The actor behaves tmthfully, is hi evidence here. 

Ron, the truthful actor, behaves as himself, as he would really 

behave as If he were behaving m real Ufe, as he enters the stage. He 
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enacts Sub-Principle l.a., With fuU attention on what he's doing (not 

on himself), as Ron keeps his attention on what he is doing as he 

enters. In rehearsal, he has allowed himself the experience of 

discovering what he, Ron, would do in the imaginary circumstances 

of being a man who is about to teach a group of actors how to act 

well in order to perform a play which wiU expose his murderous 

uncle. Ron knows that he and Hamlet are one and the same person. 

Ron, as the embodiment of Hamlet, can only discover what Ron would 

do in these moments of his entrance. He does not imagine what 

Hamlet would do because Hamlet does not exist except as he is 

embodied in Ron's behavior. 

It becomes clear that Ron's tmthful acing in his performance of 

Hamlet also reflects Sub-Principle l.b., With behavior based in 

reacting to the partner and the environment, as Ron responds 

truthfully to the Player. This truthful behavioral response is rooted 

in the actor's emotional impulses. Other behavioral choices have 

been mentioned as a means of Ulustrating the fact that any one 

moment of acting is not limited by choices of behavior. It is the very 

freedom to respond impulsively to the partner and the environment 

which forms the foundation of Ron's tmthful acthig in the role of 

Hamlet 

Prmciple 2, The character is simply the actor behaving as 

himself by taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his 

own, has also been realized by Ron as he enters, as Hamlet, to 

Instruct the Players. In tmthful acting the actor does not play a 

character distinct from himself. Instead, the actor reveals himself 
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through the veU of the character. The actor is always himself on the 

stage for in reality, who else reaUy exists on the stage except for the 

human being who is acthig a character? Truthful acting hivolves a 

mutual embodiment and meshing of actor and character. 

The character is simply a fictional layer superimposed on the 

actor's tmthful behavior. Therefore, the very term, "character," 

although useful to the playwright, director and audience, holds littie 

meaning or importance for the truthful actor. A moment of truthful 

acting is a moment in which the actor is totally engaged in behaving 

truthfuUy in the imaginary circumstances of the character. 

A return to Ron, the truthful actor, as Hamlet, entering the 

stage at the beginning of Act III, Scene ii, wUl iUuminate the actor's 

proper use of text and will reveal how Principle 3, The doings and 

reactions result in the performance of the text, works in practice. 

This analysis wiU begin at the point where Ron, Hamlet, begins to use 

the text in his delivery of his first lines in this scene. Hamlet's first 

few Unes of this speech are as foUows: 

Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to 
you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth it, 
as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-
crier spoke my Unes. Nor do not saw the air too 
much with your hand, thus; but use aU gently: for 
in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, 
whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and 
beget a temperance that may give it smoothness.^^ 

It can be remembered that one of the Players was laughing at 

Ron as Hamlet, because he looked fooUsh as he tried to 

surreptitiously wipe the chocolate off of his hands. Ron has noticed 
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one of the Players who is laughing and has given him a cold stare. 

He begins to say the words, "Speak the speech, I pray you," and it 

appears that Ron is belittlhig or getting back at this Player. Ron 

begins to chuckle, hi a disdainful manner, and continues, "as I 

pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue:" When Ron says the 

word "tongue" he shows his tongue to this player by protmdlng it 

from his mouth in such a way as to suggest that he is "sticking his 

tongue out" at him, Ron then abmptly turns away from the Player, 

who reacts to the moment with obvious embarrassment Ron now 

places his attention on a second Player, a slightly short and homely 

man, who Is hiding behind the other Players. 

Ron begins, "but if you mouth it, as many of your players do, I 

had as Uef the towncrier spoke my lines." Addressing the second 

Player, Ron behaves like a parent speaking to a toddler. He shakes 

his finger in the Player's face and emphasizes every syllable of every 

word. He speaks slowly in an attempt to insure that the Player is 

understanding his every word. At one point Ron crouches down so 

that he is at eye level with this Player. Ron vacUlates between being 

a kind, loving parent who is encouraging a child and a domineering 

parent who is acting authoritatively with the child. 

Ron pauses after the word "Unes," as if to suggest that he is 

thinking about what to say next. Then in an instant of discovery, he 

reels around, turnhig so that his back is to the Player he has just 

parented, and addresses no one in particular as he says, "Nor do not 

saw the air too much with your hand, thus; but use all gently." Ron 

sweeps his hand through the air as he speaks this Une. His behavior 
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is one of the impressario on a pedestal, who takes a moment to speak 

to his admirers. There is an arrogance in Ron's tone of voice. 

He continues, "for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, the 

whirlwind of your passion," Ron is no longer the impressario. He has 

become more Uke a kindergarten teacher, who gathering a group 

around him, speaks about a very special secret. In this case, the 

secret is that "you must acquire and beget a termperance that may 

give it smoothness." 

It can be seen that the above-mentioned text, as spoken by 

Ron, has been a product of Ron's doings and reactions. Each of Ron's 

doings has been carefully chosen and rehearsed prior to performance 

in front of an audience. Ron has found different kinds of doings to 

get his points across to the Players. WhUe he speaks his first few 

lines he performs a doing that can be labeUed "to put down." He is 

retaliating against the Player who embarrassed him. His next doing 

can be caUed, "to teach." While he spoke these lines, he acted Uke a 

parent who can't decide whether to get angry with his child or be 

loving with the child. During the speaking of his next Unes, Ron 

behaves Uke an impressario which can be translated into the doing of 

"to command." And during the speaking of his final lines he behaves 

like a kindergarten teacher sharing a secret with his class, thus 

performing the doing of "to encourage," 

This Ulustration of Ron's behavior which accompanies the 

words of the text is offered by way of explicatmg the point that the 

actor's performance is the result of the doings. It becomes clear that 

the actor's proper relationship to the text is one in which the text 
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serves the actor as he engages in performing his dohigs. The 

truthful actor wUl allow hhnself to experiment with enacting many 

different kinds of dohigs during the rehearsal process. Often, the 

actor wUl collaborate with his director, and together they will decide 

which dohigs are most appropriate for the scene. 

How does the truthful actor aUow the text to serve him? He 

understands that the text wiU make its demands upon him. The 

actor must work with the language in the text and rehearse in order 

to articulate the words clearly. He must also commit the text to 

memory. The text, as written, provides a formidable chaUenge to the 

actor in that every word must be spoken by the actor, as written, 

during the course of the scene. 

A further question arises in the consideration of the actor's 

proper relationship to the text: how does the actor account for his 

vocal intonations as he speaks the words? The answer will provide a 

foundation for fully understanding that the text is the follower and 

the actor is the leader. If the actor places his fuU attention on what 

he is doing, then his intonations as he speaks the words wiU be very 

natural. In other words, the actor's attention should not be on how 

he is saying the words, but on what he is domg. The actor's 

intonations wiU evolve during the rehearsal process. But the truthful 

actor wUl not be concerned with how he says the words, what 

intonations he gives them, because he knows that if he keeps his 

attention on what he is doing, then the speaking of the words will 

take care of itself. 
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Of utmost Importance here, is the requirement that the actor 

should not ever listen to himself speak the text. If he does so, then 

he immediately risks the possibUity of recitation. The actor's 

approach to the text should reflect what happens in real Ufe. If one 

is engaged in a lively conversation, one does not worry about how 

one says the words, one simply attempts to be understood, for 

example. The same holds true for the actor as a character engaged in 

a lively conversation. The difference for the actor is that this 

conversation has been written as dialogue in a text. If the actor as a 

character is engaged in a conversation on the stage, then his 

attention should be on what he is doing, in this case, attempting to be 

understood, not on what he is saying. If his attention is on task of 

being understood by the person he is addressing, then he wUl speak 

the words in a manner that seems lifelike. And in fact his acting wUl 

be truthful because he has grasped the principle that the words are 

the outgrowth of the behavior. 

The actor's performance is not determined by, nor limited to, 

the text. The text is merely a piece of dramatic Uterature, and as 

such, is at best, a blueprint for performance. The tmthful actor's 

performance of the text wiU be a result of his doings and reactions as 

he performs the scene in front of a live audience. 

The experience of being watched by an audience is such an 

integral aspect of the actor's work, that it begs the question, how 

does this component affect the quaUty of the actor's performance? A 

return to Ron as Hamlet in Act HI, scene ii of the text, in which 

Hamlet addresses the Players, will serve as a hypothetical iUustration 
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of this feature of truthful acting. His previously described entrance 

will be used again and diagnosed in Ught of where Ron places his 

attention. It will be seen that Ron avoids the awareness of himself 

being watched by the audience by placing his attention outside of 

himself, on what he is doing. 

Ron's first moment of this scene is his first stride onto the stage 

from stage right, during which he turns and looks behind him 

offstage. It has been estabUshed that when Ron, as Hamlet, upon his 

entrance in Act III, Scene il, takes one stride and turns and looks 

behind him, all his attention is on what he is doing: making sure that 

the Players are following him. Ron, as Hamlet, has entered the stage 

at this moment to accompUsh a specific objective, to rehearse these 

players for their performance of a play for his uncle that evening. 

As Ron is turning, SaUy, in the audience is coughing loudly. 

This causes other audience members in close proximity to Sally to 

react Some people look around the audience to determine which 

person is coughing. Others merely readjust their positions in their 

seats in reaction to the disturbance of theh* concentration. Certainly, 

It can be deduced, that Ron, as he is turning, also experiences at least 

some small modicum of awareness of the sound of the cough. Yet, 

Ron reveals no awareness of the cough, but continues to search for 

the Players, and upon discovering theh* hicipient entrance, he then 

takes two steps forward in preparation for his ensuing coaching 

session. 

Ron has just completed three moments of truthful acting. In 

each moment he kept his attention on what he was doing. He heard 
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the cough, but it had little to no effect upon his acting moments. 

Those audience members who were distracted by the cough, 

probably experienced a coUision between the onstage and offstage 

realities. Yet, Ron experienced no such coUision. The cough fell upon 

Ron's ears as a distant echo from the "house" (a colloquialism for the 

seating area in a theatre), which hardly distracts him from what he is 

doing. If the cough represents an extreme example of the reality of 

the actor being watched while he is performing, then what can be 

understood about Ron's capacity to ignore the cough, which yields the 

result of truthful acting? 

How can we understand and realize that a feature of truthful 

acting is the actor's abiUty to maintain only a modicum of audience-

awareness which is never apparent to his audience? Tmthful acting 

occurs when the actor avoids audience-awareness by placing his 

attention outside of himself on what he is doing, which uses up, if 

you wiU, the attention he would place on himself as a result of his 

awareness of being watched by the audience. And, to the extent that 

the actor engages himself in what exists outside of himself, he wUl be 

able to resist the temptation to think about himself while he is 

acting. 

False acting occurs any time that an actor becomes too aware of 

being watched by the audience. When an actor is embarrassed about 

being seen by the audience, this results in self-consciousness. The 

actor who experiences shame, the experience of not measuring up, 

pays too much attention to himself, while he is performing, as was 
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iUustrated in the earUer example of Al, who was concerned with his 

hips and the placement of his head when he entered as Hamlet. 

The actor with pride, an attempt to avoid shame by feeling 

superior to the audience, turns himself into a separate character in 

order to avoid reproach. This actor takes the feeling of behig 

watched by the audience and avoids shame, becomhig prideful, by 

taking the position that he is better than his audience, that he stands 

above his audience, and he will prove this by creating a grand, 

distinct, character which is separate from himself. The result is the 

acting flaw of overacting, clear evidence that the actor has distanced 

himself from his character. 

The actor's capacity to attend to the doings, whUe the reactions 

will take care of themselves, will necessarily prevent the actor from 

engaging in these two acting mistakes which are so readily available, 

given the actor's natural tendency to account for the audience. 

What distinguishes Ron, as Hamlet's moment of tmthful acting in 

which he turns to look offstage, from Sam as Hamlet's moment of 

false acting in which he also turns to look offstage? The difference 

lies in the actor's abiUty to fuUy attend to the doing. When Ron looks 

offstage, he really engages in the act of looking. He completely 

attends to the doing of seeing whether the Players are following him. 

When Sam looks offstage, he simply pretends to look. Aware, that he 

is being watched by the audience, Sam engages in the act of looking 

in order to fulfill the narrative line of the circumstances and provide 

the audience with the knowledge that Hamlet is looking for 

something, in this case, the Players. 
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Sam looks in order to be seen looking. Whereas Ron looks In 

order to look. An understanding of this distinction will lead to an 

lUumination of the initial quesion, how does the concept of the actor 

performing in front of a live audience and being watched by that 

audience affect the quality of the acting? It becomes clear that in 

order for the actor to avoid an awareness of the audience he must 

put aU his attention on what he is doing on the stage. 

The term, "pubUc soUtude," as created by Stanislavsky, 

supports this feature of truthful acting.^^ This term refers to the 

actor's abUity to maintain a sense of privacy or solitude in the world 

he creates on stage at the same time that he is aware that this world 

exists pubUcly, in full view of others, namely the audience. The 

tmthful actor has accompUshed the difficult challenge to attain a full 

sense of soUtude whUe he performs in full view of others 

The truthful actor who knows how to place his attention 

outside of himself on what he is doing, what is being done to him, or 

what is happening around him, will almost completely absolve 

himself of the terrible human burden of audienceconsciousness. His 

acting will appear spontaneous and unrehearsed and therefore be 

just like real life. The actor as the character, behaving as himself, m 

the character's imaginary circumstances, wUl seem alive on the stage, 

as if he is livhig hi real life, while he acts on the stage. 

This example of Ron's practice of truthful acting, as it bears 

evidence for the four prmciples which inform the defmition of 

tmthful acting, has been offered by way of describing how tmthful 

actmg operates. The followmg three chapters wUl address Sanford 
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Meisner's methodology for teacliing acting which yields this sort of 

"tmthful acting," the result of which is that actors trained in this 

method appear to be living real life on the stage. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE PRELIMINARY EXERCISES AND THE WORD 

REPETTTION GAME 

Introduction 

Sanford Meisner's acting technique is based on a series of very 

specific well-defmed exercises designed to provide the actor with a 

set of tools to practice his craft. Meisner is famous for saying that it 

takes twenty years to become an actor. ̂  He reassured his students 

that their work with him could be compared to the planting of an 

acom.2 Just as the acorn takes many years to grow into a tree, so the 

acting student, like the acorn, must allow the technique to germinate 

within over a long gestation period. Meisner planted the acorn of 

acting technique in his students with the full realization that the 

principles of acting embodied in the exercises demand years of 

practice before they are fully embedded in the actor's craft. 

This chapter will explore the early exercises in the Meisner 

technique for training actors. The four exercises, all labelled by 

Meisner and referred to in his text, Sanford Meisner On Acting, are 

the preUminary exercises, the observation of partner, the mechanical 

repetition and the repetition from your own point of view. The 

preliminary exercises are taught to the students on their first day of 

class. The observation of partner exercise is also done during one 

class session. The students will spend approximately three weeks 

practicing the mechanical repetition exercise. The repetition from 

your own point of view exercise is practiced for approxhnately two 
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or three months.^ These exercises are introduced to the students in 

the same order as they are described in this chapter. Each exercise 

wiU build on its predecessor and each exercise will introduce new 

facets of the methodology which informs Meisner's approach to 

teaching acting. 

As stated in Chapter I, there are four principles of acting which 

drive the entirety of the Meisner technique. All four principles wiU 

come into play in at least rudimentary form here in Chapter IPs 

discussion of the early phases of the Meisner training. The four 

principles are: 

1. The actor behaves truthfully 

a. With full attention on what he's doing (not on himself) 

b. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the 

environment. 

2. The character is simply the actor behaving as himself by 

taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his 

own. 

3. The doings and reactions result In the performance of the 

text. 

4. The performance Is not for the audience, merely in front of 

the audience. 

This chapter wiU accomplish the goal of expUcating the 

underlying principles which inform the teaching of each exercise. It 

will be possible to see how the principles drive the exercises and 

hence how the exercises are supported by the principles. The 

preliminary exercises are informed by Sub-Principle l.a. and the 
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first half of Principle 2 and a hmt of Principle 4. The Observation of 

the Partner is driven by Sub-Principle l.b. and it adds a new 

chaUenge to Sub-Principle l.a. The mechanical repetition exercise 

will introduce new challenges to Sub-Principle l.a. as a preparation 

for understanding Principle 3. It wUl also develop raw material for 

further development of Sub-Principle l.b. The Repetition From Your 

Own Point of View Exercise wiU flesh out Sub-Principle l.b. and lead 

to a fuller understanding of Principle 3. 

Principle 1, The actor behaves truthfully, is accompanied by 

Sub-Principle l.a.. With fuU attention on what he's doing, (not on 

himself). In order to understand the full meaning of Principle 1 and 

Sub-Principle l.a., it is necessary to explore a few of Meisner's ideas 

about acting as stated in his own language. As noted in Chapter I, 

Meisner said, "The foundation of acting is the reality of doing.""^ 

When conversing with his students, he often shortened this 

definition of acting by simply stating, "acting is doing."^ For Meisner, 

an actor's performance is comprised of a series of doings. Each of 

these "doings" can be understood as comprising one moment of 

acting. 

It becomes necessary to make the connection between the idea 

that acting is "behaving truthfully" and the idea that "acting is doing." 

Sub-Principle l.a. wiU be helpful for understanding one way in which 

the actor wUl achieve mastery over the skill of behaving truthfully. 

If the actor keeps his attention on what he is doing at every moment, 

and does not allow his attention to fall back on himself, thus risking 

self-consciousness, the actor wUl be in a better position to accomplish 
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the difficult task of fulfiUing the dictates of the definition of tmthful 

acting, namely, that "the character is the actor behaving truthfully In 

the character's imaginary circumstances resulting in the performance 

of a text in front of a live audience." 

To behave truthfully, or to really do something means the actor 

must not be merely pretending to do something. The difference 

between pretending and really doing is a vast chasm which separates 

false acting from truthful acting. For acting to be tmthful, when an 

actor does something he has to really do it and not pretend to do it. 

And this leads to the premise that when an actor really does 

something he wiU do it tmthfuUy by virtue of the fact that he is 

engaged fully in the act of doing. Viewed from a different angle, 

what is meant here is that the truthful dohig of any activity wUl 

prevent the actor from the temptation to pretend to do something or 

to represent himself as doing something. 

Meisner's objective is to teach the student that there is a 

difference between really doing something and pretendmg to do 

somethhig. Pretending can be defined as the act of doing something 

partiaUy while maintaining the lUusion that one Is doing it fully. One 

way Meisner accomplishes this objective is to construct his exercises 

in such a way that the actor must focus on what really exists outside 

of himself. 

This concept of really doing an activity as opposed to 

pretending to do an activity is further supported by Meisner's 

dedication to the idea that the actor must work with what really 

exists in the "concrete."^ It wUl be seen that his preliminary 
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exercises, which contain the wellspring for the entire technique, 

involve specific "do-able" tasks. A primary facet of the Meisner 

technique is embedded in the idea that the "reality of doing" is 

rooted in concrete, specific doings connected to what really exists in 

the external world in palpable form. This commitment to working 

with what really exists is founded on the concept that acting is not 

thinking, but doing, for it is doing that constitutes tmthful behavior. 

It is difficult, at best, to uncover what Meisner could possibly 

mean when he insists that the actor's ability to think gets in the way 

of his abiUty to act.^ For certainly, any rational human being, is by 

nature, a thinking human being, and therefore it would stand to 

reason that an actor will necessarily have to think as he acts. Yet, for 

Meisner, the methodology for teaching acting is grounded in the 

concept that the actor's mind wiU distract him from his instincts. 

Therefore, the Meisner technique can be portrayed as one which 

teases the actor out of using his brain, in favor of using his instincts. 

Meisner's term for thinking is to be "in the head."^ In class, Meisner 

insisted that we "stay out of our heads."^ Throughout the entire 

course of training Meisner adjures his students to "stay out of their 

heads" while he encourages them to work from their "emotional 

impulses." ̂ ^ 

In order to fully grasp what Meisner could mean by "instincts," 

"emotional impulses" and "staying out of the head," it wUl be 

necessary to look at Meisner's description of his approach to actmg. 

My approach is based on bringing the actor back to his 
emotional impulses and to acthig that is firmly rooted in the 
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instinctive. It is based on the fact that all good acting comes 
from the heart, as It were, and there's no mentality in it.-̂ ^ 

For purposes of analysis, it is necessary to clarify what Meisner 

means when he says that "acting is firmly rooted in the instinctive." 

It must be understood that from Meisner's perspective, the human 

instinct lies at the base of all human behavior. Meisner's intention 

has been to develop a technique for training actors which relies 

solely on this Instinct, as its driving force, and which teaches them to 

let their instincts guide their behavior. 

When asked by a student what he means by instinct, Meisner 

responds, "You walk into a store and see a dress. 'That's for me!" 

That's instinct" •'̂  He goes on to explain that he eschews the word, 

"automatic" in favor of the word "spontaneous" as a way of 

describing this concept of instinct-^ Therefore, the meaning behind 

Principle 1, An actor behaves tmthfully, rests in the concept that 

instincts wUl be the driving force behind this tmthful behavior. 

A second term, "emotional impulses," must be further defined 

here m order to help with our understanding of what it could mean 

to behave truthfully. The word "impulse," as Meisner uses it, is 

synonymous with the word, "mstinct" They are interchangeable 

words which refer to the same phenomena which informs Principle 1 

and hence the enth-e theoretical underpinnings of the methodology. 

For the purposes of analysis, "impulse" is a human instinct which lies 

at the base of the human's emotional Ufe. It is a spontaneous 

instinct, informed by the emotional Ufe of the human, which bubbles 

up hi the human being and which drives human behavior. 
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Hence, the "emotional hnpulse," which, according to Meisner 

leads to good acting which comes from "the heart," forms the 

foundation of the technique. But, a deeper grasp of this methodology 

will lead to the understandhig that the human being has no control 

over his impulses, any more than he has any control over his 

emotions, and therefore the impulses and theh* emotions must be 

accounted for indirectly. Thus the term, "behavior" comes mto play 

here as seen in Principle 1. Henceforth, "behavior" will refer to the 

actor's doings and reactions. It must be kept in mind that all 

behavior Is driven by "emotional impulses," and yet these impulses 

must be teased out of the actor by the technique. 

Thus, the emergence of the actor's impulse, as triggered by the 

technique, wiU become the first and final goal of the Meisner 

methodology. Yet, it wiU be the actor's behavior, in the form of 

doings and reactions, which is the only observable criterion for 

estabUshing the existence of the impulse which lies at the base of the 

behavior. 

A final word on the emotional component of the impulse will 

help to clarify this singularly important concept which informs the 

entire technique. At the outset of the description of the exercises 

and how they are informed by the four principles of acting, it must 

be noted that words relating to emotion and feelings are carefully 

deleted from the principles which inform the workings of the 

Meisner methodology. Meisner understood all too well the elusive 

nature of the human being's emotional life. Therefore, he set about 

to design a technique which bypasses any direct attempts to handle 
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the feeUngs of the student Instead, Meisner understood that, as in 

real Ufe, our emotions wUl burst forth from our doings and our 

reactions as we do things m the world and become absorbed in the 

world. His technique for teaching acting, which corresponds to real 

life behavior, is to leave the emotions out of the early training 

exercises in the technique, and to set about to teach his students to 

behave truthfuUy, knowing that, because his students are human 

beings, the emotions, in the form of impulses, will come up of their 

own volition and wiU be translated into human behavior, as happens 

in real life. 

Meisner concludes his description of acting by saying "there's 

no mentality in it." The word, "mentality," as used here denotes the 

proscription to "stay out of one's head." The ensuhig analysis of the 

technique wUl offer an investigation of how this technique works to 

avoid "mentaUty." It wiU be seen that the actor's attention wUl be so 

aborbed in performing tmthful behaviors in the form of doings and 

reactions, and driven by instinct, or emotional impulses, that there 

wiU be little or no attention left for the actor to intellectualize, or "go 

into his head," whUe he is busy domg and reacting. 

Meisner builds a prevention against being in one's head into 

the preliminary exercises and the word repetition game. If the 

actor's fuU attention is on the reaUty of doing, then he wiU be 

protected from the temptation to "go into his head," or to think. 

When Meisner says, "act, don't think," ̂ "̂  he is trying to get his 

students to avoid the kinds of thinking which wiU Interfere with 

their abUity to keep their attention on what they are doing. 
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Examples of the kinds of thinking which tempt the actor are self-

consciousness, pre-planning and representing. 

Principle 2, The character is simply the actor behaving as 

himself by taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his 

own, wUl be hinted at in the preliminary exercises. In the definition 

of truthful acting it was stated that "the character is the actor." In 

false acting, as we have seen earlier, the actor represents a character, 

or, as we might say, "pretends to be a character." In either case, the 

idea is that there is a distance between the actor and the character. 

If the actor and the character are the same entity then it stands to 

reason that Principle 1, The actor behaves truthfully, appUes to the 

character who is the actor. Or put differently, it applies only to the 

actor because the actor is, by definition, the character. If the actor 

and the character are interchangeable, then the principle that the 

actor behaves truthfully refers simply to the human being who 

functions as an actor who is a character. 

It is necessary to explicitly state that the actor is a human 

being in order to fuUy grasp the implications of Meisner's principle. 

For Meisner, the chaUenge as a teacher is to endow his students with 

the understanding that they can only perform doings as themselves, 

not as characters. An example will iUustrate this concept 

Towards the end of of Shakespeare's The Tragedy of Macbeth, 

Lady Macbeth delivers the famous line, "Out damned spot,"^^ as she 

washes her bloodstained hands. The actress, fictitiously named Sally, 

In the role must perform the task of washing her hands on the stage. 

The doing in this illustration is the washing of hands. The question, 
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"who does the doing, the actress, Sally, or Lady Macbeth?" begs the 

answer that Lady Macbeth (the character) is the actress, Sally, 

therefore Sally does the hand washing. The degree to which Sally 

really washes her hands, and does not pretend to wash her hands, 

wUl determine how weU she has acted this particular moment called 

for by the text. If Meisner were to observe Sally as Lady Macbeth 

washing her hands, he might ask, "Are you really washing your 

hands in this scene or are you playing Lady Macbeth washing her 

hands?" ImpUcit in the phrase "playing Lady Macbeth" is the 

concept that there is some form of distance between Sally and her 

character, Lady Macbeth. It can also be understood here that 

"playing" a character is synomous with pretending to be a character. 

A careful look at the preUminary exercises will demonstrate 

how Principles 1 and l.a. are revealed through practice and the first 

half of Principle 2 is hinted at in practice. 

Preliminary Exercises 

On the first day of class with a new group of students, Meisner 

engages them in a series of simple tasks which wUl lead to a visceral 

understandmg of the basis of his entire technique. These 

preUminary exercises provide the student with a fundamental 

Introduction to Meisner's unique perspective on the art of acting and 

the concepts embedded in these introductory exercises underscore 

the Meisner technique. 

All of these exercises require that the acting student perform 

simple tasks individually. The preliminary exercises include 
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listening for car sounds, singing a melody silently to oneself, 

multiplying two three digit numbers In one's head, counting the 

number of Ughtbulbs in a room and counting the number of chairs in 

a room. Taken as a whole, these tasks comprise the first level of the 

Meisner technique. 

Each task, taught separately, becomes an opportunity for 

Meisner to stress two points to his students. At the conclusion of 

each task he asks the students to determine whether they really did 

the task fully and whether they did it as themselves or as the 

character. 

The first preliminary exercise explores the task of listening. 

Meisner introduces it by conversing with his students, then pausing 

to pose the question, "Are you listening to me? Are you really 

listening to me?" ̂ ^ After gaining an affirmative response, he asks 

the students to close their eyes for one minute and to listen to the 

number of cars that they hear outside the building on the street 

below. After the completion of the full minute of listening the 

students are then asked to state the number of cars they heard. 

The other four exercises are introduced in a similar manner. 

Meisner begins by explaining the task to the students and then gives 

them approximately one minute to perform the task. The second 

task, singing a melody to oneself silently, involves the same 

challenge as the first, the capacity to put one's attention fully on the 

dohig of the activity. The exercise is designed to aUow the student to 

discover his capacity for really doing the task, as opposed to 

pretending to do the task. 
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The difficulty in these first two exercises is built into the 

capacity to simply do the task fully. The difficulty changes In the 

next three tasks because the focus Is now placed on the objective 

criteria of finding a specific answer. In the case of the third task, 

multiplying two three-digit numbers in one's head, the task, itself, 

demands more intense concentration than the first two. In most 

cases, the students wUl not be able to correctly multiply the numbers 

in the time allowed. The same challenge of finding the correct 

answer is found in the last two exercises, counting the number of 

Ughtbulbs and counting the number of chairs in the room. When 

asked by the teacher for their answers, the students will often 

discover that their answers vary. Of course, the logical temptation at 

this point is to begin the task again in order to finally arrive at the 

correct answers to the two questions. 

But Meisner is not looking for correct answers. Nor is he 

interested in the students' mathematical skills or their ability to 

count accurately. Principle 1 and l.a., which inform the exercises, 

carry with them specific goals which are built into the exercises. 

The two objectives embedded in l.a.. With fuU attention on 

what he is doing and not on himself, are first, to teach the students to 

resist pretending to do something or mdicating the doing of 

something and to learn to really do it, and second to teach them that 

in order to really do somethmg one must place aU of one's attention 

on the doing of the task, not on themselves. 

The first part of Principle 2, The character is simply the actor, 

is hinted at when Meisner teaches his students to do the task as 
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themselves, the way they would really do It, not as they think the 

character would do it. 

Principle 4, The performance is not for the audience, merely in 

front of the audience, is hinted at by virtue of the fact that the 

students must perform these tasks by themselves in front of their 

teacher and feUow students. The temptation to perform for their 

audience wUl naturally arise at this first stage hi the training, 

because the students, working alone on these tasks will be tempted 

to account for how they are behig perceived by others. In the next 

exercise, when students work with partners, the awareness of the 

self in front of the audience wiU be replaced by a fuller temptation to 

be aware of the self in front of the partner. 

These exercises are designed to help the students avoid making 

the common mistake of "showing" the teacher what they are doing 

instead of actually reaUy doing the task. If one pretends to listen to 

cars, to sing in one's head or to count chairs, then it takes one away 

from the reality of doing the task at hand. When a student shows 

the teacher that she is counting the chairs, then she is no longer in 

the moment of doing, but rather she is standing outside the moment 

watching herself doing. If a student is showing the teacher that he is 

Ustening, counting or multiplying, then a portion of his attention is 

devoted to this activity, thus detracting from his abUity to put his 

fuU attention on the act of Ustening, counting or multiplying. In 

other words, the reaUty of doing hi the case of these tasks translates 

Into the ability to put all of one's attention on the task itself, leaving 

no attention available to display the act of doing the task. 
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The mistake of pretending to do something rather than really 

doing something is closely related to the issue of where to place one's 

attention while performing a given task. If, as Meisner says, "The 

foundation of acting is the reality of doing," ̂ '̂  then the reality of 

domg a specific task involves the total commitment of attention on 

the doing of the task. To the extent that the student shows the 

teacher what he is domg, is the extent to which the student is not 

engaged in the reality of doing, but is instead committing a cardinal 

acting sin, indicating, as discussed in Chapter I. 

The word "indicating" is not limited to the Meisner technique. 

It is rather a general, widely known term, and is therefore somewhat 

vague in its impUcatlons. A broad defmition of the term indication, 

when used to describe an actor's work, is the showing or displaying 

of a moment of acting. In Chapter I it was seen that indication means 

that the actor approaches the stage life with a detached view 

towards showing the audience the doings or behavior of the 

character. It is often used to describe an actor who is not fully 

engaged in his work, but is turning in what could be called a partial 

performance, as the word in its more general usage might imply. 

Translated into the vernacular, when an actor indicates in 

performance, it is often said that he has "phoned in his performance." 

In other words, he has not fuUy realized his performance but has 

simply "indicated" the necessary components of the work and 

indicating is in direct opposition to the idea that acting is doing. 

Another kind of mistake that can occur in these exercises and 

undermine Meisner's goal to teach students to really and fully do 
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what they do as actors is the placing of one's attention on oneself, 

rather than on what one is doing. The mistake of self-conscious 

acting occurs when the actor's attention is on himself. And, as 

previously discussed in Chapter I, self-consciousness arises when the 

actor is not fully engaged in the reality of domg. 

The actor's full attention might be Ukened to a beam of Ught 

emanating from the actor; this light, or actor's attention, must 

always be externally directed. John Tyrrell, a professional actor 

trained in the Meisner technique, as weU as a teacher of the Meisner 

method, when questioned by the author about the importance for the 

actor of keephig his attention on someone or something outside of 

himself said, "An actor gets into trouble when the awareness 

becomes Internal, when he is not responding to outside stimuli." ̂ ^ 

The focus on the extemal is necessary for if an actor places any of his 

attention upon himself, then he wiU stand to engage in false acting 

rooted in self-consciousness. 

The preUminary exercises are designed to introduce the acting 

student to the idea that he must place his whole attention on the 

reality of doing the task. Upon the completion of each of the tasks, 

Meisner asks his students whether they were doing the exercise "for 

themselves or theatrically?"-^^ The purpose of this question is to 

make the students aware of the very common acting mistake impUcit 

in the simple task of counting chairs in a room. To count chairs 

"theatricaUy" would involve the student's conscious self-awareness of 

counting chairs in front of his audience, which in this case is 

comprised of the teacher and the other students. The student who 
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places his attention on anyone or anything other than the doing of 

the task at hand stands the risk of knowing he is being watched 

while he does the task, which could lead to pride m the work and the 

mistake of overacting, as discussed in Chapter I. To perform the 

preliminary exercises theatrically is to commit the mistake of not 

fuUy placing the attention on the doing of the task. 

Meisner enjoins his students to simultaneously experience the 

simplicity of the art of acting rooted in its complex underpinnings. 

To count chairs is a shnple activity, but to count chairs in view of an 

audience introduces the very intricate challenge embedded in the art 

of acting, namely that the actor does his art in fuU view of the public. 

The question of how to act in the presence of an audience is 

addressed by Principle 4 and is answered in Meisner's constant 

admonitions against pretending to do the activity. 

Since the second goal of this exercise is to teach students to do 

the task as themselves, another major mistake can arise if students 

do the task or behave the way they think the character would do it 

At the conclusion of each task, Meisner asks the students to consider 

whether they performed the doing or the task, as themselves or as a 

character. For instance, Meisner might say, "Did you sing the melody 

as Juliet, or as yourself?" Implicit in this query is the idea embedded 

in Principle 2, that the actor and the character are the same entity, as 

well as in the definition of truthful acting stating that the character is 

the actor. 

For each preliminary exercise, Meisner repeatedly asks this 

same question, as a means of reinforcing the point that there is no 
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distinction between the actor and the character. He wants his 

students to fully understand that as they count chairs or Ughtbulbs, 

they are counting as themselves, not as Hamlet, Othello, Lady 

Macbeth or Juliet. So even if Meisner were to ask the student to 

count the chairs as Hamlet, for instance, there would be no change in 

the way the student would count the chairs. It is critical at this early 

juncture in the training, that the students are made aware of the fact 

that the term "character" is merely a fictitious label. Therefore if 

student A is labeUed Hamlet, and then asked to count the chairs as 

Hamlet, he will just count the chairs as himself. The label wiU have 

absolutely no bearing on the way he counts the chairs. 

These preliminary exercises, or simple tasks, form the incipient 

phase of the Meisner training technique. There are specific reasons 

for introducing these particular exercises on day one of the training. 

It becomes apparent that Meisner's methodology is to distUl his 

definition of acting into a form which is easily accessible to his 

students. By asking them to perform such quotidien tasks as 

counting chairs in a room, he removes any fears about the difficulties 

inherent in the art of acting. A description of the tasks bears witness 

to the lack of complexity involved in the performance of the 

preliminary exercises. And yet, the fact that the activities are easy 

to do does not detract from the depth of their meaning. 

By attaching the concept of character to the simple tasks, thus 

hinting at Principle 2, Meisner achieves an important goal: to let his 

students in on what might be considered the most groundbreaking 

facet of his technique, namely that there is no distinction between 
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the actor and his character and that the character exists only m the 

palpable, observable doings of the actor. Thus the preUminary 

exercises can viewed as the embodiment of the entire Meisner 

technique, in that they are the explicit rendering of Meisner's belief 

that "The foundation of actmg is the reality of doing."^ 

In conclusion, it is important to note that In each of the above 

mentioned preliminary exercises the student is asked to work 

individually. Independently, each student attempts to listen to cars, 

count or multiply. By working alone, the student is forced to rely 

solely on his own capacity to perform a given task. The obvious 

hnpllcation here is that the student stands alone hi his relationship to 

his audience of teacher and other students. This aloneness obviates 

any temptation to acknowledge the presence of others in relation to 

the dohig of the given activity, such as singing to oneself. 

The Word Repetition Game 

A Bridge Exercise: Enter The Partner 

Meisner uses a simple exercise to introduce the mechanical 

repetition exercise which constitutes the first phase of the word 

repetition game. This smaU exercise can be viewed as a bridge which 

the students must traverse from the preUminary exercises to the 

word repetition game. He engages his students in a major shift. No 

longer working individually in the solitary confinement of the 

preliminary exercises, the students are now required to work with 

partners. 
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This transitional exercise consists of Meisner asking the 

students to turn to the person sitting next to them and observe them 

in order to make a list of their physical characteristics. They are 

asked to simply look at what exists on the other person and then 

label these concrete observations. For instance, a student might see 

that the person next to her has brown hair and is wearing white 

pants and a pink shirt. She then states these observations aloud. 

This bridge exercise presents new challenges to the students. 

The new challenge for Sub-Principle l.a.. With full attention on what 

he's doing (not on himself), is that it becomes more difficult because 

one must avoid the self-consciousness which naturally arises when 

one's doings involve a partner. Like the preliminary exercises, the 

student is asked to do a simple task, such as counting Ughtbulbs. But 

in this case, the task is to look at a person in order to be able to state 

specific visible, concrete, characteristics. The student's doings in this 

exercise consist of the task of observation of another human being 

and the task of verbalizing these observations. The reality of doing 

in this exercise is illustrated by the necessity for really looking at the 

other human being to determine what reaUy exists on that person. 

What's also new here Is the entrance of Sub-Principle, l.b.. 

With behavior based in reacting to partner and environment. It can 

be understood that Principle 1, The actor behaves tmthfully, is now 

being supported by the Sub-Principle which explains that the 

truthful behavior is grounded in the concept of reacting to the 

external world, in the form of a partner and the environment. 
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The first half of Principle 2, The character is simply the actor, is 

also reinforced through this exercise. As each student observes the 

traits of the person next to him, he must do this as himself, not as a 

character. Meisner reinforces this principle by asking the students, 

"Was this observation done by you or by some character out of a 

play?"2^ The student responses vary from those who realize that it 

is themselves doing the observing to those who are merely confused 

by the question. Meisner clarifies the principle by saying, "Your 

observation was straight, unadulterated observation. What you 

observed, you observed, not a character in a play."^ 

The goals for the bridge exercise are the same as for the 

preUminary exercises. Meisner wants the students to understand 

that this exercise reveals the necessity for simply addressing the 

existent reality of physical characteristics on the human being 

through the task or doing of observation, as stated in Sub-Prmciple 

l.a. He gets the students to understand that their observations are 

based on tangible, palpable, objectively discernible characteristics on 

the human behig, hi this case, the partner. Thus, he reinforces Sub-

Principle l.b.. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the 

environment 

The exercise is designed to protect the student from any form 

of pretence. There is no room for pretendmg to see somethmg on the 

other person. And there is no place for showing or indicating the 

existence of brown hair, for instance, on the other person. There is 

simply the task of really doing the observations of the other person's 

physical characteristics. 
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The potential for falUng hito the second mistake, self-

consciousness, might, however, seem greater here, since the students 

are each being observed by a partner. But Meisner attempts to avoid 

this mistake by reemphasizmg that the actor must always place his 

attention outside of himself, namely on the partner. In asking the 

students to tum to a fellow human being and look carefully at him In 

order to list physical traits, he places them in jeopardy of being seen 

by the other. In other words, when A looks at B, then B must 

endure the self-consciousness of being observed. Yet B is protected 

from this position of being observed by virtue of the fact that B is 

enjoined to observe A simultaneously. 

This dynamic of mutual observation frees both A and B from 

the untoward risk present in the feeling of being looked at. It 

becomes clear that for both A and B to avoid the feeUngs associated 

with being observed by the other, they must both place their 

attention on the partner. Therefore, A avoids self-consciousness by 

observing B and B, while being observed, avoids self-consciousness 

by placing all her attention on the activity of observing A. This 

mutual interdependence of A and B forms the cornerstone of the 

methodological underpinnings of the Meisner technique of acting. 

When Meisner poses the question, "Was this observation done 

by you or by some character out of a play?"^ he is reinforcing the 

second principle that the actor is the character, by enforcing the idea 

that the person who observes is the character who observes. If 

Hamlet were asked to observe the physical characteristics of Ophelia, 

for instance, the actor as Hamlet would simply observe Ophelia's 
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characteristics. In other words, when Sam, the actor, observes 

Ophelia, he simply observes her as himself, irrespective of the label 

of Hamlet, the character, placed upon him. 

This bridge exercise, like the preUminary exercises, Is 

deceptive In its simpUcity. The exercise allows for a number of 

common mistakes made by the students. These mistakes reveal the 

ImpUcations of the importance of really doing the task of observing 

the physical characteristics of the other as one would do this task 

without the hindrance of being watched by an audience or being 

confronted by one's self-awareness in the presence of the person one 

is observhig. Secondly, the student is made aware through Meisner's 

questioning about character, that the concept of character becomes 

irrelevant in the act of doing the exercise. 

The tendency to pretend to observe and the temptation to 

indicate one's observations are two of the mistakes related to Sub-

Principle l.a. A hypothetical illustration of these mistakes will be 

helpful. Susan looks at John who is wearing navy slacks, a white 

shirt and a red tie. She says, "I see red, white and blue." Her 

mistakes are manifold. She is indicathig the colors of John's clothes, 

without specifically stating the concrete facts that the pants are blue, 

the shirt is white and the tie is red. She is pretendhig, or makhig 

believe she Is doing the exercise by only partially fulfiUing its 

stipulation to observe. And finally, it is evident that she is not really 

doing the exercise because she has "gone into her head," or used 

thought to Unk the three famUiar colors together in an abstraction as 

opposed to simply stathig the observation of the three disthict colors 
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of three distinct pieces of clothing. Her abstraction of red, white and 

blue betrays her InabUlty to simply do the task. If Susan were to 

avoid making eye contact with John, whUe she said to him, "you are 

wearing red, white and blue," then she would be engaging In the 

mistake of not putting her full attention on her partner which results 

in self-conscious behavior. 

Because Meisner does not ask his students to perform this 

exercise as a character, but, instead, merely discusses the concept of 

character in relation to the task of observing physical characteristics 

of the human being, there is no data to support the kind of mistake 

made which Ulustrates the abuse of the first half of Principle 2, that 

the actor is the character. For Meisner, the mere question as to who 

was doing the observing, the actor or the character, becomes a 

sufficient teaching methodology. 

The Mechanical Repetition Exercise 

The capacity to observe the physical characteristics of one's 

partner forms the basis for the mechanical repetition exercise. The 

mechanical repetition exercise has very precise parameters. The 

students perform this exercise with partners. Students A and B sit in 

chairs, placed at a comfortable conversational distance apart on the 

floor of the classroom, facmg a student audience. Student A is 

instmcted to begin the exercise by looking at his partner. Student B, 

and observing the first characteristic of his partner's physical 

appearance which comes to mmd, and stating it aloud. Student B 

listens to what A has just said and repeats exactly what she hears. 
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Student A, then Ustens to what Student B has said and repeats 

exactly what he hears. Deriving from the bridge exercise, the first 

moment of this exercise is structured on the precept that one partner 

must aUow himself to discover what is personally Interesting about 

what exists in another human being and state this one observation 

aloud. If partner A says, "you are wearing a blue shirt," then partner 

B must respond by repeating exactly what she has heard which in 

this case would be, "you are wearing a blue shirt." 

The partner who begins this exercise is asked to make a 

spontaneous observation of any one physical trait of his partner. The 

words he speaks become the raw material used by the two partners 

to perform the two doings in this exercise, listening and repeating. 

An Ulustration of the mechanical repetition exercise will be helpful. 

The following is a prototypical example of the text which would 

emerge if students A and B were to follow Meisner's precepts and 

perform this exercise. 

A: You have on blue jeans. 

B: You have on blue jeans. 

A: You have on blue jeans. 

B: You have on blue jeans. 

The text continues as above for twenty more times and the teacher 

then stops exercise. 

In the majority of cases the text will remahi the same as A and 

B perform the exercise. Of course the possibUity of A hearing 

different words or sounds from what B has actually said or vice-

versa always exists. In these cases, A or B must repeat what he 
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hears, not return to the initial text which began the exercise. 

Referring to the above example, it is helpful to consider the 

possibiUty that A is getting tired and therefore, after five minutes of 

Ustening to B and repeating what he hears~"you have on blue 

jeans,"-A inadvertently jumbles the words and although he hears, 

"you have on blue jeans," he responds by saymg, "you have on blue 

cheens." B must now listen and repeat what she hears. The 

following is a textual illustration of the precept that the text may 

change during the mechanical repetition. 

A: You have blond hair. 

B: You have blond hair. 

A: You have bond hair. 

B: You have bond lair. 

A: You have bond lair 

B: You have bond lair. 

(and so on) 

The above example illustrates the caveat that one must repeat what 

one hears and not return to the initial words which began the 

exercise, in this case, "You have blond hair." 

The addition of a partner and the observation of the partner 

were hitroduced in the bridge exercise. What is completely new here 

in the mechanical repetition exercise is the presence of the two 

doings: Ustening and repeating. These two doings present a new 

challenge to the students. This challenge affects the enactment of the 

first part of Sub-Principle la., With full attention on what he's doing. 

The appearance of words and the necessity for listening to those 
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words and then repeating exactly what is heard demands that the 

students resist the temptation to become distracted by the words, 

thus losing their ability to keep their attention on the two doings of 

listening and repeating. 

Of utmost importance here is the theoretical basis for the 

mechanical repetition exercise, namely that It is the doing that is 

important, not the words or their meanings. The words will take 

care of themselves if the students fulfiU the dictate of Sub-Principle 

l.a., by letting the words flow out of the doings of listening to their 

partners and repeating the words they hear exactly as they have 

heard them. 

This new challenge for Sub-Principle l.a. is a precursor for 

Principle 3, which will be fully reaUzed when the students do scene 

work, as discussed in Chapter IV. Principle 3 states. The doings and 

reactions result in the performance of the text. This foreshadowing 

of Principle 3 is evident hi the theoretical basis of the mechanical 

repetition exercise which rests on the idea that the words will be a 

result of the doings, or put differently, the words wiU flow out of the 

doings. 

The ability to listen and repeat exactly what one hears also 

reinforces the second part of Sub-Principle l.a. (not on himself). The 

students are told to keep theh* attention on what they are domg, 

listening and repeating. If theh- fuU attention is on these two doings, 

then there is no room for the students to watch themselves perform 

their doings. When Meisner instmcts the students to keep the 

exercise or repetition going, he is restricting the possibUity that the 
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student might place some of his attention on how he is doing the 

doings of listening and repeating. The subjective assessment of how 

weU one is domg the task wUl necessarily mterfere with the capacity 

to keep the repetition going. 

The mechanical repetition exercise also helps develop the raw 

material for the realization of Sub-Principle l.b.. With behavior 

based hi reacting to the partner and the environment. At issue here 

is the concept of reacting to the partner. Partners A and B are 

dependent on each other because the doings of Ustening and 

repeating must be performed in relation to the words repeated by 

one partner and Ustened to by the other partner. These acts of 

listening and repeating form a flow of words which is solely based on 

the capacity of one partner to react to the doings of the other 

partner. The partners must directiy react to each other and this 

direct reaction constitutes what Meisner terms a" connection" ̂ ^ 

between the partners. 

In this case, the term, "connection" is based solely on the two 

doings of Ustening and repeating and the partners' reactions. It will 

be seen that this connection wiU be enhanced by the next phase of 

the word repetition game, wherein the partners wiU move from mere 

connection to a fuller interaction which Meisner labels "contact."^^ 

This non-human connection forms a critical goal of the exercise: 

to formulate this mutual interdependence between the partners. 

The repetition becomes the connective tliread which intertwines the 

dohigs of the two human beings performing the exercise. The fact 

that the tasks of listening and repeating the same words are 
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extraordinarily elemental allows the students to experience this 

connection on the most basic level. Specifically, by keephig the tasks 

simple and continual, Meisner builds in the students' successful 

performance of doings while simultaneously teaching them to react 

to their partners. 

In Meisner's own words, this exercise is 

mechanical, it's inhuman, but it's the basis for something...it's 
empty, it's inhuman, right? but it has something m i t It has 
connection., it's a connection which comes from listening to 
each other, but it has no human quality-yet^^ 

The appearance of a partner is replete with the dangerous 

possibility that the students wUl become self-conscious In the 

presence of the other. The instructions to "keep repeating" in this 

exercise, allow the students to succeed at performing their doings, 

without responding self-consciously to the obvious distraction 

inherent in the presence of the other. 

A look at the common mistakes made by students as they learn 

to perform the mechanical repetition exercise wUl allow for further 

understanding of how Principle 1, The actor behaves tmthfuUy, 

informs this exercise. 

The first and most significant mistake made by students 

resides in a typical cognitive approach to the mechanical repetition 

exercise. There is a temptation on the part of new acting students to 

strive to do this exercise correctiy. And this very mtentlon to 

perform correctly holds a lethal element: the desire to produce an 

outcome. To work for a given result while doing this exercise is to 

defeat its ultimate purpose, which is to reveal to the students that 
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the art of actmg is the art of dohig, without placing any emphasis on 

the results of the doings. Therefore, any attempt to try to perform 

this exercise correctly, hnplies a desire to produce an outcome, and 

this desire functions as a focus for the students' attention. 

The second common mistake that students make when first 

leaming to do this exercise is to inadvertenly begin to endow their 

words with meanings which result in line readings. In other words, 

A and B might exhibit the tendency to emphasize certain words as 

they listen and repeat what they hear. In the example below the 

Italicization of a word represents A's and B's proclivity towards 

emphasizing that particular word in order to "create variety."^ 

A: Your shirt is blue. 

B: Your shirt is blue. 

A: your shirt is blue. 

B: Your shirt is blue. 

A: Your shirt is blue, 

B: Your shirt is blue. 

One might ask why creating a variety of responses while engaging in 

this exercise constitutes a mistake. When a student emphasizes a 

particular word, thus endowing it with meaning, while doing the 

mechanical repetition exercise, he is thinking about the words as he 

speaks them. He is trying to put some meaning into them artificially, 

playing follow the leader with the text 

When student A emphasizes the word "blue" in the above 

example, then it can be deduced that student A's emphasis bespeaks 

his interest in the color of his partner's shirt and that he is therefore 
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communicating this interest through his intonation. This attention to 

the words themselves constitutes a mistake because the students are 

interpreting or reciting the words. In the mechanical repetition 

exercise the words merely function as the raw material to be used by 

the students as they practice the skUls of listening and repeating 

what they hear. The language or words have no useful place as 

symbols for objects after the first moment of the exercise. 

Therefore, when the student creates variety by endowing the 

words with meaning, he transforms this raw material, words, that 

function as sounds to be heard and repeated accurately, into 

language. And language, or text has no place in the practice, function 

or meaning of the mechanical repetition exercise. The very 

introduction of the term, "text," bears the heavy burden of possible 

misconception of the concept of text as it relates to the Meisner 

technique. As wUl be revealed in the discussion of text in Chapter 

rv, Meisner has a vanguard approach to the text, namely that the 

performance of the text occurs as a result of the doings and reactions. 

The mere recognition of the propensity to attribute meaning to 

words becomes a danger sign for the student actor who has 

submitted to this training. At issue here is Meisner's aforementioned 

idea that acting is doing, not thinking. And hi the case of the 

mechanical repetition exercise, there are only two doings, Ustening 

and repeating. The temptation to assign meaning to the raw material 

in the form of words, becomes an egregious error in the context of 

teaching acting students that acting is doing, not conveying meaning 

through words. 
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A third common mistake made by students while performing 

the mechanical repetition exercise is to engage in a form of mimesis 

or imitation of their partners. For mstance, if student A begins an 

exercise by saying, "your belt is brown," and he inadvertently 

stresses the word "brown," then student B might hear the words, and 

in repeating them she might also stress the word "brown." Student B 

has thus made the mistake of hnitating her partner by stressing the 

same word. 

It can be seen that the very act of copying the partner's 

intonations involves listening to the aural pattern of the words, and 

recreating that same aural pattern. If some portion of the student's 

attention is on this pattern, then it is clear that he is no longer 

placing his full attention on simply hearing and repeating words. 

To imitate the partner implies an awareness of the other 

person's execution of repeating. The act of imitation becomes the 

evidence that the practitioner is applying some small part of his 

attention on something other than what he is supposed to be doing, 

in this case, llstenhig and repeating, 

A fourth common error found in the work of students who are 

in the early stages of practicing this exercise is the act of pausing 

between hearing the words and repeating the words. This pause can 

be viewed as an unwanted segment of time and space which 

interrupts the continual flow of the exercise. The pause, in the form 

of an interruption of the flow, indicates the strong possiblity that the 

student is distracted from placing his fuU attention on the two 

doings. As mentioned earlier, the correct practice of the mechanical 
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repetition exercise depends upon the ability of both practitioners to 

keep the repetition going. 

A fmal word about the student reaction to this exercise will 

explain a dimension of this exercise which cannot be categorized as a 

principle, but is nonetheless an hitegral component of the technique. 

It can be unequivocably stated that students are universally 

resistant to this exercise. Bearing in mind that it is "mechanical and 

inhuman," it is possible to imagine that students who perform this 

exercise complain of extreme frustration and boredom. Often the 

teacher wUl allow the exercise to continue for the duration of five 

minutes, and at the conclusion, students have cried out for mercy at 

the prospect of having endured the agony of being forced to sit in a 

chair and simply repeat the same phrase ad nauseum. And certainly, 

their feUow students, in the role of observors, offer equal 

protestations as to the overbearing difficulty inherent in watching 

such a seemingly meaningless exercise. 

And yet, what will become fascinating as it is revealed in the 

discussion of the next level of the exercise, is the discovery that this 

component of frustration forms an integral part of Meisner's grand 

design. It wiU be seen that there is a purpose for creating an 

exercise which causes frustration in its practitioners. And this 

purpose resides hi the concept that, fmstration is an emotional 

impulse which lies at the base of specific behavioral reactions. What 

initially appears to be boredom, when allowed to continue 

indefinitely during the course of doing this exercise, naturally 

transmutes itself into a catalyst for strong human reactions which 
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are inadvertently emitted from the practitioners of the exercises. 

And these reactions, caused by fmstration and boredom, form the 

crysalUs out of which the concept that tmthful behavior, based in 

emotional impulses and comprised of doings and reactions, lies at the 

root of truthful acting. 

Introduction to the Repetition From One's Own 

Point of View 

Having laid the groundwork for his technique in the 

preliminary exercises the observation of the partner and the 

mechanical repetition exercise, Meisner expands the technique with 

its attendant principles in this next phase, which he names, "the 

repetition from your own point of view."^^ Sub-Principle l.b., With 

behavior based in reacting to the partner and the environment, will 

come more fully into play here. There will also be a fuller 

foreshadowing of the concepts embedded in Principle 3, The doings 

and the reactions result in the performance of the text 

In Meisner's vernacular, the theoretical underpinnings of Sub-

Principle l.b. are stated as, "don't do anything untU something 

happens to make you do i t " ^ Thus, as discussed in the introduction 

to this chapter, it can be understood that for Meisner, behavior is 

driven by instincts or hnpulses. In order to train the actor to pay 

attention to these impulses in himself and in his partner, Meisner 

teaches his actors that they are not allowed to do anything until their 

instincts command them to do something. 

The parameters of this exercise wiU enable the students to 

experience a wider spectrum of Impulses as a result of certain 

99 



freedoms which are introduced here. The very name of the exercise 

provides hints for the latitude offered here. With the option to 

respond from one's own point of view comes the opportunity for a 

more human response, as compared to the mechanical responses 

required in its forebear, the mechanical repetition. And as one might 

suspect, with human response comes the responsibility of 

maintaining the doings of listening and repeating while 

simultaneously allowing for the presence of more human impulses 

which wUl drive the behavior in the form of doings and reactions. 

The students will be taught to read their partner's behavior 

while they are repeating from their own point of view. Meisner's 

term, "reading behavior," well known in his lexicon, refers to the 

ablUty to perceive and discern the emotional impulses or instincts 

which drive the doings and reactions of the partner. For purposes of 

analysis it can be understood that to "read the partner's behavior" in 

this exercise is to look beneath the surface of the partner's doings 

and reactions in order to determine a meaning for the partner's 

emotional impulses which drives her doings and reactions. 

As Meisner explains it, "What you do doesn't depend on you, it 

depends on the other fellow."^ Clearly, Meisner is teaching his 

students that as the presence of instincts or emotional impulses will 

drive their doings and reactions, so too, the students must aUow 

themselves to be affected by their partner's emotional Impulses. Or 

as John Tyrrell puts it, "You are working from what happens to you. 

If you stay in the moment, things wUl happen to you."^^ As each 

student submits to the emotional Impulses of his partner, and 
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becomes willing to absorb these impulses, then each student stands 

to expand his own capacity to be emotionally present for his partner 

by his emission of fuUer emotional impulses. And this interplay of 

emotional impulses, which drive the doings and reactions, form a 

palpable undercurrent which hiforms the word repetition game and 

is discernible to those familiar with this technique. Thus, the 

students are dependent on each other's ability to discern these 

emotional impulses while they engage in their doings and reactions, 

as they work as partners to perform the repetition from your own 

point of view exercise. 

Meisner was very fond of reminding his students that "acting is 

reacting. "̂ 2 He used this truncated definition of acting to reinforce 

the concept that the students must allow their behavior to happen to 

them, to be driven by instincts, rather than intending their 

behaviors. The term, reacting, as it appears in Sub-Principle l.b., 

reveals that for Meisner, this behavior which is based in reacting to 

the partner and the environment is initially driven by impulses. The 

reactions of one actor, as driven by that actor's impulses are also 

triggered by the presence of another human being. 

The uncovering of the workings of Sub-Principle l.b. in this 

exercise will reveal that the "connection" between the partners which 

was estabUshed in the mechanical repetition exercise will be 

expanded into a "contact" between the partners as they learn to read 

each other's behavior and to react to it. The connection between 

partners is established by the mechanical doings of Ustening to the 

partner and repeating exactly what one hears. The contact between 
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the partners Is based on the added dimension of reading the 

partner's behavior. In order to read the partner's behavior, one 

must place full attention on the partner. Thus, the connection 

becomes contact because the partners are asked to concern 

themselves more fully with the human presence in the form of the 

emotional impulses of the partner. 

The repetition from your own point of view exercise will 

Introduce a fuller hint of Principle 3, The doings and reactions result 

In the performance of the text. As the students repeat from their 

own point of view, the words used in the repetition wiU naturally 

change. And this change of words is based on the bursts of impulses 

which will emerge during the exercise. Therefore it is the impulses 

which determine the choices of words used by the two partners. It 

can be seen that at this early stage in the trainmg, the students are 

experiencing the dynamic embedded in the Meisner technique, and 

stated in Principle 3, that their words will be a result of their doings. 

A word of warning will further clarify this early hint of 

Principle 3 in this exercise and the fuller realization of Principle 3 in 

relation to the dramatic text. At this early phase of the technique, it 

is dangerous to make any sweeping assumption that there is any 

direct comparison between the words spoken in repetition and the 

dramatic text. In the early phases of the word repetition game, the 

words used will seem mechanical and merely repetitive. In the more 

advanced phases of the repetition it will be seen that the words used 

WiU constitute an "emotional dialogue"^^ resembling "human 

speech."^ Irrespective of the resemblance to human speech, the 
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words used in repetition cannot be directly compared to a dramatic 

text, because the words in the repetition exercise are triggered by 

instinct, not logic. 

In Chapter FV's discussion of scene work, it wUl become clear 

that the performance of the text Is the result of the actor's truthful 

behavior, not the lines written in the dramatic text. This distinction 

is critical to the Meisner technique. At issue here are the actor's 

instincts, which drive his behavior which results In the actor's 

performance of the dramatic script At this pohit in the students' 

training, the repetition from your own point of view exercise 

introduces them to the prescription that the actor's impulses and 

instincts be the source of the actor's doings and reactions. 

Therefore, this early hhit of Principle 3, embedded in the 

repetition from your own point of view exercise, has to do solely 

with the way that the impulses, which are revealed through the 

behavior of doings and reactions, will change the repetition. Only, 

when the students have become more advanced in their repetition 

work, wUl they begin to make the connection that their performance 

of the dramatic text is based completely on doings and reactions, 

which are driven by impulses. 

In the repetition from your own point of view exercise, it will 

be seen that the partners wiU listen and repeat what they hear as 

they did in the mechanical repetition. The change comes with 

Meisner's directions to the students to repeat "from their own pohit 

of view." UnUke the mechanical repetition, the repetition from your 

own point of view will provide the opportunity for the actual words 
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of the repetition to change. And this change will be caused by the 

actor's impulses and insthicts. 

The Bridge From The Mechanical Repetition 
To Repetition From One's Own Point of View 

In order to help his students understand the dynamics of the 

repetition from your own point of view exercise, Meisner performs 

three smaU exercises, which demonstrate key concepts embedded in 

this exercise. A description of these bridge exercises, or class 

demonstrations, as they appear in his text, will clarify the significant 

features of this next level of the word repetition game, repeating 

from one's own point of view. 

Meisner instructs students A and B to stand back to back to 

each other without touching. Meisner privately gives A some coins 

and tells him to begin the exercise by dropping the coins. Student B 

responds to the coin dropping by asking, 

"You dropped some coins?" 

The text continues as follows: 

"I dropped some coins." 
"Yeah, you dropped some cohis" 
"Yeah, I dropped some coins. 
"Yeah, you dropped some coins."^^ 

The above dialogue is a very simple verson of the repetition 

from your own point of view. Unlike the mechanical repetition 

exercise where the students had to repeat exactly what they heard, 

they may now refer to themselves in the fh-st person as they Usten 

to their partners and repeat what they hear. It is apparent that the 
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above dialogue would continue along the same Ihies if the students 

were not stopped by Meisner. 

He intermpts them in order to interject the idea that the 

students can respond truthfully to the situation. To student A he 

says, 
I maintain that by this time you should have realized that she 
has good ears and told her so. It would have been something 
you said because something she did made you do it. And you, 
Ann, (B), had the right by this time to observe that because he 
dropped some coins he's careless with money.^^ 

The truthful responses that Meisner requires here are based on 

the doing of making observations about the partner's behavior from 

one's own point of view. The two viewpoints offered by Meisner are 

student A's "carelessness with money" and student B's "good ears." 

These simple observations take no real thought to make. They are 

based on simply noticing something about the partner that is evident 

in the partner's behavior. Meisner uses this example to help his 

students understand that the observations come from their instincts. 

Both A and B are asked to instinctually respond to cues in their 

partner's behavior which cause them to impulsively express a point 

of view about the behavior. 

Meisner's first objective for the coin iUustration relates to both 

of Principle I's Sub-Principles. Sub-Principle l.a. states, With fuU 

attention on what he's doing, (not on hhnself). The students' doings 

in this case are listening to the partner and repeating what the 

partner says from one's own tmthful point of view and observing the 

partner's behavior. Meisner's objective here is to get the students to 

continue to do the simple repetition while adding the chaUenge of 
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observing the partner's behavior. The dffficulty for the students 

resides In the area of keeping the repetition going while being asked 

to put one's attention on the partner. The risk is that when one 

partner notices he is being observed by the other partner, he will 

become self-conscious. A second risk is that the very act of 

observing the partner will lead the attention away from what one is 

supposed to be domg, (Ustenhig and repeating) and into random 

thoughts which are not directly related to the doings of listening, 

repeating and observing. 

Sub-Principle l.b.. With behavior based in reacting to the 

partner and the environment, is also at work here and Is evident in 

the objective to teach them how to make the connection that if one 

drops coins one is careless with money. Of course, the student could 

have made a different comment such as "you are clumsy." In either 

case, of import here is the ability to make a truthful judgment call on 

the partner's behavior based on one's subjective, tmthful reaction to 

the partner's behavior. 

A second objective here is to teach the students to pay 

attention to the two doings of Ustening and repeating and to the 

doing of observation of the partner. With the attention completely 

absorbed in these three doings, there is little room for attention on 

one's own behavior. With the attention focused outward, the student 

is freed to react instinctually, without full self-awareness. This 

absorption in the doings and the other (the partner) frees the 

behavior of the individual and aUows for it to be instinctual, rather 

than preconceived or pre-planned. 
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A second example of an exercise devised by Meisner will 

illuminate how the instinct is born out of the doing of the repetition. 

The followmg is taken directly from Meisner's text: 

"Now in this exercise there is a change in the words that is 
dictated by your instinct. I'll show you how It works." He 
leans toward Vincent and says sotto voce, "Vince, whatever 
I ask you for, the answer is 'No.'" Then, in fuU voice he 
says, "Can you lend me twenty dollars?" 
"Can I lend you twenty doUars?" 
"Can you lend me twenty dollars?" 
"No, I can't lend you twenty doUars." 
"You can't lend me twenty dollars?" 
"I can't lend you twenty dollars." 
"You can't?" 
"I can't" 
"You can't?" 
"I can't" 
"You're a big shit!" 
"I'm a big shiti" 
"That's what I said." 
The class laughs, and when the laughter ends Meisner adds, 

"Now that change was caused by instinct."^^ 

The change, caused by instinct, occurs when Meisner says in the 

exercise, "You're a big shit" By imagining the interchange between 

Meisner and his student over the subject of borrowing twenty 

doUars, it is understandable that eventually the person who is asking 

to borrow the money, might react to the experience of constantly 

receiving a "no" answer to his request. Meisner has structured and 

participated In this repetition in order to give a clear example of the 

workings of instincts in a repetition from your own point of view 

exercise. The challenge is to leam how to simply let one's instincts 

change the repetition effortlessly. 
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This Ulustration clearly supports Sub-Principle, l.b.. With 

behavior based in reacting to the partner and the environment 

Meisner's example demonstrates that if one asks for something and 

this request is consistently met with refusal then this sets up an 

emotional impulse of fmstration, which hi this case is expressed 

through the words, "you're a big shit." Thus, it becomes clear that 

the emotional impulse wUl change the repetition. There is also a hint 

of Principle 3, The doings and reactions result in the performance of 

the text, in this Ulustration. The emergence of emotional impulses, 

which drive the behaviors of doings and reactions, change the words 

of the repetition, as later the performance of the text will be also be 

a result of the doings and reactions of the actor, driven by his 

emotional impulses. 

Meisner's third Ulustration Is aptly labelled, "the phich and the 

ouch." He chooses a female from the class. Rose Marie, to Ulustrate 

the concept that a pinch wUl cause an ouch. He stipulates that her 

only text is the words, "Mr. Meisner." After reminding the class that 

he wants them to understand that In acting you don't do anything 

until something happens to make you do it, he then makes something 

happen to Rose Marie, by sUpping his hand down the front of her 

blouse. She giggles, "drawing away from his touch," and says her 

line, "Mr. Meisner."^ 

This pinch and ouch exercise reveals the dynamics mvolved in 

the repetition from your own point of view exercise The ouch is an 

instinctive response to the pinch. Meisner's phich was the act of 

putting his hand down his student's blouse. The girl's ouch was her 
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giggle accompanied by drawing away from Meisner in response to 

the surprise of the experience. Meisner states that the pinch and the 

ouch are "organic to the technique."^^ 

Meisner's objective in the pinch ouch exercise is to provide the 

actor with a situation or an extemal stimulus which wUl cause him to 

respond instinctually in order to teach the Sub-Prmciple, l.b.. With 

behavior based in reacting to the partner and to the envh-onment. In 

the above example, the girl experiences an emotional Impulse which 

drives the behavior of reacting in the form of a giggle and a 

movement away from the partner. 

The objective behind Meisner's inclusion of a text, "Mr. 

Meisner," in this example further explicates the aforementioned 

Principle 3, The doings and reactions result In the performance of the 

text. Meisner did not instmct Rose Marie to interpret the text, nor 

did he give her any indication about the exact moment in which to 

speak the text. The description of the exercise as it appears in 

Meisner's text does not include any discussion about how Rose Marie 

handled the text in terms of interpretation or intonation because, for 

Meisner, these concepts are irrelevant to the actor's relationship with 

the text. 

At issue here is simply that the speaking of the text happens 

concommitentiy with the emotional impulse and the ensuing 

behavioral reaction to the situation. Meisner's goal in this exercise is 

to shed Ught on the reality that the text, as preconceived words, is 

merely spoken as a result of the doings and the reactions. In the 
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case of Rose Marie, the text is spoken in tandem with her behavioral 

reaction to her partner. 

These three examples from Meisner's text Ulustrate the 

methods Meisner uses to get his students to understand how the 

repetition from your own point of view exercise incorporates his 

principles of acting. In the first Ulustration using the situation of a 

student dropping coins, Mesiner iUustrates the hnportance of 

responding truthfully from your own point of view. In the second 

exercise in which he asks to borrow twenty dollars, Meisner shows 

how instinct wUl change the dialogue. In the plnch/ouch exercise, 

Meisner demonstrates the relationship between the partners by 

showing how one partner's doing wUl cause the other partner to 

react instinctually. 

The Repetition from One's Own Point of View 

There are many stages of difficulty in the repetition from your 

own point of view exercise. As the students gain mastery over the 

initial level, they become prepared to meet the challenges provided 

by the more advanced levels. Each stage of the exercise is dependent 

upon its predecessor and therefore it is critically important for the 

students to consistentiy practice each level fully. As they gain 

expertise over the simple concept of repeating tmthfuUy from their 

own points of view, then they become ready to take on the complex 

challenge of allowing for their impulses to drive their reactions and 

doings as they grapple with the challenge to read the meaning of the 

partner's behavior. The followmg hypothetical examples of the 
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various stages of the repetition from your own point of view exercise 

will illustrate how the exercise works in practice. 

At its incipient phase, the repetition from your own point of 

view exercise is only slightiy different from the mechanical 

repetition exercise. When Meisner introduces the first phase of the 

repetition from your own point of view exercise, he asks the students 

to practice the mechanical repetition first and then proceed to 

repeating from their own point of view. What initially distinguishes 

the repetition from your own point of view from its predecessor is 

that the students are allowed to refer to themselves in the first 

person. 

Like the mechanical repetition exercise, the repetition from 

your own point of view exercise is performed by two students, 

seated in chairs facing each other at a comfortable conversational 

distance. The exercise begins when student A observes something 

which exists physicaUy on the partner, student B, and states it hi a 

declarative sentence. Student B will listen and repeat what she hears 

from her own point of view. The foUowing example Ulustrates the 

simplest level: 

A: You're wearing a brown shirt. 

B: I'm wearing a brown shirt, 

A: You're wearing a brown shirt. 

B: I'm wearing a brown shirt 

UnUke the mechanical repetition, the words in this phase of the word 

repetition game evidence sUght hints of a resemblance to human 

speech. Early in this phase of teaching the students are told that 
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they do not have to repeat exactly what they hear. They are given 

the latitude to respond to what they hear without strict adherence to 

repeathig the words precisely. With this freedom comes the 

appearance of filler words such as "yes," "so" and "I said" in the 

speech of the repetition. Students A and B might say the foUowing: 

A: You're wearing a brown shirt 

B: Yes, I'm wearing a brown shirt. 

A: Yes, you're wearing a brown shirt 

B: So, I'm wearing a brown shirt. 

In this case the dialogue changes slightly as a result of the freedom 

to pay less attention to the precision of repeating and more attention 

to one's truthful point of view. 

Another primary component of the repetition from your own 

point of view exercise is the element of truthful responses. ImpUcit 

in the concept of point of view, is the necessity for honesty. One of 

the rules of this exercise is that the student must respond by telling 

the truth from her own point of view. For example, if student A is 

working with student B, who is wearing a red shirt which she 

perceives as red, and A begins the repetition by saying, "You are 

wearing a pink shirt, then B must respond honestly and in some way 

let A know that she does not agree that the shirt is pink. The 

exercise might precede as foUows: 

A: You are wearing a red shirt. 

B: I am wearing a red shirt? 

A: Yes, you're wearing a red shirt. 

B: No, I'm not wearing a red shirt. 
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Student B has responded honestly from her own point of view 

in this example. Her first questioning response to A's statement 

shows that she has listened, heard A, and has repeated almost the 

same words as A has given her, while at the same time allowing 

herself to notice his mistake from her point of view. 

The next subtle gradation in the word repetition game occurs 

when the students are guided to use theh* insthicts to "pick up" on 

the behavior of their partners as well as to pick up on what the 

repetition is doing to them. At this point the words, resembUng 

human speech, wUl become, in Meisner's lexicon, "emotional 

dialogue," Meisner describes this shift to his students by saying. 

There comes a point when one of you has to pick up what the 
repetition is doing to you. I don't care what it is. Are you 
bored with the repetition? Then that could be the change. Or 
maybe your partner sounds a little annoyed at you, from that 
fact could come the change, 'You're angry at me.' In other 
words, your instinct picks up the change in his behavior and 

the dialogue changes too.*^ 

The following is a hypothetical example of the repetition from 

your own point of view exercise at the level where the students must 

"use their instincts" to "pick up" on "what the repetition is doing to 

them" as weU as to "pick up" on theh* partner's behavior. 

A: Your pants are black. 

B: My pants are black, 

A: Your pants are black. 

B: My pants are black. 

A: Yes, your pants are black. 

B: Yes, my pants are black. 
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A: Yes, stupid, they're black, 

B: Yes, stupid? 

A Yes, stupid. 

B: I'm not stupid. 

A: No, you're not stupid. 

The appearance of the word "stupid" in this example becomes 

the indicator that student A has picked up on an instinct that 

changes the dialogue. This particular example invites the obvious 

temptation to explore the meaning behind why student A referred to 

student B as stupid at that particular moment in the exercise. But 

any analysis of the reason behind why student A caUed student B 

stupid would be counterproductive. What is relevant here Is the 

existence of an instinct to change the dialogue. This exercise is 

designed to get the students to instinctively react to each other by 

keeping their attentions on the doings of Ustening and repeating as 

weU as at the same time asking them to read their own instincts as 

weU as their partners. It becomes evident that the use of the word 

"stupid" reveals some instmct in A which caused him to change the 

dialogue. 

There are many possible explanations for why student A said, 

"Yes, stupid, they're black," Perhaps student A is bored with the 

repetition. Or maybe he reaUy does perceive student B as a stupid 

person. But what matters in this exercise is merely A's willingness to 

express the impulse to call his partner stupid. The example reveals 

that this impulse, couched in the word "stupid," wiU be picked up on 

by student B, who responds, "Yes, stupid." Student A tiien repeats 
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exactiy what he hears by saying, "Yes, stupid." Student B's next 

response reveals that another impulse changes the dialogue when 

student B says, "I'm not stupid." 

Having understood that students A and B keep the repetition 

gohig until an instinct changes the dialogue, it is now possible to look 

at an example of a more advanced level of the word repetition game 

from one's own point of view. Included in the following example wiU 

be notations of intonations, facial expressions and gestures. These 

notations are included as a means of illustrating the interconnection 

among inner impulses which cause behavior and simultaneously 

change the dialogue. 

I. A: Your shirt is pink (A is smiling) 

B: My shirt is pink? (B looks surprised) 

A: Yes, your shirt is pink, (A is not smiling) 

B: My shirt is not pink, (B sounds annoyed) 

A: Not pink? (A sounds defensive) 

B: Not pink. (B is frowning and sounds defiant) 

A: Not pink? (A sounds even more defensive and 

annoyed) 

II. B: No, stupid, not phik, (B attacks A by teUing her off) 

A; Are you callhig me stupid? (A's voice is loud and 

angry) 

B: Yes, I'm callmg you stupid. (B starts to giggle) 

A: Stupid? (A begins to smile, A Is almost whispering) 

B: Stupid! (B has an authoritative tone to his voice) 

A: I'm not stupid. (A seems smug and self-assured) 
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B: You're not stupid. (B seems to be reassuring A) 

A: No, I'm not stupid. (A seems reassured and happy) 

B: No, you're not stupid. (B is fidgeting and seems bored) 

III. A: I don't believe you. ( A seems serious) 

B: You don't beUeve me. (uses a tone of challenge) 

A: No, I don't (didactic and bossy tone) 

B: No, you don't (uses almost same didactic, bossy tone) 

A: No, I don't (voice is loud and harsh, A is scowlhig) 

B: Oh, really? (B pulls backward with body, tone is 

chaUenging) 

A: Oh, really. (A starts to pout) 

IV. B: You're a baby. (B uses a put-down tone) 

A: I'm a baby? (A looks furious, face is turnhig red) 

B: Yes, you're a baby. (B looks like he is having fun, eyes 

are twinkling) 

A I'm not a baby. (A is yeUing) 

B: You're not a baby? (B is laughing) 

A: No, I'm not a baby. (A Is yellhig and looks shaken) 

V. B: Ooooh, you're gettmg angry. (B continues to have a 

gleeful tone) 

A: Yes, I'm getting angry. (A is stiU yelling and tone is 

defensive) 

B: You're angry, (stated as a fact) 

A: Yes, I am. (A's face looks calm and almost peaceful) 

B: You don't look angry. (B looks surprised) 

VI. A: Does that surprise you? (A looks serious) 

116 



B: Does that surprise me? (B is smiling) 

The example above can be divided into four sections. Each 

section, denoted by a Roman numeral, represents a flow of impulses 

which eventually leads to a shift in the emotional dialogue. A close 

look at student A's last Ihie hi section I, "Not pink?" and student B's 

first Une in section II, "No, stupid, not pink." reveals how instincts 

changed the dialogue. Why does student B say, "No, stupid." or put 

differently, what inspires student B to call her partner stupid? The 

answer is instinct which arises out of the consistent Ustening and 

repeating of words which has led to this moment in the exercise. At 

the moment student B says, "No, stupid," she is allowing for some 

impulse, possibly annoyance at her partner, to be revealed in words. 

A closer look at section II wiU reveal that students A and B are 

Ustening, repeating tmthfully from their own points of view, and 

that there is a wide array of behavioral impulses being emitted from 

students A and B. There is no logical or intellectual thread which 

Unks the behavioral impulses of students A and B. What is of 

importance here is the very existence of these behavioral cues or 

stimuli being emitted by students A and B. In the moment that 

student A is saying the word "Stupid?" he is beginning to smile and is 

whispering. Student B then repeats what she hears and adds her 

point of view in her response, "Stupid!" The point of view resides not 

in the text, "Stupid!" but in the authoritative tone hi student B's 

voice. 

Student A then responds by saying, "I'm not stupid." The 

untrained eye might deduce that student A is responding to tiie 
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insult which is couched in the meaning behind the word "stupid." 

And, of course it is more than likely that the word itself has had 

some direct effect on student A, But student A's impulse which 

results in his words, "I'm not stupid," is in response to student B's 

behavior, not her words. This moment, Uke every moment in a 

correctly performed repetition from your own point of view exercise 

is an Ulustration of John TyrreU's explanation, "It's not what you 

hear, it's what you get from your partner."" -̂̂  

Another good example of student A "getting something" from 

student B in this exercise is found in his response to student B's last 

moment In section II when she says, "No, you're not stupid." 

Something student B does here makes student A change. This shift is 

apparent in student A's response, "I don't believe you." It is not 

what student A heard but instead what student A got from what he 

heard which aUows for the change. Student A has managed to Usten 

and repeat from his own point of view as well as to express his 

impulse. Another shift in the emotional dialogue occurs between 

sections HI and W. It is apparent that student A's pouting, an 

emotional impulse, as he said "Oh, really," set up student B's 

response, "you're a baby." The choice to assign pouting to student A 

at this point, allows for the understanding that student B got this 

moment and then read her partner's behavior. It is interestmg to 

notice that student A's behavioral impulses throughout section IV 

are in the area of anger. It is easy to see that the natural progression 

of student A's anger is a result of student B's behavior. Student B 
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has used a put-down tone with student A, Student A has apparently 

responded to this tone with anger. 

At the first moment in section V, B picks up on A's anger 

saying, "Oooooh, you're getting angry." Yet, a study of the followmg 

moments reveals that at the end of this segment A is apparentiy no 

longer angry. When A says, "Yes I am," his face is calm and peaceful. 

B picks up on this change hi A's behavior and repeats from her own 

point of view saying, "You don't look angry." Her reaction to this 

change is surprise. A picks up on her surprise and asks, "Does that 

surprise you?" B repeats these words from her own point of view, 

saying, "Does that surprise me?" 

It is significant that B was able to respond to A's reading of her 

behavior as surprise without intellectualLzing her next moment By 

simply repeating the question, "Does that surprise you?" from her 

own point of view she avoids the temptation to "go into her head" 

and think about the fact that A has picked up on her impulse of 

surprise. She also avoids self-consciousness by keeping her attention 

on the doings of Ustening and repeating from her own point of view. 

The preUminary exercises and the word repetition game form 

the basis for the Meisner technique of acting. The students have 

learned that their behavior, based in doings and reactions, is driven 

by instinct or impulse. They have been taught to respond tmthfuUy 

to their partner's emotional impulses by reading their behavior. 

They have been chaUenged to become aware of their own emotional 

impulses while simultaneously accounting for their partner's 

emotional Impulses. They have learned that theh- behaviors of doing 
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and reacting are always informed by these underlying emotional 

impulses and they have learned to conthiue to react and to do even 

as they are grappling with the emotional impulses of themselves and 

their partners. 

At this point in their training, the students have been 

introduced to the germinal seed of the technique, namely the abUity 

to behave truthfully whUe working with a partner. Thus Principle 1„ 

The actor behaves truthfully, including its two Sub-Principles, l.a., 

With full attention on what he's doing (not on himself) and l.b.. With 

behavior based in reacting to the partner and the environment, has 

been fully introduced to the students in the form of the word 

repetition game. 

The students will now be ready to learn what Meisner terms 

"the exercise."'*^ The following chapter wiU reveal how the word 

repetition game wiU function as the groundbed for the added layers 

of difficulty that arise when the tmthful behavior must take place 

under imaginary circumstances. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE EXERCISE 

Introduction 

The next phase of the Meisner technique culminates in what is 

commonly referred to as "the exercise."^ At the time that I received 

trainmg in this technique at the Neighborhood Playhouse, Sanford 

Meisner taught the exercise for approximately four to five months.-^ 

The word repetition game continues as a primary component of the 

methodology. It functions as the conduit for contact between the 

partners. It will be seen that the word repetition game remains in 

place throughout all levels of the exercise. 

The exercise is comprised of a number of levels, each of which 

presents new challenges to the students. These new elements are 

labelled by Meisner as the independent activity,^ the knock at the 

door for a simple reason,^ the knock with an emotional preparation^ 

and the imaginary relationship between the partners.^ As the 

students continue to gain proficiency in their ability to respond 

instinctually to their partners by using the word repetition game, 

they wiU find themselves further challenged by the difficulties 

inherent hi these additional components of the technique. 

All four of these elements involve what Meisner labels, 

"hnaghiary circumstances."^ The term, "imaginary circumstances," 

appears in the definition of tmthful acting offered in Chapter I, 

namely: The character Is the actor behavhig tmthfully in the 
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character's imaginary circumstances resulting in a performance of 

the text in front of a live audience. It also comprises one facet of 

Principle 2, The character is simply the actor behaving as himself by 

taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his own. 

For purposes of analysis I have sub-divided the term, 

"imaginary circumstances" into two distinct categories. I have chosen 

the two words "hitemal" and "extemal" as modifiers, hence accordhig 

to my analysis there are two kinds of imaginary circumstances: 

"intemal imaginary circumstances" and the "external imaginary 

circumstances." Internal imaginary circumstances refers to features 

of any imaginary situation hivented by an actor to set up an emotion 

needed for an exercise or a scene. Extemal imaginary circumstances 

refers to the "given circumstances"^ in the text, provided by the 

playwright. What is new hi the exercise is the introduction of the 

concept of imaginary circumstances. But at issue here are only the 

internal imaginary circumstances. The external imaginary 

circumstances will be introduced to the actor in his work with text, 

as discussed in Chapter FV. 

The challenge for the actor who is learning the exercise is to 

work with the concept of the internal imaginary circumstance. The 

added difficulty for the actor is to maintain his skiUs in doing the 

repetition truthfully from his own point of view, whUe he 

simultaneously takes on the added difficulty imposed by the four 

new components introduced in this exercise which all include the 

challenge of learning how to work with the internal imaginary 

circumstances. 
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This next phase of Meisner's technique relies heavily on the 

actor's abUity to use his imagination. Each of these addtional 

elements, the independent activity, the knock at the door for a 

simple reason, the knock with an emotional preparation and the 

relationship with the partner, wUl become opportunities for the 

acting student to hone his ability to access his powers of imagination. 

For, ulthnately, the truthful actor is the actor whose rich imagination 

becomes the venue for the rest of us to experience the tmth of his 

performance. 

The Exercise-Level One 

The Independent Activity 

The independent activity is a task that one student performs 

while he is simultaneously engaged in the word repetition game with 

his partner. The student must create a specific physical task and a 

reason why he must do this task. Some examples of possible 

activities with attendant reasons are gluing together a broken plate ^ 

that has shattered into many pieces because it is your mother's 

favorite plate, the memorization of a text for a very important 

audition, the construction of an airplane out of match sticks for a 

chUd dying in the hospital, the making of a pen and ink sketch as a 

criterium for admission to an art school. 

Sanford Meisner labels the three features which define the 

independent activity as "justification," "urgency" and "difficulty." ^̂  

Taken together, these features, implicit in the independent activity, 

make new demands on the acting student. It will become evident 
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that the Introduction of the independent activity into the curriculum 

of the Meisner technique becomes the gateway for the entrance of 

the imagination as a primary tool in the actor's craft. And the 

entrance of intemal imaginary circumstances into the technique 

represents a major new addition to the technique. The actor, who 

has learned to behave truthfully, will now be chaUenged to behave 

tmthfully, even under internal hnaghiary circumstances. A look at 

each feature will enhance our understanding of how Meisner trains 

his students to become truthful actors. 

The first feature of the independent activity, justification, 

refers to the choice of the activity as well as to the choice of the 

imaginary reason for doing the activity. With the feature of 

justification, comes the entrance of internal imaginary circumstances 

into the technique. The challenge for the actor wUl be to continue to 

behave truthfuUy as he grapples with the additional challenge of the 

internal imaginary circumstances. He must behave truthfully, the 

way he would really behave if these internal imaginary 

circumstances were actually happening to him. Meisner explains 

that the purpose for having a reason for doing the activity is because 

"that's the source of your concentration and eventuaUy of your 

emotion, which comes by itself."-̂ -̂̂  

The student Is asked to create an activity and a reason for 

doing it that is rooted in reaUty. In asking the students to justify 

their independent activities, Meisner is ensuring that they create an 

activity and a reason to do the activity which are commensurate with 

a reasonable view of reaUty. The choices must be rooted hi reaUty 
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because the abllty to follow through on the doing of the activity is 

dependent on the ability to use the imagination to justify the 

execution of the activity. 

For the imagination to sustain itself, it needs to work with 

information which is believable to the actor. Otherwise, the actor 

risks having no sufficient, reaUstic justification for engaging in 

activity for a specific reason. If the actor creates a reason which is 

outlandish, far fetched, and not rooted in reality as he knows It, then 

he will be defeating the purpose inherent in the feature of 

justification, which is to ensure the ongoing abUity to sustain the 

belief in the internal imaginary circumstances, or put differently, to 

maintain the "actor's faith." ^ 

Meisner clarifies the need for a justification rooted in reaUty, as 

illustrated through an example appearing in his text. In an 

interchange with a student conceming the choice of an activity 

Meisner humorously reveals further insights into the nature of 

justification. The student says, 

"I feel a littie unclear about the independent activity. I mean, 
I find it very difficult to do this. It could be as simple as 
doing the alphabet backwards, right?" 
"But there would be no point to it" 
"If there's a reason there wUl be a point to It." 
"What's the reason?" Meisner asks and waits for her response. 
"I can't think of anythhig except-" 
"That's right, you can't. You'd have to go to Bellevue to get a 
reason. Everything In acting is a kind of heightened, 
intensified reality-but it's based on justified reality. To recite 
the alphabet backwards is not reality. You'd have to invent 
some weird reason to justify it, and I don't know what that 
could be."-^ 
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At issue here is Meisner's adherence to the concept that 

truthful behavior is connected to a justified reality. One aspect of 

truthful behavior resides in the idea that for behavior to be truthful 

It must correspond with a reasonable view of reality. Using the 

above example, if the student were to do an activity of sayhig the 

alphabet backwards, the very ridiculousness of the activity, or its 

very unreasonable quality would naturally Interfere with the 

student's abUty to bring a sense of tmth to what she is doing. And, 

correspondingly, if she did go to Bellevue (a mental hospital) to get a 

reason such as that saying the alphabet backwards wUl keep her dog 

from barking loudly. It Is easy to hypothesize that both the activity 

and the reason would be Impossibly difficult to perform with any 

modicum of truthful behavior. One can hnagine the student 

constantly bursting Into giggles whUe performing this activity, 

because the very absurdity inherent in the task and its reason 

interferes with her capacity to concentrate on what she is doing. 

Therefore, a connection exists between the actor's truthful 

behavior in the execution of the independent activity includmg its 

attendant reason and the imperative for the activity and the reason 

to be rooted in reality. Insofar as the actor chooses a reasonable 

activity with a reasonable reason, he will further ensure his capacity 

to behave truthfully, or put differently, behave as if this activity and 

its reason were true. 

Through the process of trial and error the student wUl learn to 

distinguish the reasons which wUl motivate him to do the activity 

from the flawed reasons. The flawed reason is any reason which 
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does not work for the student while he is performing the 

independent activity. A reason does not work for a student when it 

has no power to sustain the student's emotional commitment to dohig 

the activity. In other words, the good reason, or the reason that 

works is one that allows the student to emotionally commit himself 

to the doing of the task. A reason that does not work is one that the 

student wUl not believe to be tme. And if the reason for doing the 

activity is not believed by the student then the student will not be 

able to sustain his doing of the task in any tmthful way. 

Thus it becomes clear that the student's relationship to his 

intemal imaginary circumstances is contingent upon his capactiy to 

respond to them as if they were his reality. The internal imaginary 

circumstances must be believable to the student In order for them to 

have any emotional impact on the student. When the student is 

sufficiently trained in the abiltiy to choose a good reason for doing 

the activity, then the student has taken a large step towards 

achieving mastery over his own intuitive abiUty to use his 

imagination to further his emotional commitment to the doing of the 

independent activity. 

The reason for doing the activity should not only be justifiably 

rooted in a reasonable reality, it should also contain the element of 

urgency. In other words the reason should contain a meaning which 

WiU impel the student to accomplish the task as quickly as possible. 

This second feature of the independent activity, the requirement of 

urgency, necessitates that the student create a circumstance with a 

definable time limit. 
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For example, if the reason for gluhig a plate together is that 

you borrowed it from your mother and it is her favorite family 

heh-loom and she would disown you for breaking it, then one could 

add urgency to this scenario by hnagining that your mother is 

scheduled to arrive at your apartment in fifteen minutes to pick up 

the plate. The belief that there is a limited amount of time allotted 

to do the activity can only contribute an element of fmstration to the 

student's attempts to successfully complete his activity. An actor can 

derive great benefit from fmstration because it works on him in such 

a way as to cause him to react strongly whUe engaged in the doing of 

the activity. 

DUficulty is the third mahi feature of the independent activity. 

This feature involves the concrete doing of the activity. The 

independent activity must be difficult to do. In this case the term 

"difficult" refers to the choice of the activity. For example, to bounce 

a ball and catch it would be an easy activity. To bounce a ball while 

wearing a bUndfold would constitute an example of a difficult 

activity. 

Meisner introduces this feature to his students by saying, "I 

want you to choose something to do which is above all difficult, if not 

almost impossible." •̂ '̂  He extends the difficulty into the realm of the 

impossible in order to stress the point that there are no limits to this 

feature of difficulty. An extremely difficult activity will make great 

demands on the student's attention. The difficulty Inherent in the 

independent activity will keep the student's attention off of himself 

and on what he is doing. 
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A look at two hypothetical examples of a student performing 

the independent activity correctiy, first, and then incorrectly, will 

offer insights into the observable objective criteria which wUl reveal 

that when the student performs for his audience, he surely risks 

false acting, which wUl not seem real or truthful. Each of the 

following descriptions is offered as a means for analyzing the correct 

and incorrect ways of performing an independent activity. In actual 

practice in the classroom, student A wiU perform the activity as part 

of the exercise, and his partner, student B will eventually knock on 

the door and enter the exercise. 

The example of an independent activity executed correctly will 

involve a student, Julie. She creates a scenario for the independent 

activity in which she has the opportunity to audition for a new 

segment on the David Letterman show, "Stupid Human Tricks." She 

tells herself that if she wins the audition this will entitle her to 

appear on live national television. If Julie is a stmggling, out of work 

actor, then an appearance on this television show could help her 

acting career by giving her vislbiUty. She dreams of being 

discovered by producers, directors and casting agents who are 

always looking for fresh talent. Julie has heard about this 

opportunity to audition at the last minute, therefore, she only has 

fifteen minutes to practice before she must leave her apartment In 

time for the scheduled audition. 

She decides that her trick wiU be to demonstrate the abiUty to 

bounce a baU while blindfolded. When it is her tum to do the 

independent activity, Julie, wearing a watch to keep track of the 

129 



time, brings her tennis ball and mask to the designated acting space 

at the front of the classroom to begin the activity. On her first 

bounce she throws the ball to the floor with enough force so that It 

bounces back up to the level of her nose. But Julie has reached down 

to catch the ball, not realizing that it would bounce so high. She 

misses it and hears it bounce against the floor a second time. Now 

JuUe has to find the baU. Because she is bUndfolded she has no idea 

where to begin looking for the ball. 

Julie knows that during the audition she wUl not be allowed to 

remove the mask in order to look for the balls, so she is committed to 

trying to practice findhig the ball, blhidfolded. She spends a good 

minute wiping her hands against the classroom floor in an attempt to 

find the ball. She appears frustrated and increashigly upset. In a 

moment of frustration, Julie flings off the mask, looks for and sees 

the ball lying against the back wall and retrieves it She replaces her 

mask and begins again. This time she throws the ball towards the 

floor more gently. But she does not catch it because, for a second 

time, she has miscalculated the distance of the bounce. This time she 

reaches too high for the ball, which had only bounced to her knee-

level. But, luckily Julie can follow the sound cues of the rolling ball 

and she manages to retrieve It without removing her mask. 

On her third attempt to catch the baU, Julie succeeds. But then 

she fails on her fourth and fifth attempts. It is evident from Julie's 

agitated behavior that she has become extremely fmstrated with her 

inability to consistently catch the ball. Upon her tenth failed attempt 
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to catch the ball Julie suddently bursts into tears. But JuUe prevaUs. 

She wipes her eyes and continues to practice bouncing the ball. 

This example reveals that an independent activity, done 

correctly, will yield behavioral results. It can be deduced that the 

act of authentically and spontaneously bursting into tears happened 

because Julie beUeved her reason for doing the activity and she 

created an activity which was sufficiently difficult to accompUsh. By 

fulfilling the mandates of the activity she became the beneficiary of 

the objective of the activity which is to teach the students to create 

intemal imaginary circumstances which wiU trigger behavioral 

responses which spring from an emotional source. 

Returning to Meisner's explanation that "the reason why you do 

the activity is the source of your concentration and eventually the 

source of your emotion which comes by itself,"^ it becomes clear 

that Julie did not intend to burst into tears, but instead discovered 

herself bursting into tears which came "by itself." 

Julie's act of bursting into tears is a recapitualation of Sub-

Principle l.b.. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and the 

environment Julie's tears of frustration emanate from an Impulse 

which caused her to react with tears. This example Is no different 

from earUer examples of impulses which drive behavioral reactions 

which happen to the students when they are performing the 

mechanical repetition exercise. Just as the act of mechanically 

repeating exactly what you hear triggers impulses which lead to a 

build-up of fmstration in the participants in the exercise, which 

result in behavioral changes, so Julie, hi this more advanced level of 
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the work, experiences a build-up of frustration which culminates in 

bursting into tears. 

The application of a few changes to the above example of an 

independent activity performed correctly wUl Ulustrate what 

happens when an independent activity is performed incorrectly. In 

this case, a student Jenny, makes the same choice of activity and 

justification for the activity as did Julie in the previous example. But 

Jenny, unlike Julie, is unable to perform the Independent activity 

correctly. 

Jenny, wearing her watch and mask, begins her independent 

activity by bouncing the ball. She hears the ball bounce on the 

classroom floor. Next, she hears the sound of the ball rolUng on the 

floor. With her mask still covering her eyes, Jenny gets down on her 

hands and knees and starts crawUng around the classroom floor, with 

outstretched hands, ostensibly looking for the tennis ball. After 

about a half-minute of crawling, Jenny pauses to wipe her hands, 

now covered with floor dust, on her blue jeans. She then removes 

her mask, inspects her jeans for dirt, and starts trying to mb the 

dust off of her jeans. 

After sufficiently removing any obvious smudges from her 

pants, Jenny notices the ball in the far corner of the room next to the 

classroom door. She puts the mask over her eyes and crawls in the 

direction of the door. She misjudges the distance and hits her head 

on the door. She mutters somethhig under her breatii while 

simultaneously patting the floor with her hand in search of the ball. 

At the moment that her hand meets the baU she squeals with delight 
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and promptly removes the mask. She grins victoriously, stands up, 

rubs her hands to brush off the dust and marches proudly back to 

the center of the acting space. 

Again, having replaced the mask, Jenny bounces the ball. This 

time she catches i t Jenny, clutching the baU m her two hands, jumps 

up and down. She then bounces the ball a third time. This time she 

throws the baU with enough force that the second bounce is audible. 

Jenny does not catch the ball but deftiy follows Its audible trail and 

manages to find it without removing the mask, 

Jenny's success in bouncing the ball blindfolded is in no way an 

indication of her abiUty to perform the independent activity 

correctly. Perhaps Jenny has more advanced motor skUls than Julie, 

but her abiUty to fulfill the demands of the independent activity has 

not yet developed. The difference between JuUe's performance and 

Jenny's resides in their commitment to the doing, even under 

internal imaginary ch-cumstances. Julie, desperate to win the 

audition, repeatedly practices bouncing the ball in front of her 

audience in an attempt to master the skiU. Jenny, desperate to be 

seen as trying to master the skill, practices bouncing the ball for her 

audience. Hence, we see a foreshadowing of Principle 4, The 

performance is not for the audience, merely in front of the audience. 

A fuller discussion of how Principle 4 reveals tmthful acting will be 

addressed in Chapter IV. 

Jenny's execution of the independent activity reveals that she 

has not justified the doing of this activity. Her primary mistake is 

that she is indicating the doing of the activity, rather than really 
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dohig the activity. The following evidence from the aforementioned 

description will support this Indictment of Jenny's work. 

Jenny's interest in the dirt on her clothes and hands hints at 

her predisposition towards self-awareness. The mere act of wiping 

her clothes and hands does not convict her of the crime of false 

acting, but in the context of doing an independent activity, it 

becomes necessary to determine whether the student has allowed 

the internal imaginary circumstances to take hold and impel her to 

do the activity. Jenny's choice to wipe her jeans first and then look 

for the ball reveals that her commitment to reaUy learning how to 

bounce a ball blindfolded is compromised by more personal concerns. 

Jenny's reactions upon retrieving the ball for the first time also 

belie any commitment to the activity. The squeals of delight, 

followed by more attention to her hands reveal her involvement 

with her own person. It appears from her behavior that Jenny is 

more interested in proving her abUity to find a ball while keeping 

her hands clean. Again, it is not the squeal of delight in and of itself 

which indicts Jenny, but taken hi context, it beghis to look as if Jenny 

has an unlhnlted amount of time in which to master the skiU of 

bouncing a ball blindfolded. 

The Jenny example has been created to Illustrate the subtle but 

discernible difference between the correct and hicorrect enactment 

of the independent activity. Taken as a whole, the Jenny example 

reveals a student who Is fastidious and self-congratulatory. As 

character traits, both are acceptable under the premise that Jenny, 

Uke all humans has certahi pecadUloes. But Jenny's fastidiousness, 
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coupled with her continual need to expose her emotional reaction to 

what she is doing, which includes her mutterings upon hitting her 

head, become evidence that this student is performing her activity 

for an audience. 

Further support for Jenny's mistakes is offered by John Tyrrell. 

In a telephone interview with the author he discussed the 

independent activity saying, "The independent activity is for you. 

You are not showing anything, because only you know it. If you're 

busy showhig it then it is all surface." ̂ ^ 

As revealed in the Julie example, when a student is fully 

engaged hi the activity and impelled by the internal imaginary 

circumstances, she keeps her attention on the activity, without 

leaving room for any attention on herself. In Julie's case, the 

behavioral reaction of bursting into tears came as a result of JuUe's 

continual attempts to do the activity in preparation for the audition. 

One can deduce that when JuUe looked at her watch, she was worried 

about the amount of time available for practice. By concentrating on 

the doing, even under imaginary circumstances, JuUe experienced the 

benefit of an instinctive reaction, in the form of tears, derived from 

performing the doing. 

Conversely, Jenny's attention is on herself. Although she goes 

through the motions of practicing bouncing a ball bUndfolded, she is 

more concerned with the dirt and her feelings about what she is 

domg, and less concerned with following the histmction to do the 

activity fully, by placing all one's attention on the doing. 
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Jenny Is, in fact, committing the actmg mistakes of indicating 

and self-consciousness. She Is indicating when she shows her 

audience what she is doing. She is interested in how she is mastering 

the skiU of bouncing a ball blindfolded and she as much as comments 

to her audience about her progress. She engages in the acting 

mistake of self-consciousness because some portion of her attention 

is on herself, not on what she is doing. As she is aware of herself 

doing the activity she becomes self-conscious about her doing. Jenny 

has fully violated the first principle of acting. 

And, as wUl be seen in the discussion of the complementary 

component to the independent activity, the knock on the door, there 

will be a further challenge to fulfiUing Principle 1, The actor behaves 

tmthfuUy, when the activity is performed in the presence of a 

partner who wUl also be grappling with internal imaginary 

circumstances. 

The Knock 

The exercise is always performed by two students. One 

student does the independent activity while the other student does 

the knock at the door. The introduction of the knock component 

completes the basic paradigm which will remain intact through the 

advanced levels of the exercise, namely, that one person is hi the 

room doing the mdependent activity and the partner joins the 

exercise by initiaUy knocking at the door and entering the classroom 

and later simply entering the classroom when the knock component 

has served its purpose. 
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As we unpack the theoretical meaning behhid the presence of 

the knock in the Meisner technique, we wiU discover that the knock, 

taken for its broadest contribution, wUl provide a catalyst for contact 

between the partners which occurs through the word repetition 

game. The features of the knock change with each level of the 

exercise. 

UnUke the mdependent activity, which is introduced in its 

entirety, the knock is comprised of levels of difficulty which 

correspond with each advancing level of the exercise. Therefore, 

each level of the knock contributes to the layering of principles and 

goals embedded in the Meisner technique. Taken as a whole, the 

knock, comprised of aU its levels, is a mainstay of the Meisner 

technique and represents a major addition to the exercise. 

It wUl be seen that the introduction of the knock into the 

technique, in the form of what I have labelled the "three moment 

knock exercise"-^7 wUl not advance any new principles in the 

technique. Instead, it will rely on Principle 1, The actor behaves 

tmthfully, l.a.. With full attention on what he's doing (not on 

himself) and l.b.. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and 

the environment which also informs the word repetition game. It 

will provide the students with the new challenge to read the 

meaning of the partner's behavior in the form of a knock, behind a 

closed door. 

Each Sub-Principle revealed in this exercise is also 

accompanied by an objective. Sub-Principle l.a. is fulfilled by the 

objective of teaching the student to really knock and to really listen 
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for the meaning of the knock, Sub-Principle l.b. is reinforced by 

teaching the knocker, partner A, to create different truthful ways of 

knockhig so that the respondent, partner B, can react to the knock 

and state aloud the meaning of the knock from her point of view. 

Like the repetition from your own point of view exercise, this 

exercise teaches the students to keep their attention on what they 

are doing and to react truthfuUy to the partner and the environment. 

When the students are sufficientiy conversant with the practice 

of the independent activity, Meisner introduces them to the knock at 

the door. He uses a bridge exercise to familiarize them with the 

concept of the knock with its attendant features. To introduce the 

three moment knock exercise, Meisner begins by asking a student to 

simply leave the classroom and knock on the classroom door In three 

different ways. For instance, the first knock might sound angry, the 

second, timid and the third, happy. The knock functions as an object 

for interpretation. The purpose for the listener of the knock is to 

determine the meaning of the knock. 

The person who knocks must leam the difference between the 

correct and incorrect knock. In his text, Meisner advises the student 

to whom he is teaching the knock to "knock so that it has some 

resemblance to life. Don't knock theatrically."^^ The knock, which 

has a resemblance to life, is one that is executed via tmthful 

behavior. This hitroductory knock exercise requires of the student 

knocker, the shnple, yet challenghig demand to knock tmthfuUy. 

The knock, at this level can be seen as a simple doing, resembling the 

doings introduced by the preliminary exercises. 
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The knock, as a simple doing, requires that the student really 

knock, just the way he would knock in real Ufe. As a simple doing, 

the acquisition of the skill of knocking is a repeat of the earUer Sub-

Principle, l.a.. With fuU attention on what he is doing, (not on 

himself). Both partners A and B must put their fuU attention on what 

they are doing in this exercise. A must put all his attention on his 

doing, the knock, in order for it to be tmthful, not theatrical. B must 

put all her attention on her doings: hearing the knock, opening the 

door and verbaUy stating the meaning of the knock from her truthful 

point of view. It becomes important at the incipience of the knock to 

warn the student against the theatrical knock which can be 

translated as an indicated knock. To knock truthfully, rather than 

theatricaUy, means that the student must learn to avoid pretending 

to knock, a form of indicating. 

The three moment exercise helps to further the connection 

between partners A and B. It wUl be seen in the practicing of the 

exercise, that partners A and B will always begin the exercise with a 

door between them. The knock at the door by partner A will always 

be the first moment between the partners. And thus it provides a 

palpable doing for the first moment of the exercise. 

In the three moment knock exercise, the first moment is 

partner A's knock. Partner B then opens the door, which is the 

second moment of the exercise. Upon opening the door, partner B 

must then verbally respond to the knock by hiterprethig the 

meaning of the knock and this constitutes the third moment. For 
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instance B might say, "That was an angry knock," These three 

moments form the complete exercise. 

When partner B interprets the meaning of the knock, she is, in 

effect, responding to her partner's behavior, as evidenced in the 

palpable form of a doing, a knock. To find the meanhig behind the 

knock is to find a "reading" ̂ ^ of the partner's behavior. By "reading" 

what is meant is the focussing of all one's attention on the partner hi 

order to respond instinctually to the partner. This is exactly the 

same dynamic which was previously discussed as an integral part of 

the repetition from your own point of view exercise, where the 

partners must "pick up" on theh* partner's behavior. 

But the knock functions as a precise, discernible, new 

component of the next level of the Meisner technique. It offers a 

specific parameter for partner A's behavior couched in a doing: the 

act of hitting a door in such a way as to evince for partner B the 

opportunity to assign meaning to the doing. It must be noted that at 

this point, the meaning of the knock is subjectively determined by 

partner B, and is not contingent upon any intentions of partner A. In 

other words, the truth Ues in B's honest response to A's knock, not in 

A's intended meaning of the knock. 

This point becomes important in light of the Meisner precept 

that every moment of acting has a meaning. And that meaning will 

always reside in the actor's truthful point of view. When B is asked 

to interpret the meaning of the knock, B is given the task of 

responding truthfuUy from her point of view. Working from her 
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inner impulses which wiU trigger B's reaction to the knock at the 

door, B opens the door and reacts saying, "that was an angry knock." 

The three moment exercise is merely a slice of the larger 

exercise. Yet, this one piece is informed by Principle 1, l.a. and l.b. 

Partner B will behave truthfully if she puts her full attention on her 

doing (to listen to the knock), while her behavior is based in reacting 

to the meaning of her partner's knock. 

The main objective behind the three moment exercise is to 

teach the students to work off of each other using more complex 

doings. The two partners must use everything they learned in the 

word repetition game and apply it to this new situation in which 

they are no longer seated in chairs facing each other, but are now 

separated by the classroom door. There are obvious connections 

between this exercise and the preceding word repetition game. 

Partner A starts the exercise by knocking, rather than by 

stating a physical characteristic of his partner. Thus, partner A is 

challenged to behave tmthfuUy with a more difficult task, that of 

knocking. Partner B must Usten to the knock, walk to the door and 

open it, and respond to the knock from her own point of view. The 

three moments are similar to any three moments in the word 

repetition game, and yet they have been expanded to include a new 

context for behavior. 

Meisner's objective here is to reinforce the first principle. The 

actor behaves tmthfully. To leam to do this exercise correctly, one 

must face the chaUenge implicit hi executing the doings truthfully 

and simultaneously responding to the doings tmthfully. Students 
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will have the opportunity practice both roles hi the exercise: the 

knocker and the respondent As stated at the beginning of this 

section, the knock at the door is only one component of the exercise, 

performed by one of the two partners, while the other does the 

independent activity. In order to understand the fuU implications of 

the acting principles encompassed by this component, it will be 

necessary to look at what I have labelled, based closely on Meisner's 

terminology, the "knock for a simple reason."^^ 

After the students have mcistered the three moment exercise 

they are prepared to learn the knock for a simple reason. Meisner 

offers an example of the simple reason for knocking as the need to 

borrow some oregano for the pasta one is cooking. The addition of 

the simple reason for knocking brings with it the added dimension of 

intemal imaginary circumstances. The partner who knocks is now 

challenged to use his imagination to create a reason to knock on the 

door. 

Meisner explains in his text that, 

...the person who comes in has to have a reason for coming in. 
And the reason has to be simple and specific and not death-
defying in its urgency. In other words, come in for a can of 
soup, not because your brother is pinned under a truck on the 

street and they can't get him out.-̂ ^ 

The distinction between the simple reason and the more "death 

defying" reason is based on his objective to train the students to 

learn how to work with common, simple intemal imaginary 

circumstances first before they are faced with the challenge to 

handle the more emotionally demandhig Internal Imaginary 
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circumstances which wiU come later in the teaching of the "emotional 

preparation." 22 

At issue here is the hiherent difficulty for the actor in handling 

the hiternal imaginary circumstance. It takes concentration to keep 

one's attention on the intemal imaginary circumstance. The knock 

for a simple, specific reason is a precursor to a major component of 

the Meisner technique, the emotional preparation. The emotional 

preparation makes far more complex demands on the actor's 

hnagination and thus the student actor must be carefully trained, in 

incremental steps, to gain the necessary experience for this 

component 

The purpose of this exercise is to provide more complex 

challenges to the student, through the addition of an internal 

imaginary circumstance and to stUl teach the students to remain in 

contact with one another. Before, when the students were working 

off of each other in the word repetition game, it was stUl a real-Ufe 

experience. Now, the new factor is the addition of an internal 

imaginary circumstance which teaches the students to continue to 

work off of each other with the added difficulty of doing it under 

internal imaginary circumstances. 

One person does the independent activity in the classroom, 

while the other one enters the exercise by knockhig at the door. At 

the first moment of contact between the two partners, there is an 

intersection of two sets of imaginary circumstances. Student A, doing 

the independent activity, has a justifiable reason why she must do 

the activity. Student B, who knocks on the door, has a shnple and 
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specific reason for coming to the door. This reason involves the 

partner, student A. Student B must want something from student A. 

At no time are students A and B allowed to reveal their 

intemal imaginary circumstances to their partners. In fact, a critical 

aspect of Meisner's methodology is the strong admonition against 

revealing the internal imaginary circumstances . To discuss the 

internal imaginary circumstances during the exercise would 

constitute teUing a story. The students must keep all their attention 

on what they are doing. The challenge impUcit in the presence of 

intemal imaginary circumstances is for the actors to continue their 

doings, even as the intemal imaginary circumstances pose the threat 

of distracting them from what they are doing. The circumstances are 

merely a device to help the actors find meaning for what they are 

doing. They do not form a narrative which wUl be expUcated during 

the course of the exercise. The reason that the actors are not allowed 

to tell a story during the exercise is that this would be a way of 

thinking about facts rather than livhig experientially off of the 

partner. Therefore, at no time is student B permitted to discuss with 

student A his reason for coming to the door. And equally, student A 

Is not allowed to explain, discuss or refer to her reasons for doing the 

independent activity. 

It now becomes possible to look at the next level of the 

exercise which I have termed, "the exercise-level two." With the 

exercise-level two comes the addition of a major component of the 

Meisner technique, the aforementioned emotional preparation. 
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The Exercise-Level Two 

The Knock With The Emotional Preparation 

The emotional preparation wUl be used by the person who 

knocks at the door. It wUl provide the person who enters the room 

where his partner is doing the independent activity with some 

emotion to begin the exercise. The student wUl create an intemal 

imaginary circumstance which will yield the emotion. The knock for 

a simple reason is being replaced by a knock with an emotional 

preparation. Although both the simple reason and the emotional 

preparation make use of intemal imaginary circumstances, the 

emotional preparation is a far more demanding skill. It wiU be seen 

that the emotional preparation presents the chaUenge for the actor to 

fully invest himself in a complex, emotionaUy driven reason which is 

totaUy imaginative. 

In Meisner's words, "Preparation is the device which permits 

you to start your scene or play in a condition of emotional 

aUveness."2^ The emotional preparation is the process of using the 

tools of the Imagination, fantasy or daydreammg, to sthnulate the 

emotional Ufe of the actor. Specifically, the actor creates an 

imaginary situation which he must daydream about until it becomes 

real for him. And if he creates a viable situation for himself, then 

this situation will cause him to have an emotional reaction. It could 

be compared to ushig a key to tum on the ignition of a car to start 

the engine. In this case the key is the preparation which then starts 

the engine which is the actor's emotional Itfe. Or in Meisner's words, 
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"Preparation is to acting what warming up the motor is to driving a 

car on a cold day. "2"̂  

Meisner adds the emotional preparation to the exercise as a 

means to provide the student with practice in this skill for later use 

in scene work, (In the case of scene work, which wiU be discussed in 

Chapter IV, the student's choice of a situation wUl be influenced by 

the external imaginary circumstances, as provided by the text) The 

student is taught to do the emotional preparation outside of the 

classroom and prior to his entrance into the exercise. The student is 

asked to use free-association to discover an internal imaginary 

circumstance which he will find emotionally stimulating. When he is 

sufficiently prepared emotionally, he then enters the classroom and 

begins the exercise with his partner who is already in the classroom 

doing the independent activity. 

In this case, the doing is the actor's fantasy work. As he stands 

in the hallway outside of the classroom, he is asked to imaginatively 

live a situation in his mind. He must strive to make this situation 

specific and meaningful. And it is advisable to keep the situation 

simple, because any complicated thinking might intrude on the 

actor's ability to actually believe the situation and to make it his 

own. As he engages in this daydreaming process, it will naturally 

trigger his emotional inner life and cause him to be In an emotionally 

alive condition when he enters the room. 

One primary feature of the emotional preparation is that it is 

designed to help the actor with his first moment in the exercise and 

only the first moment. It is an aspect of the Meisner technique 
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which is built into the exercise to help the actor begin his first 

moment of the exercise in a state of emotional aliveness. But the 

actor wUl make acting mistakes if he "holds on"2^ to his preparation 

during the ensuing moments of the exercise. The mistakes inherent 

in prolonging the emotional preparation and extending it into the 

exercise beyond the first moment will be discussed later in this 

section. 

The two requirements for the emotional preparation are that it 

be personal and emotionally full. To Ulustrate the point that the 

emotional preparation should and must be personal and suited to the 

actor's individual needs, Meisner uses an anecdote about the 

nineteenth century EngUsh actor, WiUiam Charles Macready. As 

Meisner describes it, when Macready was playing in The Merchant of 

Venice, he used to try to shake".. . the iron ladder backstage that 

was embedded in the brick. He'd try and try, and would get furious 

because he couldn't budge it. Then he went on and played the 

scene." 2̂  

In other words, Macready used what was available to him in 

the moment, the shaking of the ladder, to prepare himself to be in a 

state of anger at the moment that he had to make his entrance. But 

what works for Macready is certainly not necessarily what works for 

another actor. Therefore this anecdote serves to underline the 

imperative for the actor to choose a preparation which suits him 

individually. Obviously, this leaves the actor in the position of 

having to continually experiment with a variety of thoughts or hi the 
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case of Macready, actions, in order to discover those which will impel 

hhn to react emotionally. 

Given the subjective nature of the emotional preparation, it 

becomes clear that any examples offered here are merely 

hypothetical, at best Nonetheless, in his text, Meisner does offer 

examples of preparations. 

Macready shook a ladder, somebody else sings a song, 
somebody else wears a dress made of emeralds, somebody 
wins the lottery and has ten years with nothing to do but to 
become the best actress she can be.27 

The challenge for the student actor is to continually strive to discover 

which imaginary situations give him the necessary emotional 

stimulation. 

Using the process of daydreaming, the actor must experiment 

with a variety of situations until he finds the ones which will trigger 

an emotional change in his inner Ufe. Often, the student actor Is 

confused about where to look inside of himself to begin to discover 

which situations wiU cause in him an authentic emotional reaction. 

The challenge is to find imaginary situations which work to cause a 

shift in the actor's inner Ufe. And the success of the emotional 

preparation is entirely dependent on the student's abiUty to induce 

viable emotions from his imagination. 

As an aside, it must be noted that Meisner strongly urges his 

students not to use their personal histories as a source for 

preparation material. As discussed in the Inroduction to Chapter I, 

emotional memory, or affective memory, is the process of delving 

into one's emotional memory bank and withdrawing currency from 
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past experience to use in the present. This technique Is most closely 

associated with Meisner's colleague from the Group Theatre, Lee 

Strasberg. It Is a well-known fact that these two acting teachers had 

a running feud about the relative dangers inherent m the actor's use 

of his personal psychological history hi his emotional work. Of 

interest is an amusing excerpt from Meisner's text in which Meisner 

reveals his attitude towards Lee Strasberg, 

I told Lee when he was alive , I said to him, 'You introvert the 
already introverted. All actors,' I said, 'Uke all artists, are 
introverted because they live on what's going on in their 
instincts, and to attempt to make that conscious is to confuse 
the actor.' needless to say, he didn't pay any attention to me, 
but that's the reason I'm a better teacher than he was.2S 

Of relevance here is merely the fact that Meisner strongly advised 

his actors to create imaginary situations, or intemal imaginary 

circumstances, rather than recaUing past situations in order to 

protect the actor from harming himself psychologically. 

In his efforts to help his students to find self-stimulating 

daydreams which will result In emotional preparations which work, 

Meisner turns to Freud for support Borrowing in a very general way 

from Freud's ideas about fantasy and daydreaming, Meisner explains 

to his students that "Dr. Freud-Ziggy, his friends call him-maintains 

that all fantasy comes either from ambition or sex"2^ Therefore, 

Meisner encourages his students to look for self-stimulation in these 

two general arenas. In his pubUshed text Meisner includes an 

excerpt from Freud's essay entitied, "The Relation of the Poet to Day

dreaming."^ In the passage Meisner has chosen from Freud's essay 
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which discusses the "characteristics of daydreammg," Freud states 

that, 

. . . happy people never make fantasies, only unsatisfied ones. 
Unsatisfied wishes are the driving power behind fantasies, 
every separate fantasy contains the fulfillment of a wish, and 
improves on unsatisfactory reality. The impelling wishes vary 
according to the sex, character and circumstances of the 
creator, they may be easily divided however, into two principal 
groups. Either they are ambitious wishes, serving to exalt the 
person creating them, or they are erotic.^^ 

In relation to Freud's statements. It can be understood that the 

emotional preparation is by necessity, highly personal, because the 

actor must engage In fantasy, which by its very nature will be highly 

individualistic. If we understand that unsatisfied wishes "are the 

drivhig power behind fantasies," then the task of choosing a situation 

for an emotional preparation becomes one of chooshig an unsatisfied 

wish and fulfiUing it through fantasy and daydreaming. The 

challenge for the actor is to engage in a constant process of trial and 

error to determine which situations wiU successfuUy induce 

emotions. 

Nonetheless, Meisner's advice to the students to search in the 

areas of ambition and sex (the "erotic," in Freud's words) for 

unfulfilled wishes which can be fulfilled through fantasy certainly is 

of value to the student actor in his quest for successful emotional 

preparations. There is simply no objective way to approach this 

quest for suitable fantasy material which wUl stimulate the actor 

emotionally. The mere recognition of the fact that the actor must 

delve into his innermost self to determine his wishes in the areas of 
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sex and ambition must suffice by way of explanation of the attribute 

of the emotional preparation as highly personal. 

Not only must the choice of the emotional preparation be 

personal in order to ensure that it works for the individual. It must 

also have the attribute of emotional fullness. The quaUty of 

emotional fullness is necessary because it ties into the primary 

objective behind the requirement for an emotional preparation, 

namely that the actor enter the exercise "emotionaUy alive." The 

attribute of emotional fullness is concerned with the depth of 

emotion that the actor is able to call up within himself. When asked 

by a student who was having trouble understanding the term "full," 

whether Meisner was using the "word full..,as a synonym for deeper 

or larger," Meisner responded "Not larger, deeper."^2 using the 

example of the emotion of sadness, it can be understood that Meisner 

trains his actors to feel their sadness fully, not to to concern 

themselves with quantifying the amount of sadness they are feeUng. 

Thus, for the emotional preparation to be successful, it must have an 

impact on the actor which causes him to be immersed in emotion 

when he enters the room. 

In an anecdotal Illustration hi Meisner's text, he tells his 

student. Rose Marie, who enters the room "looking radiantly happy" 

that her preparation was "too thhi."^^ In this example, Meisner had 

told Rose Marie to fantasize that she had "just signed a tremendous 

HoUywood contract and that her boyfriend was gomg with her."^ 

Usmg this preparation material. Rose Marie enters the room to 

discover that her partner and her boyfriend, John, is lying dead on 
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the couch from a heart attack. As described in the text. Rose Marie is 

shocked to see her partner who appears to be lying dead on the 

couch, so she stops the exercise and turns to Meisner saying, "This is 

where I would call a doctor. "̂ ^ 

After a brief discussion with Meisner, in which Rose Marie 

learns that her preparation was not fuU enough, she then interjects 

the thought that, "If I was home I probably would have been 

screaming with joy."^^ Meisner's response is that the behavior of 

screaming for joy would have been much more emotionally full than 

what he had just seen her do in his classroom. This example 

iUustrates the difference between a too thin preparation which 

consists of a student who enters "looking radiantiy happy" and the 

emotionally full preparation which could have consisted of the 

student entering the classroom "screaming for joy." 

Although the distinction between the two preparations in the 

above example might seem subtie, it is nonetheless critical to the 

understanding of the essence of the emotional preparation. 

Meisner's objective in training his students to strive for full 

emotional preparations relates to the classic, almost generic 

discussion raised in theoretical discussions about acting methodology, 

namely, whether the actor must experience emotions in order to 

convey these emotions to his audience. This difficult question relates 

to the critical issue of the relationship between the actor's emotion in 

performance and the audience's response to the actor's emotion. 

For Meisner, there is little room for debate. His technique for 

teaching acting rests on the firm foundation of the interrelationship 
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between the actor's tmthful emotion and the audience's response to 

said emotion. Therefore, it is not surprising that Meisner wrote in 

his text: 

rU tell you this: you cannot escape the impact of emotion., 
whether it's in a big theater or a tiny one. If you have it, it 
inflates you-correction, 'inflates' is not a good word. If you 
have it, it infects you and the audience. If you don't have it~ 
Uke Helen Hayes-don't bother, just say the lines as truthfully 
as you are capable of doing. You can't fake emotion. It 
immediately exposes the fact that you ain't got it^^ 

The emotional preparation is the facet of Meisner's technique 

which directly addresses his caveat that "you can't fake emotion." 

With the introduaion of the emotional preparation to the exercise 

comes the challenge to the acting student to work within himself to 

discover the tools which wiU trigger his tmthful emotional Ufe. The 

question of how the actor's truthful emotional Ufe wiU "hifect" the 

actor "and the audience" wiU be addressed more fully in Chapter IV, 

in a fuller discussion of the actor's performance of a character in 

front of an audience, as stated in Principle 4. 

With the introduction of the emotional preparation comes the 

necessity for understanding which principles inform this particular 

aspect of Meisner's technique. As stated in the introduction to this 

section, the emotional preparation contributes to expanding the 

actor's command of Principle 1, The actor behaves truthfully and it 

also lays the groundwork for Principle 2, The character is simply the 

actor behavhig as himself by taking on the character's Imaghiary 

circumstances as his own. 
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The connection between the emotional preparation and the 

truthful behavior in Principle 1 has to do with the way that the 

actor's emotion wiU affect his behavior. Sub-Principle l.b.. With 

behavior based hi reacting to the partner and the environment, 

comes into play here. This fuUer emotion, yielded by the 

preparation, always lurks beneath the surface ready to affect the 

actor's behavior based in reactions to external stimulii. The 

preparation sets up the possiblity that the actor will have fuller and 

stronger reactions based on his emotional life. And in Chapter Four 

we will see how this technique works to allow the actor to be 

emotionaUy full while he behaves truthfully as a character in the 

external imaginary circumstances of the text. 

The emotional preparation lays the groundwork for Principle 2 

because this principle reveals that there Is no distance between the 

actor and the character even as the actor must take on the 

character's imaginary circumstances as his own. As the actor learns 

how to handle the internal imaginary circumstances required for the 

emotional preparation, he is being prepared for his later work on 

character where he will have to handle the emotional circumstance 

of the character through the further use of intemal imaginary 

circumstances. The emotional preparation, with its dependence on 

internal imaginary circumstances, will provide the emotional Unk 

between the actor and the character, as described in Chapter TV. 

The introduction of the emotional preparation at this pohit in 

the training, the exercise-level two, provides the student with the 

opportunity to deepen his emotional Ufe and to leam to use a fuUer 
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emotional life as he continues to gain expertise hi working off of his 

partner. The difficulty in leaming how to incorporate the emotional 

preparation into the exercise will be understood in Ught of the two 

common mistakes made by the student when first attempting 

emotional preparations: indicating or showing the preparation and 

secondly, what Meisner termed, "holding on to the preparation."^^ 

The ensuing hypothetical example of the exercise level-two will 

provide a format for further analysis of how the emotional 

preparation affects the actor's truthful behavior in the exercise. 

The Imaginary Relationship 

Accompanying the addition of the emotional preparation is the 

added requirement that the partners establish a relationship. The 

two people, who will perform the exercise level-two, must determine 

who they are to each other and where they live. This additional 

internal imaginary circumstance, concemed with the personal lives 

of the partners, serves to enhance the reality of the background 

situation of the exercise level-two. 

The objective for adding this component of relationship to the 

exercise at this pohit in the students' training is to prepare them for 

scene work. The exercise level-two wiU begin to strongly resemble a 

scene from a play, as the students are asked to establish further 

internal imaginary circumstances which concern who they are to 

each other and where they live. And yet, it must be made clear that 

the acting student is not a playwright. The purpose of adding these 

internal hnaginary circumstances is to allow the students to practice 
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imaginatively experiencmg circumstances. Later, when they 

approach the text, or the so-named extemal imaginary 

circumstances, they wUl have been hitroduced to the skill of 

grappling with intemal imaginary circumstances and so be better 

able to handle those extemal imaghiary circumstances imposed by 

the playwright. 

Meisner estabUshes some general parameters for the students 

when he asks them to determine who they are to each other. He 

says, "It's necessary for you to know if you're living together as man 

and wife or brother and sister or whatever. "̂ ^ Some examples of 

possible relationships are husband and wife, bo3^end and 

girlfriend, close platonic friends and brother and sister. 

Secondly, Meisner allows the students to choose for themselves 

whether they share a residence or whether they live apart. 

Obviously, if they are man and wife, they wUl probably choose to 

share a residence, otherwise, it is completely their decision. The 

partner who is doing the independent activity wiU always be doing 

the activity in his own home. Therefore, the choice of residence wUl 

directly affect the partner who is entering with an emotional 

preparation. 

With the choice of whether the partners share the residence 

comes the option for the partner entering to no longer knock on the 

door. Meisner removes the necessity for the knock at this point in 

the technique. The knock, which was a device for introducing a first 

moment of behavior to the exercise at an earlier level, is now being 

directly replaced by the first moment of the exercise which springs 
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not from the knock, but from the emotional preparation. Of course, if 

the students choose not to share a residence then the partner 

entering with the emotional preparation wUl by necessity, knock on 

the door, because an adherence to reality would demand that if the 

person is arriving at someone else's home, he would knock on the 

door to announce his presence. 

Finally, with the added components of "who we are" and 

"where we are," and the subtraction of the necessity of knocking, by 

virtue of the possible shared residence, comes the demand for the 

partners not to anticipate the other person until the first moment of 

the exercise. In other words, if the person doing the preparation is 

married and returning to his residence, he should not anticipate the 

fact that his wife is at home. And he certainly should not anticipate 

that she will be doing an independent activity, in fulfillment of the 

boundaries of the exercise. And likewise, the person doing the 

independent activity should not anticipate the arrival of his partner. 

The first moment of the exercise, under these expanded internal 

imaginary circumstances, must happen spontaneously, just as If it 

happened in real Ufe. 

An illustration of the exercise level-two, sometimes referred to 

by Meisner as the "improvisation""^ with the added components of 

the emotional preparation and the imaginary ch-cumstances of who 

and where, will now serve to illuminate how the technique has 

developed. 

Sue and Dan will perform the exercise. They decide that they 

are married and share a residence. Dan wiU do the independent 
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activity m the classroom and Susan wUl enter with an emotional 

preparation. For his independent activity Dan has chosen to try to 

glue together the pieces of an extremely valuable china vase which 

belongs to his mother. She is currently in the hospital, dying of 

cancer, and has asked her son to fiU her favorite vase with roses and 

put it by her bedside. Dan has just accidentally broken the vase, and 

he is hurriedly trying to fue it in time to see his mother before her 

surgery, scheduled in two hours. 

Susan leaves the room to do her emotional preparation in the 

hallway outside of the classroom. She creates for herself the 

situation that she works as a part-time receptionist at a law office, in 

between acting jobs. On this particular day, she gets a telephone call 

from her father teUlng her that her younger brother has been killed 

whUe crossing the street in a hit and run car accident She chooses to 

imagine her brother dying, because in her real life she is extremely 

close to her younger brother, and she suspects that by imagining this 

particular situation, the death of her brother, it wUl cause her to 

have a very strong emotional reaction. Susan spends about five 

minutes daydreaming about this situation to make it completely real 

for herself. She Is then prepared to open the classroom door and 

Imaginatively enter her apartment where she lives with her 

husband. Susan opens the door and enters to see Dan sitting at the 

table gluing two pieces of china together. 

Susan: Oh, God. 

Dan looks up at Susan and says: Oh, God. 

Susan: Oh, God. 
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Dan: I can't take it 

Susan: You can't take it? 

Dan has returned to his activity and is completely focussed on trying 

to glue the two pieces of china together. 

Susan: You're ignoring me. 

Dan: I am ignoring you. 

Susan: Look at me. 

Dan: (eyes intently focussed on the two pieces of china he is 

attempting to glue together) What? 

Susan: What! 

Dan continues working. He has managed to glue the two pieces 

together and he is now working with a third piece, trying to attach it 

to the other two pieces. Susan, who looks visibly upset, and who has 

been standing by the door, walks towards the table and stands 

behind Dan, peering over his head, ostensibly to see what he is doing. 

Dan: Please move. 

Susan: Please move? 

Dan: Yes, please move. 

Susan: You bastard, (she doesn't move) 

Dan: I can't take i t 

Susan: You can't take it? 

Dan: You're driving me crazy. 

Susan: (she suddenly walks around the table until she is 

standing facing Dan across the table): You're driving me crazy. 

Dan: Leave me alone. 

Susan: You make me sick. 
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Dan: Please. (Dan now looks extremely frustrated and as if he 

might burst into tears) 

Susan places her hand on one end of the table and using it Uke a 

broom she sweeps most of the china pieces over the edge and they 

fall on the floor. The force of her hand causes some of the pieces to 

shatter as they hit the floor. There is complete silence in the room as 

Dan stares at the floor in apparent disbelief, while Susan Is looking at 

Dan. There is almost a fuU minute of silence in which neither partner 

speaks. 

Susan: I feel terrible. 

Dan: You feel terrible? 

He moves to the floor and on his hands and knees he begins to pick 

up the pieces of china. Susan bends down to help him. 

Susan: What a mess. 

Dan: This is a mess. (He starts to cry) 

Susan: Oh, God you're crying. 

End of Exercise. 

A brief analysis of the above illustration of the exercise level-

two will reveal that in this example Susan and Dan have adhered to 

the technical demands of this exercise and have thus performed it 

correctly. In this analysis the correct ways of doing the exercise will 

be contrasted with the incorrect ways in order to highlight the 

potential mistakes which could be made while doing this exercise. 

Since the criteria for the emotional preparation and the independent 

activity differ sUghtly, each student's work will be looked at 

separately. 
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In the case of Susan, who did an emotional preparation using 

the imaginary situation that her brother had just died in an accident, 

it is important to note first and foremost that she correctly prepared 

for the first moment of the exercise and then she worked off of her 

partner. The most egregious mistake that one can make when doing 

an emotional preparation is to hold on to the preparation during the 

exercise. 

For example, when Susan first entered the room she said, "Oh, 

God." It can be deduced that Susan was expressing her devasatation 

over the tragic news of her brother's death. Her partner repeats 

what he hears and says, "Oh, God." Susan works off of her partner 

and repeats what she hears. She is doing the exercise correctly 

because she stays in the moment and repeats what she hears. It is 

the next moment, when her partner says, "I can't take it." where it 

becomes clear that Susan has correctly let go of her preparation. 

Susan, who is living in the moment, Ustens to her partner and 

repeats what she hears from her own point of view, saying, "you 

can't take it" 

A two-fold mistake would occur if Susan, holding on to her 

preparation had responded to her partner's words, "Oh, God," with 

something like, "my brother died." The first aspect of this mistake is 

that Susan is stiU keeping her attention on the hnaginary situation 

she used for her emotional preparation, instead of keeping her 

attention on what she should be doing in the exercise, which is 

responding tmthfully to her partner's behavior. Secondly, to 
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mention the death of her brother Is to "teU a story" during the 

exercise. 

Once the person doing the emotional preparation enters the 

room to do the exercise, from that point forward the moments which 

occur must be moments which exist in the present When one 

partner "tells a story" it is an obvious clue to the fact that the 

partner's attention is not in the present moment. 

A second common mistake made by students learning to do the 

emotional preparation is the temptation to show or indicate the 

preparation. Fortunately, Susan lets go of her preparation and works 

moment to moment off of her partner, Dan. If she were to 

mistakenly show her preparation, she might have started crying 

upon entering the exercise and continued to cry uncontrollably 

throughout the exercise. It is not the act of crying per se which is a 

mistake, but rather the fact that the act of continual crying, without 

the abiUty to execute the doings simultaneously, reveals that she is 

mistakenly holding on to her feelings about the situation she 

imagined, rather than allowing herself to participate in the doings of 

the exercise: namely to respond tmthfully to her partner. 

In the case of Dan and his independent activity of gluing 

together a vase for his dying mother, it can be seen that Dan has met 

the criteria for the exercise. The independent activity, with its 

physical doings and its attendant hitemal hnaginary circumstances, 

will provide the student with a continuous source of emotions based 

on the reason for doing the activity. The hypothetical illustration 

reveals Dan's capacity for keephig his attention on his activity at the 
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same time that he works moment to moment off of his partner 

during the exercise. 

Dan's first response, "Oh, God," is an hidication that he is shnply 

Ustening and repeating what he hears. It can be deduced that when 

Dan says, "I can't take it," he is probably referring to his inablity to 

handle Susan, or put his attention on his partner, at the same time 

that he must keep his attention on his independent activity. In the 

next moment Dan returns his fuU attention to his activity and Susan, 

picking up on this change, responds, "You're ignoring me," 

Of interest here, are the particulars of the challenge for the 

partner doing the independent activity. UnlUce the person doing the 

emotional preparation, who is taught to prepare, enter the room to 

start the exercise, and let go of the preparation after the first 

moment of the exercise, the person doing the independent activity is 

in the position of having to keep his attention on two simultaneously 

competing demands: his partner and his independent activity. It 

becomes apparent that the structuring of competing demands is 

designed specifically to allow frustration to build in the person doing 

the independent activity and to create in him the behavioral 

impulses which will drive reactions to the partner and the 

environment. 

Dan's success in meeting the criteria for dohig the independent 

activity during the exercise is based on the fact that he meets the 

challenge of working moment to moment off of his partner, at the 

same time that he continues to do his independent activity. The 

person doing the independent activity will be constantly forced to 
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make Insthictual choices about which way to turn his attention. And 

these external demands on his attention wiU cause conflicted desires 

which will lead to frustration. 

In the case of Dan, the extemal demands made by his partner, 

along with his continual efforts to glue pieces of the vase together, 

cuhninates in the behavioral reaction of crying. It can be understood 

that Dan's reaction of cryhig happens to him instinctually and 

probably as a result of Susan's doing of destroying his activity by 

sweeping the china pieces onto the floor. 

Having looked at the criteria for the emotional preparation and 

the independent activity in the exerciselevel two. It Is now 

necessary to analyze the shifts In the dialogue between the partners 

that have occurred at the level of the exercise-level two. The abUity 

to listen, repeat and respond tmthfuUy from one's own point of view 

has evolved into what Meisner caUs, "human dialogue.""^^ Meisner 

explains how the repetition has evolved as follows: 

In the beginning the mindless repetition of the basic exercise 
had value. It eliminated a need for you to think and to write 
dialogue out of your head in order to keep talking-as if acting 
were talking, which it is not. And the iUoglcal nature of the 
dialogue opened you up to the impulsive shifts in your 
instinctual behavior caused by what was behig done to you by 
your partner, wiiich can lead to real emotion. This is 
fundamental to good acting. Now I'm saying we have moved 
beyond the fundamental. Now It's possible to respond 
reasonably. So, If your partner asks you what time it is, for 
God's sake look at your watch and tell him!'̂ 2 

At the exercise level-two the repetition, previously referred to 

as the training wheels on the bicycle, slowly dissolves and is replaced 
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by what Meisner refers to as "reasonable responses." The trainmg 

wheels can be taken off of the bicycle because the student has 

become so adept in reading the partner's behavior, that he no longer 

needs the assistance of the repetition to help him stay in the 

moment. 

Retumhig to the previous Ulustration of Susan and Dan's 

exercise, it can be seen that towards the end of the exercise when 

Dan says, "Leave me alone" and Susan responds, "You make me sick," 

Susan is not repeating what she hears, but is instead responding 

tmthfully from her own point of view. And the result is a text which 

resembles human conversation, and not repetition. 

The students have now withstood Principle I's dictate that. The 

actor behaves truthfully, while they have endured the challenges 

imposed on them by the addition of imaginary circumstances into the 

training. They have learned to do mdependent activities, to knock on 

the door for a simple reason, to knock on the door using an emotional 

preparation and to develop a fictional relationship between the 

partners. They have been challenged to perform the exercise-level 

two, using the word repetition game, which incorporates all the 

previously mentioned new elements into the technique. 

By leaming how to work with the imaginary circumstances 

here at the exercise-level two, the students are now prepared to 

handle the text, character and audience which are described by 

Principles 2, 3 and 4 and appear in Chapter TV's discussion of scene 

work. As the students must continue to adhere to Principle 1, it wiU 
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be understood that the abiUty to behave truthfully is further 

chaUenged by these three new elements. 

As Meisner's approach to teaching scene work is analyzed, it 

will become possible to see the realization of Principle I's tenets in 

action as the students leam to handle the additional imaginary 

circumstances imposed on them by text and character. 
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CHAPTER W 

TEXT AND CHARACTER 

Introduction 

In this chapter, we will see how the Meisner technique and its 

attendant exercises will be appUed m trahiing the actor to portray a 

character from a dramatic text in performance. It wUl finally be 

possible to see how this technique results in performances where the 

actors "live truthfully under imaginary circumstances."^ Meisner 

writes, "The process of fiUmg a cold text with your life is what this 

process is in a nutsheU."2 

Text and character work present an enormous challenge to the 

acting student. Yet, the Meisner student, well trained in the 

preceding exercises, designed to teach him to "behave truthfully," 

wiU be primed to handle the broad leap from the improvisational 

nature of the exercise-level two, in which his spontaneous dialogue 

resembles human speech, to the difficult task of working with 

language provided by the playwright. 

As was stated throughout Chapter I, in the discussion of the 

disparities between the conflicting definitions of false and tmthful 

acting, truthful acting is realized through an approach to the text in 

which the lines wUl take care of themselves. The following quotation 

from Meisner's text embodies tiie thrust of his approach. "There are 

too many line actors in the world! That's for stock! In New 

Hampshire! In the summeri We're talking about acting."^ For 
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Sanford Meisner clearly stands on the firm ground that the truth of 

the scene, the text and character, resides in the emotional truth of 

the actor, and the "line actors," to whom Meisner refers, are the sad, 

but all too familiar exemplars of the embodhnent of false acting. 

The challenge for any actor cast In a dramatic role in a play is 

to find a way to realize the Ufe of the character in performance. The 

actor must rely on the character's dialogue to provide him with clues 

to understanding the human being fictionally depicted in the text. 

Since every dramatic character exists hi the fictional world of the 

play, it becomes necessary for the actor to fully grasp the many 

complexities of the character's life in order for him to practice the art 

of acting this character on a stage in front of an audience. 

Sanford Meisner has a specific approach to the problem of text 

and ensuing character work. He likens the text to a canoe which 

floats on the river of emotion. The following passage from his text 

wUl Uluminate a purview of Meisner's thinking about this complex 

issue. 

The text is Uke a canoe, Meisner says, and the river on which 
it sits is the emotion. The text floats on the river. If the 
water of the river is turbulent, the words wUl come out like a 
canoe on a rough river. It all depends on the flow of the river 
which is your emotion. The text takes on the character of 
your emotion. That's what this exercise is for: how to let the 
river of your emotion flow untrammeled, with words floating 

on top of it^ 

The shnplicity of Meisner's analogy is deceiving. In order for the 

actor to simply "let the river of his emotion" flow beneath the Unes 

he must say as the character, he must rely completely on Meisner's 

168 



technique. This relation to the text is necessary because it mirrors 

the same relation in life, and hence in truthful acting. In life, the 

emotions naturally affect the way we say what we say, and this 

technique teaches actors to say what they say, their lines, as if they 

were speaking them in real life. 

This chapter wUl cover all the exercises which teach the actor 

to handle character and text. The actor wUl learn how to embody the 

character while he simultaneously handles the challenges imposed 

upon him by the necessity for speakhig language, which is not his 

own, but provided by the text. The actor will begin by working alone 

with monologue work in Meisner's Spoon River exercise and will then 

proceed to doing scene work with a partner. 

Principles 2 and 3 in their entirety will be introduced in this 

chapter. Although there have been hints of both these prmciples at 

work from the very first exercises, they come to full fruition in the 

study of character and text Principle 4, The performance is not for 

the audience, merely in front of the audience, will be newly 

introduced in this chapter. Principle 4 can only come into play at the 

point that the actor is fully trained in the performance of a scene in 

front of a live audience. Hence, at the conclusion of this chapter, it 

will be possible to see how Principle 4 reveals the aspect of the 

technique which corresponds with the actor's proper relationship to 

his audience. 
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Principle 2 

With the introduction of text and character, the student must 

now face the demands of Principle 2, The character is simply the 

actor behavmg as himself by taking on the character's imaginary 

circumstances as his own. Meisner's concept of character is based in 

the idea that character is determined by "how you do what you do."^ 

Thus, tf we understand that character is defmed by the way that an 

actor behaves, we can also understand that it is the actor himself 

who is dohig the behaving. Thus, the phrase in Principle 2 which 

states that "The character is shnply the actor," contains Meisner's 

idea that there is no useful way to conceive of the character as being 

a separate entity from the actor who portrays the character. 

In the discussion of false acting in Chapter I, the subject of the 

actor as representing a character distinct from hhnself was 

addressed. Later, in the discussion of truthful acting, it was stated 

that the actor reveals himself through the veil of the character. It is 

necessary to keep in mind the theoretical distinction that the actor is 

always himself on the stage and he is never representing a character, 

if representing implies that the actor is pretending to be someone 

else. 

It is the latter half of Principle 2, by taking on the character's 

imaginary circumstances as his own, which is new here. For the 

actor will now have to continue to behave as himself, at the same 

time that he takes on the character's external Imaginary 

circumstances as his own. 
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Yet, the question remams, how can the actor still be the 

character? The answer resides In the link between the actor's use of 

internal imaginary circumstances and the emotional preparation and 

his application of these tools to handle the character's external 

imaginary circumstances and the emotional circumstances. 

It is necessary to both clearly define and then state the relation 

among the above-mentioned four terms: external Imaginary 

circumstances, emotional circumstance, hiternal imaginary 

circumstances and emotional preparation. A review of the definitions 

of the above terms wUl be helpful for understanding how they 

provide the theoretic for the actor's proper relationship to character 

and text 

In order to understand the term "external Imaginary 

circumstances," it is necessary to first address the term, "given 

circumstances" which is a commonly known term first offered by the 

Russian acting teacher and grandfather of method acting as we know 

it in America, Constantin Stanislavsky.^ It is a term used by actors to 

refer to the general narrative information which exists hi the text, 

and which will provide clues to the actor about the situation in which 

the character finds himself. Henceforth, this term, "given 

circumstances" wUl be replaced by the term, "external imaginary 

circumstances." 

For example, in the well-known Shakespearean play. The 

Tragedy of Romeo and luliet, one primary external imaginary 

circumstance provided by the text is the deep enmity which exists 

between the Montagues and Capulets, the families of the two young 
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lovers. The entire plot springs from this one circumstance which 

results in the tragic deaths of both young people by the end of the 

play. In other words, if the famiUes had not been enemies, then the 

two lovers could have been happUy wed in marriage. But the pre

existing condition between the families serves as a plot device which 

allows for the painful unraveling of the passionate love shared by 

the innocent victims of this external imaginary circumstance. 

In addition to the extemal imaginary circumstances of the 

character, the actor must determine what Meisner caUs the 

"emotional circumstance" of the character. When Meisner uses this 

term he is referring to the character's underlying emotional state in 

that particular scene. For purposes of analysis, the "emotional 

circumstance" is the emotional state of the character, inferred from 

the text in the actual scene. For example, in Shakespeare's, The 

Tragedy of Romeo and luliet Romeo's emotional circumstance is that 

he is in love with Juliet 

The term, "intemal imaginary circumstances," previously 

discussed in Chapter HI, refers to the situation invented by the actor 

to set up the emotion needed for the exercise or scene. The term, 

"emotional preparation" first appeared in Chapter III as an acting 

tool for The Exercise Level Two and now it appears again as a tool for 

handling character and text. For purposes of analysis, the term, 

"emotional preparation" refers to the process of using the intemal 

imaginary circumstances to develop an emotional state parallel to the 

emotional circumstance of the character. 
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Herein lies the first major shift from the exercise level-two, 

where the actor created the imaginary circumstances. With the 

appearance of the written text, the actor is no longer the auto-

playwrlght. He Is now charged with the responsibility of taking the 

playwright's text and in Meisner's words, "makhig it his own."-̂  

To make the text "his own," the actor uses textual analysis to 

determine the external imaghiary circumstances and the character's 

emotional circumstance. Then the actor must find an internal 

imaginary circumstance that will help him to do an emotional 

preparation that wUl bring him to an emotional state equivalent to 

the character's emotional circumstance. 

When he performs his emotional preparation, he is, in effect, 

reducing all the distance between himself and the emotional 

circumstance of the character, as found in the text. This erasure of 

distance occurs as a result of the actor's abiUty to realize his inner 

emotional life in direct conjunction with the emotional circumstance 

provided by the playwright 

Principle 3 

Principle 3, The doings and reactions result hi the performance 

of the text, comes into fuU play in this chapter. This principle 

describes the actor's correct relation to the text which is based on the 

way language is used in Ufe. In order for the actor to handle the text 

in such a way as to reveal real life, tiie actor must leam to handle the 

language of the text in the exact same way that language is used in 

real life. 

173 



As discussed in Chapter I, language is the tool human beings 

use to get things done in the world. And this language often reveals 

the emotional state of the speaker, which is linked to his behavioral 

intention. In other words, speaking constitutes a doing, if a "doing" 

includes speaking with the intention to fulfiU our human needs. In 

Ufe, our language Is spoken spontaneously, it comes forth from the 

emotions, and is used to do something. 

The speaking of language In real Ufe constitutes a doing 

because the act of speaking always contains a behavioral intention to 

do something. One might be speaking in order to beg, to seduce, to 

convince, to learn or to betray. In every case the act of speaking 

holds within it a behavioral intention known here as a "doing." And 

these behavioral intentions and doings constitute the way speech is 

used in real Ufe In order to accomplish personal behavioral 

intentions. 

Meisner trains his actors to speak on the stage as if they were 

speaking in real Ufe. In order to be successful in realizing the 

dictates of Principle 3, the acting students must avoid making the 

acting mistakes referred to in Chapter I which constitute false acting. 

The false actor is tempted to "deliver" his lines. He might be tempted 

to consider how to say a line, as a way of rehearsing the Unes. He 

might want to give premeditated line readings. Or he might decide 

to use a certain tone of voice in his delivery in order to interpret the 

character's line for the audience. Or finally he might simply 

pronounce a line like, "Yes," in such a way as to reveal what he wants 

the audience to understand about the meaning of the word "yes." 
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All of these examples constitute mistakes because they wUl not 

lead the actor towards speaking on the stage as if he were in real life. 

Instead, the actor mistakenly decides hi advance of saying the line, 

somethmg about how he wiU say that line. Therefore Principle 3 

makes sense \f it is understood that stage speech must be performed 

In the same way that real life speech is performed: that is, driven by 

behavioral intentions which result In doings. The performance of the 

text WiU simply be a result of these doings because the actor's 

behavioral intentions and domgs wiU make the text be spoken in a 

particular way. 

The performance is also a result of the actor's reactions, as 

stated in Principle 3. Yet it is of tremendous import to note that the 

actor cannot plan, predetermine these reactions. The actor's 

reactions wUl simply occur as he performs his doings. WhUe the 

actor rehearses the scene she will become aware of her behavioral 

reactions, but in each rehearsal she must allow these reactions to 

happen to her in the moment The actor must not place any 

attention on his instinctual behavioral reactions. For example, if 

actor A is performing a doing of flattering actor B and actor B reacts 

by spitting at actor A, then actor A wiU instinctuaUy react to actor B's 

behavior of spitting. Actor A may move further away from Actor B 

or he may attempt to remove the saUva from his face. Whatever his 

response, it constitutes a reaction. And just as we react instinctually 

in real life, so this technique is designed to allow the actor to put all 

his attention on the doings and to let the reactions take care of 

themselves. 
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Prmciple 4 

Finally these doings and reactions are performed by the actors 

in front of an audience, and not for an audience, as stated hi Principle 

4. The performance which is "merely in front of the audience," is one 

in which the actor is able to engage in a performance without 

accounting for the audience in any way which affects his 

performance. To aUow the presence of the audience to have a direct 

effect on one's performance is to in some way "act for" the audience 

and this will lead to false acting. 

In Meisner's lexicon this principle is revealed in his reference 

to Stanislavsy's term, "pubUc soUtude."^ Meisner explains 

Stanislavsky's concept of public soUtude in his text by saying. 

He (Stanislavsky) said that when you're alone in your room and 
nobody's watching you-you're just standing in front of the 
mirror combhig your hair-the relaxation, the completeness 
with which you do it is poetic. He calls this relaxed behavior on 

the stage, "public solitude."^ 

This ability to behave as if one were truly alone while in the 

presence of others is not easily achieved. It represents one of the 

most challenging aspects of the art of acting. 

For Meisner, the converse of pubUc solitude is audience-

consciousness. In an excerpt from Meisner's text, he accuses his 

student, Bruce, of being audience-conscious. Meisner berates Bruce, 

accusing him of being theatrical and false. In his criticism of the 

student, Meisner reveals his disgust for actors whose work is 

exaggerated. All of these acting flaws, theatricality, falseness and 
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exaggeration can easily occur if the actor has not sufficiently 

developed the ability to behave truthfully. And the concept of public 

solitude, with its converse of audience-consciousness helps illumhiate 

Principle 4. 

The acting flaw of audience-consciousness is Unked to the 

acting flaw of self-consciousness. For ultimately, to be aware of the 

audience who is watching the work is to be aware of the self being 

watched which leads to self-consciousness. The concept of audience-

consciousness is included here to highlight another venue for self-

consciousness. Self-consciousness can occur without audience-

consciousness, but audience consciousness will always lead to self-

consciousness. 

The art of acting is the art of making real what is unreal. The 

art of acting is based on the premise that what is happening on the 

stage, which can be called "unreal" because it is art, not Ufe, is 

nonetheless an attempt to recreate real Ufe in such a way that the 

audience experiences stage Ufe, or unreal life as real life. This re

creation, artificially constmcted through craft, is offered to an 

audience in the form of a performance. 

And if the objective for the performance is that it should occur 

In such a way that it is experienced as real life by the audience, then 

it becomes imperative that the actor completely ignore the presence 

of the audience insofar as it affects his ability to behave as if what he 

was dohig were occurring in real Ufe, not stage Ufe. 

The fourth principle does not preclude the heightened 

awareness which results when the actor knows that he will be 
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performing m front of a Uve audience. A disclaimer is necessary 

here in order to take into account the technical demands of 

performmg m front of an audience. These demands include the need 

to be clearly heard and understood In a large space, the need for a 

level of intensity in the actor's performance which will carry over 

the footiights and the need for a sense that every movement must be 

large enough to be seen at the back of the theatre. Meisner says, 

"Everything in acting is a kind of heightened, intensified reality-but 

it's based on a justified reality," ̂ ^ Meisner's statement only supports 

the above. 

The Spoon River Exercise 

Meisner's Spoon River exercise wUl provide the actor with the 

opportunity to explore the dimensions of the character, as embedded 

in the text, and to begin to become conversant with the difficulties in 

this process. This introductory exercise to text and character work 

wiU teach the actors how to emotionally blend their lives into the 

lives of the characters they are performing. Meisner and his 

students refer to this exercise as "the Spoon River exercise" because 

the texts used in this exercise as "scripts" are chosen from The Spoon 

River Anthology,-^^ written by Edgar Lee Masters. 

This anthology contains a series of poems which are written in 

the first person narrative. Each poem is the story of an individual 

who inhabited the town of Spoon River. The author uses the 

imaginary device of creating characters who have died and are 

looking back upon their lives hi Spoon River. Each character teUs a 
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brief story which reveals how he felt about the circumstances of his 

Ufe in Spoon River. The types of characters range from the 

stereotypical wealthy inhabitants to those oppressed individuals who 

led miserable unfulfilled lives. 

The main goal of The Spoon River Exercise is to meld the 

character and actor, thus fulfiUing Principle 2, The character is 

simply the actor behaving as hhnself by taking on the character's 

imaginary circumstances as his own. Principle 2 will be fully enacted 

here in this exercise. The first half of the principle. The character is 

simply the actor behaving as himself, wUl be realized through 

teaching the actor how to conthiue to behave tmthfully, even as he 

faces the challenge of realizing that the character's behavior is his 

behavior. This will be taught through the technique of rehearsing 

the text as if one is simply responding to a question from one's 

partner. Initially, the actor will put the text in his own words, as a 

device to help him understand the meaning of each line of text. By 

finding the emotional meaning of each Une, the students will learn to 

connect their emotions to the emotional circumstances in the text. 

Meisner puts it this way, "If you go from moment to moment, and 

each moment has a meaning for you, the emotion keeps flowing."^ 

They will be taught the last half of the principle, by taking on 

the character's imaginary circumstances as his own, as they leam to 

do textual analysis to familiarize themselves with the external 

imaginary circumstances and to determine the emotional 

circumstance. 
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The textual analysis will be made easier, here at the level of 

the Spoon River exercise, because the last two Unes of the Spoon 

River poem provide a clear rendering of the character's emotional 

ch*cumstance. Thus, the students have the opportunity to practice 

their skills of reading the script and grappling with external 

imaginary circumstances in order to uncover the emotional 

circumstance with a "beginner text," if you wUl, which provides a 

clear cut emotional circumstance in the last two Unes, as opposed to 

the textual analysis of a scene, hi which the emotional ch-cumstances 

will be more hidden in the text 

The predominant teaching technique wiU reside hi helping the 

students to leam how to bring the emotional circumstance of the 

character to life via an internal imaghiary circumstance which will 

yield the emotional preparation which in tum contributes added 

emotion to the actor's performance. The actor wiU uncover the secret 

of infusing the character's emotional life into his own and thus 

becoming at one with the character. Meisner explains the process as 

follows, "The emotion comes with how you're doing what you're 

domg." ̂ ^ 

The challenge of enacting Principle 2 wUl be made easier in the 

Spoon River exercise because the actor wUl be working alone, 

without a partner. It is interesting to note that this same approach 

of allowing the actor to work alone before working with a partner 

has been evident from the onset of the exercises. The preliminary 

exercises are performed individually in preparation for the 

repetition exercise which is performed with partners. Then, in the 
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exercise, the students leam to do the Individual work involved for 

enacting the independent activity and the knock with an emotional 

preparation, before they take on the challenge of working off of their 

partners. And finally, it will be seen in this chapter that in the Spoon 

River exercise, the actor wiU work alone while he learns how to 

handle the beginnhig work on character and text without the added 

difficulty of relating to a partner in a scene written for two or more 

people. 

This particular work of literature lends itself very well to 

Meisner's objectives for teaching character work. Each poem will 

serve as a character's speech. The students are asked to read 

through the anthology and to choose the poem which has meaning 

for them. In each case, the student is challenged to find the material 

which resonates with his own emotional make-up. 

This first step in this process, the choosing of the text, 

illuminates an important facet of the Meisner technique. In asking 

the students to find the material that they can connect with, he is in 

essence, teaching them the skill of reading material while 

incorporating their emotional Instincts. It is this ability to intuitively 

connect with the emotional meaning embedded in the texts, which 

wiU eventually lead to the student's capacity to invest himself fully 

in the material. Meisner does not assign the poems to the students 

because this would deprive them of the necessity for learning how to 

read the text for its emotional content. 

It is precisely this abUity to distinguish the emotional meaning 

of the text which contributes to the student's abiUty to discern the 
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emotional circumstance of the character. The function of the 

emotional circumstance as found in the text is to provide the actor 

with the clues to determine how the character feels about the 

situation in which he is placed. The actor must relentlessly pursue 

an understanding of the character's feelmgs, moods and 

temperament. His initial step is to read the text carefully In order to 

discover the inner Ufe of the character. Once he has determined the 

character's inner life, he must confront himself in order to discem 

whether he can make an emotional connection to the material. 

Meisner warns his students against choosing material which is 

not suitable for the actor's mdividual temperament. His technique is 

based on teaching his students to bring their "real selves" to their 

work. As we have seen in Chapters II and III, the principles which 

underlie this technique are concemed with teaching the actor to find 

his truthful behavioral impulses. In this advanced phase of teaching 

the actor to viscerally connect with his character, it becomes 

imperative that the actor bring this same capacity for self-revelation 

to his choice of material. 

Meisner explains to his students that they must learn to 

express themselves truthfully. He tries to get them to realize that as 

artists their calling is to be original and that this originality wUl stem 

from their capacities to reveal their tmthful selves on the stage. ̂ '̂  

Therefore, the choice of the material that they can work with will 

naturally be limited by their human, emotional characteristics. Not 

every actor is suited to every role. For instance, a physically 

beautiful, voluptuous, headstrong young woman with an intense, 
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assertive personality would not be a likely candidate to play the shy, 

unattractive, retiring, wallflower, who is never asked to dance at the 

high school prom. 

Meisner advises his students to discover which parts are right 

for them through the process of reading the material and allowing 

their "guts" to help them make theh- choices. He explains, "Well, you 

bring your special seU, your actor's self, to your work, and It's 

different from the way you are outside...That's why you should pick 

material that comes out of your gut Unless you need a job." ^ 

When the actor is able to choose the right material for himself, 

he stands a better chance at being able to handle both the internal 

and extemal imaginary circumstances simultaneously. When the 

actor can emotionally identify with the character's emotional 

circumstance, then he is creating the potential for his capacity to 

imaginatively grasp the character so fully that he wUl be able to 

behave truthfully as the character. The result wiU be that the actor 

wiU stand a better chance at fulfilUng the dictate from Principle 2: 

The actor is simply the character. 

When the acting student has read through a variety of the 

poems until he finds one with which he has an emotional kinship, 

then the next step is to read the poem carefully in order to 

determhie the character's emotional circumstance, which is 

expressed in the concluding two or three lines of each poem. The 

technique for approaching the Spoon River poems is based on the 

concept that the emotional circumstance will, by means of an 

appropriate emotional preparation, become the emotional state of the 
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actor when he beghis his speech. In other words, Meisner's teaching 

approach includes the brilliant insight that although the clue to the 

emotional meanhig of the text wUl appear at the end for the reader 

of the text, it must be present in the actor's realization of the 

character from the very first moment of his performance. 

Meisner instmcts his students to discover the emotional 

circumstance at the end of the poem and then to do an emotional 

preparation which will create in the student the feeling that the 

Spoon River character has about her life. Thus, the emotional 

preparation is the means for achieving the reality of the character's 

emotional circumstance in the actor's emotional inner life. 

The student will find the emotional meaning of the character's 

monologue in the last two Unes. He wiU then do his emotional 

preparation in order to instUl in himself the same emotion that the 

character has. Once he is emotionally prepared and filled with the 

emotion that he has intuitively deduced Is embedded in the text, 

then he is ready to work with the character's language and to make 

it his own.-*̂ ^ 

Once the emotional preparation is in place for the actor, then he 

is ready to behave tmthfully, which translated into the Meisner 

technique, means to "To express yourself impulsively, not to think 

about what it is that you're doing or watch yourself self

consciously."-^^ 

The followmg excerpt from Spoon River Anthology is mcluded 

here for the purposes of specifying Uie particulars of the Meisner 
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technique as it relates to the reaUzation of a Spoon River poem as an 

actor's truthful rendering of a character's speech. 

LiUian Stewart 

I was the daughter of Umbert Hutchins, 
Born in a cottage near the grist-miU, 
Reared in the mansion there on the hill, 
With its spires, bay-windows, and roof of slate. 
How proud my mother was of the mansion! 
How proud of father's rise in the world. 
And how my father loved and watched us, 
and guarded our happiness. 
But I believe the house was a curse. 
For father's fortune was Uttle beside it; 
And when my husband found he had married 
A girl who was really poor. 
He taunted me with the spires, 
And caUed the house a fraud on the world, 
A treacherous lure to young men, raising hopes 
Of a dowry not to be had; 
And a man while selling his vote 
Should get enough from the people's betrayal 
To wall the whole of his family in. 
He vexed my life till I went back home 
And lived Uke an old maid till I died. 
Keeping house for father.-̂ ^ 

A brief synopsis of this poem wiU be helpful for understanding 

how an actor will approach the poem as a dramatic text. Lillian 

Stewart's story is one of disUlusionment, betrayal and loss. She 

describes her father's success during her Ufetime, which allows the 

family to move from a small cottage to an impressive mansion. Yet, 

from LilUan's perspective, this mansion in which her mother took so 

much pride became a curse, as it masked the reality that the family, 

save for the house, had little money. Therefore, upon discovery of 

the family's limited financial resources, LiUian's husband becomes 
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angry. LUlian's response to her husband's discontent is to eventually 

leave him and return to the mansion to live a single life, while caring 

for her aging father. 

The abovestated narrative serves to explain the story of 

Lillian's life, but it falls short of the kind of analysis the actress 

performing this piece will need to do in order to realize it in 

performance. If an acting student, Marilyn, were to perform "Lillian 

Stewart," she would have to read this text to determine its emotional 

meaning. She would discover that LiUlan is a very angry woman 

who feels shortchanged by life. She might uncover LUlian's rage at 

her husband for being a money-seeker. She could reaUze that Lillian 

blames her father and mother for her unhappy life because they 

lived a lie: inhabiting a mansion, while hiding their poverty. 

Marilyn could deduce that LUUan hates the mansion, her parents and 

her husband for mining her life. 

After searching for the emotional meanhig of the text, Marilyn 

must then determine a specific emotional circumstance. In this case, 

the circumstance is that LUUan is so angry about the way her Ufe has 

turned out that she is consumed with a murderous rage. Marilyn's 

next step will be to do an emotional preparation which wUl cause her 

to feel so angry that she wants to kill someone. As explained in the 

discussion of emotional preparation in Chapter III, Marilyn wUl be 

charged to fantasize about internal imaginary circumstances which, 

in her Ufe, would cause her to feel intense anger, 

Marilyn might discover that if she imagines that she 

inadvertently happens upon her husband. Bob, kissing her best 
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friend, Susan, this wUl put her in the frame of mmd to want to kiU. 

Her choice for the emotional preparation, not withstanding, Marilyn's 

objective here is to take Lillian's emotional circumstance and make it 

her own, via an emotional preparation based on the internal 

hnaginary circumstances which wUl allow her to imaginatively 

realize the character's emotional circumstance. 

It is necessary to look at Meisner's procedures for rehearsing 

the Spoon River speeches. He teUs the students not to treat these 

texts as monologues, but rather each text "has to be treated Uke a 

speech In a play, with a cue for an answer." ̂ ^ Therefore, Meisner 

instmcts the partner of the student performing the text, to create an 

appropriate question which serves as the cue for the response with 

the text. 

In the case of Marilyn, her partner, David, might ask, "Why are 

you so bitter about living with your father?" David's question will 

give Marilyn the opportunity to answer the question, using LilUan's 

text. By transforming the Spoon River poems into a dialogue 

between two actors, Meisner is introducing his students to the 

famUiar format of textual dialogue. 

In this exercise, what the actor is doing is simply responding to 

his partner's question, truthfully from his own point of view, at the 

same time that he is responding tmthfully from the character's point 

of view. The two points of view have become a single point of view 

through the admixture of the emotional meanhig of the text and the 

emotional circumstance embedded in the text being realized in the 

actor's hiner Ufe through the emotional preparation, 
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Witii this introductory exercise to character and text, the 

students have been given the opportunity to engage in the process of 

meldmg themselves with theh* Spoon River characters, and tiius they 

have been fully introduced to Principle 2. But, it must always be 

noted that the character does not exist mdependently of the text In 

which it is found, therefore, it becomes necessary to mention that the 

students have also faced the challenge of handUng the characters' 

language here in this exercise. 

In order to help the students to further connect to the meaning 

of the text, and to introduce them to proper handling of language, 

Meisner instmcts his students to initially respond to thefr partner's 

question using their own words, rather than the words found in the 

printed text By improvising the story using their own words, the 

students experience a visceral connection to the material. He 

instmcts them to slowly integrate the language of the text into their 

improvisational language untU all improvisation disappears and the 

student is speaking the exact language in the text. This gradual 

transition helps the students to speak as they would speak in real 

life, rather than being misled into the potential flaw of reciting the 

text. 

In the case of Marilyn's rehearsal of LiUian Stewart's speech, 

Marilyn wlU be filled with the emotion of anger to the point of 

wanting to kill someone when she responds to David's question and 

begins telling Lillian's story in her own words. She wiU rehearse this 

way a number of times as she begins to replace her own words with 

the language printed In the text. The technique of beginning with 
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the emotional preparation aUows for Marilyn's feelhig of anger to 

affect the way she tells her story. 

In effect, the emotion wUl flow through her words and then 

later, the words of the text, and the emotion will color the way the 

words are spoken. If Marilyn is thoroughly conversant with the 

emotional meaning of the text, and she can teU the story using the 

language in the text, she wUl have reaUzed the meaning of every 

moment of the text, by allowing the emotion to flow underneath the 

words, or as stated earUer, the canoe. 

Meisner's technique for teaching the students to perform the 

Spoon River poems resides entirely on the concept of the emotion as 

the determiner for the actor's behavior as he realizes the text In 

performance. Meisner explains, "One of the things about emotion is 

that it has a way of coloring your behavior and that you can't hide it 

You simply can't hide it"2^ Meisner is challenging his students to 

find the emotional life of the character inside of themselves and then 

to simply allow that emotion to flow through the lines of the text as 

they are spoken instinctuaUy. 

With this introduction to the text and its implicit chaUenges, 

the students have been given some hints about what is to come in 

Principle 3, The doings and reactions result in the performance of the 

text. They have now had the experience of creating an emotional life 

within themselves and letting the text simply come out of their 

mouths as instinctually as in real life, where people merely express 

themselves without consciousness of what they are saying. 
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Reading The Text: The Mechanical Readhig 
Exercise and The Easy Reading 

Sanford Meisner's next two exercises have been labelled 

"readhig the text" here to clarify their purpose. The readhig the text 

exercise has two components which Meisner labels the "mechanical 

readhig"2i and the "easy readhig."22 The reading the text exercise 

introduces the acting students to the many difficulties which arise 

when the student must handle a text written for two or more 

characters. The new chaUenge for the actor, who has learned to 

handle the monologue format of the Spoon River texts, is to hold on 

to the technique learned in the Spoon River exercise and to 

withstand the difficulties which wUl arise when acting in the 

presence of a partner. 

The mechanical readhig exercise closely paraUels the 

mechanical repetition exercise described in Chapter II and the easy 

reading exercise closely parallels the next exercise in Chapter II, the 

repetition from your own point of view. Taken together, these two 

exercises hint at Principle 3, The doings and reactions result In the 

performance of the text, while reminding the actor to continue to 

practice Sub-Principle l.b. With behavior based in reacting to the 

partner and the environment while enduring the language of the 

text. 

In the mechanical repetition exercise the words basically 

remained the same. The students were asked to Usten and repeat 

exactly what they heard, which was described by Meisner as being 

"inhuman and mechanical."2^ In the mechanical reading exercise the 
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words wiU also be treated mechanically, in an attempt to reduce the 

chances of the students making mistakes as they face the 

simultaneous difficulties of working with a partner and a written 

text. 

A partial rendering of Principle 3, The doings and reactions 

result In the performance of the text. Is hitroduced with the 

mechanical readhig exercise. The students will begin to understand 

that the performance of the text is based in reactions and doings, not 

in a premeditated reading of the text. Meisner's technique is 

designed to free the student from what he would consider the deadly 

acting mistake of indulging in any form of preconception about how 

the lines in the play will be spoken, reciting and interpreting the 

text, in order to teach them to speak in performance as if they were 

speaking in real Ufe. As mentioned in Chapter I's discussion of false 

acting, "false acting results any time an actor plays 'follow the leader' 

with the text." This acting mistake, as discussed in Chapter I, looms 

over the work as a potential threat to the students' work during this 

critical phase of the training. 

The temptation to interpret the text through poetic recitation 

or declamation must be avoided by the student at this juncture in his 

training. The student must resist any interest in how the words are 

spoken, in favor of leaving the words alone, while he keeps his 

attention on his partner. As Meisner explains it, "I'm insisting on this 

mechanical approach in order to avoid calculated results."2"^ in the 

case of scene work, an example of a calculated result would consist of 

the students reading the dialogue and mentally determining how 
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they might say the words. For instance if the line in the text is "I 

hate cold soup," the student might decide that the correct 

interpretation of the line would be to emphasize the word "hate." In 

effect, the student is creating an acting result by pre-determining 

where to place the emphasis of hitonation, in order to bring an 

hitentional meaning to the line. 

It would be all too easy for the student actor to faU prey to the 

temptation to punch up a word or two for emphasis, to express a 

certain emotion in the way he says the text, or to give special 

emphasis to words which he believes contain the emotional meaning 

of the character's line. Each of these mistakes, as constituents of 

false acting, would lead the actor away from the Imperative to speak 

the text the way he would speak in real life. This is not to say that in 

real life, we don't emphasize certahi words when we speak. This 

concept is not at issue here In the training. What is of import is the 

principle that the way the actor emphasizes his words will be a 

direct result of what he is doing and will not be derived from a 

preconceived plan for speaking the words. 

After the scenes have been assigned to the students, Meisner 

introduces them to his unique approach to the text, which is to 

require the students to first memorize the text, with the intention of 

training them to say the Unes mechanically to their partners. In 

Meisner's words, "I want you to take your script and leam It without 

meaning, without readings, without interpretation, without 

anything. Just learn the Unes by rote, mechanically."2^ 
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The students are instructed to meet outside of class thne in 

order to practice saying the lines to each other, using this cold, non-

human approach to the language. As the students continually speak 

the lines to each other, using no intonation whatsoever, they wiU 

commit the text to total memory and be prepared to work on their 

memorized texts in the classroom under Meisner's tutelage. The 

students wUl sit in chairs, facing each other and begin saying the 

lines of the text to each other without any preconceived ideas as to 

how they should be spoken. 

This particular exercise often poses a real difficulty for the 

students, because the technique of speaking words in a monotone 

way is quite foreign to any acting student, particularly those who 

have acted in plays prior to their training with Sanford Meisner. The 

confusion they face is based on the inherent difficulty in resisting the 

temptation to assign any meaning whatsoever to their spoken 

dialogue. 

Easy reading differs sUghtly from the mechanical reading. 

What is new here in the easy reading is the challenge to the actor to 

begin to speak the words as if he were saying them in real Ufe, not 

mechanically. The goal of the easy reading is to ensure that the actor 

allows for behavioral reactions, as he explores further the tenets in 

Principle 3, namely that the performance is the result of the doings 

and reactions. The easy reading exercise provides an opportunity to 

begin to speak the written words of the text in a more human, 

llfeUke way, while at the same time remaining in touch with the 

reactions of oneself and one's partner. 
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The easy reading introduces the new challenge to the students 

to continue to practice Sub-Principle lb.. With behavior based in 

reacting to the partner and the envh-onment, while at the same thne 

handling the written text. With the necessity for the utterance of 

text, come many pitfalls which the actor must avoid as he maintains 

his abUity to react impulsively. With the presence of the text, the 

actor may fmd himself incapable of impulsively reacting to his 

partner's behavior because he is distracted by the language of the 

text. The work with the text could easily mess up the impulsive 

reactions. And the way to guard against the temptation for the actor 

to absent himself from the impulsive reactions, in favor of putting 

his attention on the text, is to begin the text work with a mechanical 

reading of the text. 

As the students engage in this simple speaking of the lines, 

they must keep their attention on each other, and not on the words 

they are saying. Eventually, the students will begin to impulsively 

react as a result of keeping their attention on their partners. The 

students are afforded the opportunity to respond tmthfully to "any 

influence which comes to you."2^ 

During the easy reading phase of the rehearsal process, the 

students, seated in their chairs facing each other with scripts in hand, 

are asked to say their Ihies of dialogue to each other. Meisner 

coaches them to speak the words hi a simple, relaxed, conversational 

tone, but to resist the temptation to apply preconceived hitended 

meanings to the words. Meisner is asking them to place only partial 

attention on speaking the text and to place partial attention on theh* 
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partners in order to allow any natural, histlnctive reactions to 

emerge during the course of the easy reading. 

As the student actor says his lines to his partner, he must 

simultaneously remain responsive to his reactions to his partner, as 

well as the partner's reaction to himself, even as he conthiues to 

participate in an exchange of verbal speech, which is written as 

dialogue by the playwright. 

At the easy reading level of text work, the students are 

performing what Meisner caUs a "ping-pong game of impulses,"2'^ as 

they grapple with the added difficulty of the text. What is meant by 

this phrase is that the actors must instinctually react to each other, 

while keeping their attention on their partners. The students are 

being taught to avoid the conventional approach to performing Unes, 

commonly known to actors as "picking up cues." 

This term "cue" refers to the final word or words at the end of 

one character's speech which will signal the next line of the text, 

spoken by another character. Often, during rehearsals, directors will 

coach the actors to pick up their cues faster if the tempo or pace of 

the performance is dragging. And when an actor is first working 

without a script in his hand, he wUl often have trouble remembering 

the other Unes which signal his tum to speak. Thus, "picking up 

cues" is a commonly known approach to the handling of text in 

performance. But to pick up a cue is to engage in false acting. To 

pick up a cue would be commensurate with granting authority to the 

text, by letting the text lead while the actor follows. Meisner's 
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approach to cues is to completely ignore them, except as they signal 

the end of the speaking Une. 

In essence, Meisner teaches his students to "learn the Ihies: 

pick up the impulses."2^ He explains, "What we're looking for is the 

picking up not of cues but of impulses. "2^ His approach, here, is to 

get the students to understand that the speaking of the lines is 

motivated by impulses not by cues. The basic skiU of listening for 

the last word of the other actor's line, before the next actor speaks, is 

not dropped, but it is subverted to the higher priority impUcit in the 

necessity for teaching the students that the impulses, not the Ihies, 

are the motivators for behavior. 

The relationship between impulses and cues could be compared 

to juggUng. The actor is the juggler and the actor's impulses are his 

juggUng balls. The impulse, like the ball in the air, must be sustained 

during the time that the other actor is speaking. Therefore, if actor 

A feels an impulse while actor B is saying his line, then A must 

maintain awareness of that impulse during B's speech and then let 

that impulse burst forth during his own speech, said at the proper 

time. The proper relationship depends on the actor's abiUty to 

sustain his impulse, or keep the ball in the air, until his cue to speak 

his line. 

An Illustration of the interrelationship of cues to hnpulses In 

relation to the Meisner technique will be helpful. The following text 

is excerpted from the famous scene between Laura and Jim, The 

Gentleman Caller, in Tennessee WiUiams' The Glass Menagerie. Prior 

to the following Unes of dialogue, Laura and Jim have been dancing 
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and he has inadvertentiy broken off the hom of Laura's favorite 

glass figure of a unicorn because he knocked into the table which 

caused the figure to fall and break. 

Jim: I hope that it wasn't the Uttle glass horse with the hom? 
Laura: Yes. 
Jim: Aw, aw, aw. Is It broken? 
Laura: Now it's just Uke aU the other horses. 

(Six Modern American Plays)^ 

Using the Meisner approach to cues and impulses, the actors, 

Amie and Peter, would be instructed to simply say the Unes simply, 

with no special meaning, whUe keeping their attention on each other. 

If the actor, Amie whUe keeping her attention on her partner, Peter, 

feels an impulse to cry at the point that Peter happens to be saying 

the second "aw" in his line, then Amie will continue to feel that 

Impulse during the rest of Peter's Une. When it is her turn to speak 

the next line, "Now, it's just Uke all the other horses." she wUl let the 

impulse color the way she says the Une. As Peter keeps his attention 

on Amie and watches her cry, Amie's behavior might cause an 

impulse of anger in Peter, Peter must pick up on his anger impulse 

and sustain it, whUe waiting for his cue to say his line. 

In Meisner's discussion of this concept, appearing in his text, a 

question from a student further illuminates the idea. Bette asks 

Meisner, "You're not necessarily asking us to start our Une before the 

partner finishes his Une?" And Meisner responds, "No, I said wait for 

the cue, but the impulse, the emotion, comes whenever it's felt. 

You'll get used to it once you have a command over the script"^^ 
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In the reading the text exercise Meisner is teaching the 

students to let the text remain neutral in order to allow their 

behavioral reactions to guide the speaking of the text. The 

mechanical reading exercise teaches the students to avoid the acting 

mistake of reciting the text. By keeping the speakhig of the text 

mechanical Meisner disallows the temptation to assign meaning to 

the language in the text. Then the easy readhig exercise takes the 

students a step further in its allowance for the existence of 

behavioral reactions. As the students begin to work with the 

challenge of Sub-Principle l.b, they will begin to see how the 

performance of the text grows out of theh- earlier trainhig in learning 

to react to their partners. 

Just as the students were initially taught to repeat exactly what 

they heard In the mechanical repetition exercise and then later 

aUowed to acknowledge themselves and their partners by repeating 

from their own point of view, so the reading the text exercise mirrors 

this shift as it teaches to first approach the text mechanically and 

then to slowly add the component of behavioral reactions in the form 

of picking up impulses. Sub-Principle l.b., which entered the 

technique with the repetition from your own point of view exercise, 

has now found an application in textual work as well as a permanent 

beginning in its predecessor. Principle 3, The performance of the text 

is a result of the doings and reactions. 
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Scene Work 

The last and final phase of the Meisner trainmg involves 

teaching the students to fully rehearse scenes with their partners. 

The main goal of teaching scene work is to help the students 

synthesize all that has been learned before, and let it result In the 

performance of a text in front of an audience. The result is the 

tmthful acting which was described in Chapter I. 

What's new here is the full enactment of Principle 3, The 

doings and reactions result in the performance of the text. Principle 

3 was hinted at in the Spoon River exercise, with the work on 

character and text, and in the reading the text exercise. Now it wiU 

come to fuU fruition here during scene work. 

With the performance of the text, comes the entrance of 

Principle 4, The performance is not for the audience, but merely in 

front of the audience. As explained in Chapter I's definition of 

tmthful acting, the distinction between "for" and "in front of 

contains a primary component embedded in this technique, namely 

that the actor never performs for an audience, because the word 

"for" implies that the actor recognizes a distance between himself 

and his audience and fiUs that distance with an intention to offer a 

performance for them to watch. The Meisner technique teaches 

actors to behave as if they were in real life. In real life we're not 

usually performing for an audience because there isn't one. So acting 

should not be as if it's for an audience, except in the rare case when 
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the text calls for an audience to be part of the extemal imaginary 

circumstances. 

This conclusion with scene work is in keeping with Meisner's 

training methods. He did not function as a director with his students, 

therefore, he did not take on the daunting task of assisting his 

students in the full development of a character's life throughout a 

completed dramatic text. Meisner leaves the more advanced skills of 

script interpretation untouched, as he knows that the students will 

gain this expertise through their future professional experiences and 

under the aegis of good directors.^2 

Textual Analysis 

When the students are faced with the challenge of handling the 

text, they must confront the task of understanding the script The 

term, "script," used here, denotes an actor's term for the playwright's 

text. The actor must read the script in order to understand both his 

character, his partner's character, and the situation in which they are 

placed. Specifically, the actor is called upon to fully grasp the 

written material, in order to fulfill Meisner's dictate to "make it his 

own."^^ 

The full challenge of making the script one's own is steeped in 

the task of what is commonly referred to as "script analysis," The 

term, "script analysis," is only helpful by way of providing a general 

context for this process. The term "textual analysis" will be used 

instead of "script analysis," in order to avoid over burdening 

Meisner's approach to the script with prior misconceptions, Ihiked to 
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a more generic approach, which might be misconstrued as pertaining 

to the Meisner methodology. Textual analysis will be used by the 

students to determine the external imaghiary circumstances, the 

character's emotional circumstance and the character's primary 

behavioral intention and dohigs. 

What's new here at the level of textual analysis is a fuller 

realization of Principle 2, The character is shnply the actor behaving 

as himself by taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as 

his own, and a recapitulation of Sub-Principle l.a. With fuU attention 

on what he's doing (not on himself). The students will determine the 

character's extemal imaginary circumstances and the emotional 

circumstance which will aUow them to "take on the character's 

imaginary circumstances as (their) own," as stated in Principle 2. 

The determination of the character's behavioral intentions and 

doings will lead the student towards a fuller reaUzation of the "doing" 

in Sub-Principle l.a. 

The first task in textual analysis is to determine the external 

Imaginary circumstances in the text. Through a series of careful 

readings of the text, the actor ensures his abiUty to become fully 

conversant with the external imaginary circumstances in the text. A 

fuU, knowhig command of the external imaginary circumstances wUl 

allow the actor to analytically extract the emotional circumstances of 

the character, which are always embedded in the external imaginary 

circumstances. 

What is new here is that the analytical work necessary to 

unpack the emotional circumstances of the character is more 
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demanding by virtue of the form of a dramatic text. The character's 

emotional circumstances are related to who the character Is, what the 

character experiences In the given situation, how he feels about the 

situation he is in, and what his attitude is towards the other 

character in the scene. It is harder to fmd the emotional 

circumstances in a dramatic scene, excerpted from a full-length play, 

because these emotional circumstances are interspersed throughout 

the scene, and not tidily summarized in the last two lines of the text, 

as in the texts included in The Spoon River Anthology. 

The Meisner student, with assigned script in hand, might read 

the script many times outside of class, before he is ever called upon 

to work with the teacher to become fully conversant with the 

external imaginary circumstances and the emotional circumstances of 

the character. Meisner becomes a collaborative member of the team 

of two students charged with the awesome responsibility of 

interpreting the events in the script in order to reshape them into 

palpable acting terms. 

Sanford Meisner approaches this aspect of the students' 

training by asking them a series of questions about the script, after 

they have read it to themselves. As Meisner and his students discuss 

the inner workings of the text, they are in fact digging under the 

words to discover the emotional meaning beneath them. Like 

psychologists, Meisner and his students probe the text to find the 

human meanings. Although never explicitly stated by Meisner, he is 

helping his students to determine what motivates the characters to 
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say what they say in the script. At one point Meisner says to a 

student, "Know why you say everything you say."^ 

Included in the last chapter of Meisner's text are Ulustrative 

examples of the kinds of questions Meisner asks his students based 

on the material provided by the playwright in the script. In the 

following excerpt of dialogue between Meisner and his student, 

Rachael, Meisner is attempting to help Rachael understand how her 

character, Lorna, relates to the character, Joe Bonaparte, in Act I, 

Scene 4 of Golden Boy, by ClUford Odets. 

"That was much better, but Rachael, it's not passionate 
enough. Lorna's feeUngs have been very hurt and I think 
that makes you angry." 

"You mean it has to be more sad?" 

"No, more vigorous! Why does she say, 'Tom loves me'? 
Why doesn't she say, 'I love Tom'?" 

"Because she doesn't love Tom," 

"Why does she live with him?" 

"She owes him. He's been good to her and he loves her." 

"It's because he loves her?" 

"Yes." 

"No, it's because she was tired of being treated Uke a 
whore!" 

"I see." 

"When you begin, how do you know Joe's not going to take 
a poke at you?" 
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"I don't know," 

"Doesn't that make you nervous?" 

"Sure, but I didn't really want to show him that I was 
nervous because I also have to convince him-" 

"That's literary! You be what you are! If you were a 
salesman about to enter a fancy office and will come out 
with a big order and a big commission if you're lucky, 
would you be nervous?" 

"Yes." 

"But you'd try to stay composed?" 

"Right You mean in that situation?" 

"In this situation!" 

"I should try to stay composed? I don't understand." 

"You're going to get a tremendous order. That makes you 
very nervous. Try to control it!"^^ 

As a result of this questioning process, Meisner has taught 

Rachael how to analyze the script, to look carefully at the external 

imaginary circumstances, in order to find the character's emotional 

circumstance. In this case, Rachael learns that her character, Loma, 

Is In the emotional state of being nervous, as a result of her feeUngs 

about Joe Bonaparte. She also discovers that Loma must control her 

nervousness. In order to accomplish her mission in this scene, which 

has been compared to the salesman in search of the commission. 

The determination of the emotional circumstances through a 

careful reading of the scene and a careful consideration of the 
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external imaginary circumstances can be viewed as one aspect of 

textual analysis. Next, the actor must face the challenge of working 

with individual lines of the text, to determine the meaning of every 

line, from the character's point of view. 

The actor must avail himself with a second tool of textual 

analysis: the study of behavioral intentions with doings. These 

doings first appeared at the onset of the technique when the 

students were taught to perform individual doings in the preliminary 

exercises described in Chapter II. Next the students were challenged 

to perform two doings: to listen and repeat what they hear as part of 

the mechanical repetition exercise. Here at this level of textual 

analysis, the students are once again challenged, on a far more 

advanced level, to determine their doings, as described in Sub-

Principle l.a. A look at the primary behavioral intention with its 

resultant doings will iUuminate this textual analysis phase of the 

technique. 

From Meisner's perspective, it is possible to carefully study the 

extemal imaginary circumstances and the emotional circumstances of 

the character in order to determine what will be labeled here as the 

character's "primary behavioral intention." This term is offered by 

way of clarification for analysis, it is not in Meisner's lexicon. The 

"primary behavioral intention" can be defined as the character's 

primary, or major, "doing" in the scene. 

The term, "doing" refers to behaviors which can also be 

understood as active verbs. Examples of possible doings are to 

seduce, to berate, to destroy, to try to get approval, to survive, to 
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attack, etc. In each case the doing is a behavioral activity which can 

be engaged in by the actor. The primary behavioral intention is the 

big doing, from which all the smaller doings will emanate. Once, this 

major doing is determined, it then becomes possible for the actor to 

dissect each Ihie of the text to determine all the character's minor 

doings which will help to fulfill the character's Intention to 

accomplish the major doing. 

These "doings," whether major or minor, constitute a way for 

the actor to establish the meaning of the scene through behavior. 

Meisner is famous for saying, "the meaning is in the behavlor."^^ 

Meisner has found a way to teach his students how to realize their 

textual analysis of the meaning of every moment in the scene from 

the character's point of view, by training them to interpret what that 

meaning is for the character and to translate that meaning into 

behavioral intentions and doings. 

The Emotional Preparation 

Principle 2 will come into full play as the actor, continuing his 

preparatory work, must now contend with choosing the emotional 

preparation which he will eventually use to enter the scene. 

Principle 2 states, The character is simply the actor behaving as 

himself by taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his 

own. The actor must choose an Internal imaginary circumstance and 

then do an emotional preparation hi order to match the emotional 

circumstance of the character. By so doing, the actor will accompUsh 

the objective of Principle 2, which is to make the character's 
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imagmary circumstances his own. The necessity for behaving as 

himself, also stated in Principle 2, will be taken care of through the 

full realization of Sub-Principles l.a and l.b, which wiU be realized in 

scene work. 

The difference between the emotional preparation, as discussed 

in Chapter III, and the emotional preparation to be used here in 

scene work, rests solely on the context in which the preparation is 

used. In the improvisational exercise, the student creates the 

external imaginary circumstances and the internal imaginary 

circumstances which will eUcit in him an emotional reaction. Now, 

with the addition of the text, the student must tum to the text to find 

the external imaginary circumstances and the emotional 

circumstances of the character. Now the student creates intemal 

Imaginary circumstances which are paraUel to the character's 

emotional circumstance which will yield the emotional preparation. 

The purpose of the emotional preparation for scene work is to 

provide the river for the canoe, to borrow Meisner's analogy. The 

student will now be ready to put the canoe on the river. As 

discussed earUer, the way the canoe floats on top of the river is 

entirely dependent on the river Itself. And translated into acting 

terms, the way the actor behaves emotionally will directly affect the 

way the text is spoken. 

Although the students did emotional preparations in 

conjunction with their Spoon River monologues, what is new here is 

that the students, now working with partners, will both do emotional 

preparations. Each student is charged with die responsibUity of 
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behavmg as a character, therefore each student must use the 

emotional preparation as a tool to ready himself for the first moment 

of the scene. In most cases one student will leave the classroom and 

prepare outside the door of the classroom, while the other will 

position herself m the acting space of the classroom and do her 

preparation in full view of her classmates. Yet, because this Is a 

classroom exercise, it must be understood that the student who is 

preparing in the classroom is able to do this only because he is in the 

presence of a teacher in a leaming situation. If the two actors were 

doing this scene in performance for an audience, there would be no 

time allowed for emotional preparation on the stage. Emotional 

preparations during scene work and in performance are always 

performed off-stage, before the scene begins. 

In other words, the time used for emotional preparation prior 

to the first moment of the scene must be considered training time, 

not acting time. And the actual choice of which student enters the 

room is solely determined by the external imaginary circumstances 

of the text. Often dramatic scenes are constmcted to allow for one 

character to enter a designated place where the other character is 

already situated. And, this fact will determine which actor will enter 

the designated space and begin the scene. 

An illustration from Meisner's text will be helpful. The two 

students, Lila and Sarah, are rehearsing Act 3, Scene Five from Frank 

Wedekind's Spring's Awakening. Lila is cast in the role of the 

mother, Mrs. Bergmann and Sarah is cast as the daughter, Wendla. 

The external imaginary circumstances in this scene are that Mrs. 
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Bergmann must explain to her innocent young daughter that she, the 

daughter, is pregnant. Both mother and daughter are horrified about 

the scandal caused by this unwanted pregnancy. As Meisner 

describes the play, it "...is a violent protest against keeping young 

people ignorant..It's a scene of bereavement against the misfortune 

ofUfe"^"^ 

At issue for Sarah and Lila is the challenge of discovering what 

emotion is called for by the text hi this scene. In other words, they 

must analyze the external imaginary circumstances to uncover the 

emotional ch-cumstance for their characters and then they must do 

an emotional preparation which will allow this particular emotion to 

flow through them. As their teacher, Meisner coaches his two 

students to uncover the emotional meaning of the scene. He explains 

to LUa and Sarah that "It's as if you and your mother have just 

found out that your young husband of two days was killed in an 

accident." ̂ ^ He explains that both characters are experiencing the 

same emotion in this scene, namely emotion of grief, as a result of 

the helplessness which occurs when something terrible has happened 

and there is nothing that either character can do about it 

He teaches Sarah and Lila about how to find the emotional 

preparation for this scene as follows: 

"Lila, you've just found out-I'm talking about imagination-
that your daughter is going to prison. Anything! I don't care! 
See? I don't care what you think of. Cry! And don't stop 
crying untU I teU you to. That's right. Begin to cry! Now, 
Sarah, you're an actress. If a doctor told you that you had lung 
cancer, would it upset you?" Sarah nods and LUa begins to cry. 
"That's right. Sarah, if somebody told you that your mother 
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was about to die, would It upset you?" Sarah nods 
affirmatively and Meisner then instructs Sarah, "Okay, so start 
to cry."^^ 

He is, in essence, coaching the students to find the appropriate 

emotion, in this case, grief, for this scene. Later, in the same 

discussion with Sarah and Lila, Meisner bluntly says, "Cry, both of 

you, then talk. That's my method of acting: cry, then talk. Don't talk 

and then expect to cry, because you won't""^ 

This iUustration from Meisner's text is useful because It reveals 

the Innate simplicity of the tool of emotional preparation. Based on 

the analysis of the emotional meaning of the scene for the two 

characters, Meisner instructs them to cry because, in his opinion, the 

characters will cry as a result of feeling the emotion of grief in this 

scene. At this advanced level of the work, it is no longer necessary 

for Meisner to help the students determine how to make themselves 

cry. Their earlier work on emotional preparation in the exercise 

level-two and in the Spoon River exercise should have taught them 

how to induce their own tears, through their work with the internal 

Imaginary circumstances. At this point in their technical training, it 

is expected that they will be sufficientiy trained in the ability to cry 

as a result of feeling the emotion of grief, which they need to have at 

the beginning of the scene. 

The emotional preparation is used to create the emotion which 

the student needs to begin the scene, Meisner's words, "cry, then 

talk," summarize the entire process of how the actor must handle the 

emotion and the text. The act of crying, based on the emotion of 

grief, will affect how the student says the words. 
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There are times when the actor must contend with the 

challenge of handling sections of the text which he finds difficult, or 

unobtainable emotionally. These sections of the text will challenge 

the actor with certain emotional circumstances of the character 

which are not easily accessible to the actor. In the case of the entry 

of a new emotional circumstance for the character during the course 

of the scene, the actor would do well to avail himself of the technique 

for finding emotions which Meisner calls the "as-if." 

The "as-if can be understood as a mhiiature emotional 

preparation which is performed during a scene rather than before 

the scene begins. The "as-if works exactiy like the emotional 

preparation: the actor substitutes an internal imaginary 

circumstance which is parallel to the emotional circumstance in the 

text and does an emotional preparation which yields the same 

emotion as called for by the character's emotional circumstance. 

Like the emotional preparation, the "as-if is a link which 

connects the actor to the text and the character. The "as-if 

challenges the actor to have a facile abiUty to call up emotions 

quickly, on a per need basis according to where Unes of the text 

present external imaginary circumstances and emotional 

circumstances which cause difficulty for the actor. 

Of the many problems hiherent in the acting student's 

exploration of the cold text during the rehearsal process, none is 

greater than the chaUenge of finding a way to bring the cold text to 

life for the actor. How will the actor find a way to work with sections 

of the text which he cannot relate to? What If the character is 
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involved in a situation that is totally foreign to the young acting 

student who has no life experience to bring to bear on his emotional 

understanding of that situation? These are just a few of the acting 

problems which can be solved by applying the technique of 

particularization, also referred to by Meisner as the "as tf." 

The term, "as-if is a derivative of Stanislavsky's famous term, 

the "magic tf,""^^ and Meisner openly admits that his teaching of this 

technique Is "pure Stanislavsky.'"^2 Meisner introduces the term and 

the concept to his class by saying, "It's your personal example 

chosen from your experience or your imagination which emotionally 

clarifies the cold material of the text.""̂ ^ Specifically, the "as-if is 

based in the idea that if the text is unclear to the actor, then the 

technique for clarification resides in finding an analog for the 

situation. 

For example, our Ron, from Chapter I, in the role of Hamlet, 

might approach the section of the text in which Hamlet berates his 

mother, Gertmde for marrying his uncle, by saying to himself, this 

situation is as if my own mother had betrayed my father by having 

an affair with her doubles partner at the tennis club. Ron has found 

a way to make Hamlet's situation come to Ufe for himself by using 

his imagination to find an event which could conceivably happen In 

his personal life which would cause him to have the same feeUngs as 

Hamlet has when he learns of his mother's betrayal of his dead 

father. 

The "as-if is a personal, highly individualized tool. As a 

dlscretlonar>^ tool, the "as-if functions as an option for the actor to 

212 



be used only when needed. And, the actor, himself, must decide 

when he needs to use the "as-if tool. 

The question of how to choose the "as-if must be addressed. 

The answer wiU be illuminated by the following excerpt from the 

Meisner text in which Meisner responds to a student's question: 

Ray holds up his hand. "So when you choose a 
particularization, you choose what the moment is about 
emotionally. How do you make these choices? Is that the 
subject of a different class, or can we talk about it now?" 
"They come from your instincts." 
"Your instincts in relation to that particular scene?" 
"Of course." 
"As a result of how you either understand it or 
misunderstand it?" Ray asks. 

"Of course"^ 

It has been estabUshed that the "as-if is personal, 

discretionary and chosen instinctually. A fourth attribute of the "as-

if relates to its place in the actor's final performance. Once chosen, 

and used successfully during the rehearsal process, the "as if will 

remain in place throughout the actor's performance of a particular 

role. If It is included by the actor as part of his technique for finding 

the emotional life of the character during the rehearsal process, then 

It becomes permanently integrated into his performance. In all 

probabUity the actor wUl fmd it necessary to rehearse the "as if 

consistently In order to accompUsh the intended result of self-

stimulation of emotion at this particular juncture m the text. 
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Acting 

The actor, fully trained in Meisner's technique, is finally 

equipped with the tools necessary to act. What is new here is that 

Principles 3 and 4 will come fully into play as the performance of the 

text wUl be a result of the doings and reactions in front of an 

audience. The student's acting process is comprised of the foUowing 

components: the emotional preparation, the primary behavioral 

intention and resultant doings and the behavioral reactions to the 

partner and the environment. These components, as supported by 

aU four principles of acting and as realized in the actor's approach to 

text and character, wUl result in tmthful acting, as described in 

Chapter I. 

In the following description of acting, the students, Betty and 

John, will perform a scene in front of an audience. Their acting will 

foUow Principles 1 and 2, and in so doing, this acting wiU naturally, 

by this stage, follow Principles 3 and 4. Principle 1, The actor 

behaves truthfully, will be realized through the fulfillment of the two 

Sub-Principles, la.. With full attention on what he's doing (not on 

himself), and l.b.. With behavior based in reacting to the partner and 

the environment. The students wiU perform the doings in the scene 

and their reactions to their partner and environment will occur 

naturally. If they keep their attention on what they are doing (not 

on themselves) and if they fully perform these dohigs, they will be 

behaving truthfully. 
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Through textual analysis of the external Imaginary 

circumstances and the creation of the emotional preparation which 

will yield the emotional circumstance which matches the character's 

emotional circumstance, the students wUl futflU the dictates of 

Principle 2, The character is simply the actor behaving as himself by 

taking on the character's imaginary circumstances as his own, will 

also be realized in performance. 

Principles 3 and 4 will naturally be realized in performance 

because the students will have mastered the technique necessary to 

behave as themselves as the characters. Therefore the doings and 

reactions, which constitute the two Sub-Principles of Principle I's 

dictate to behave truthfully will be reaUzed on the advanced level of 

performance of the text, as described In Principle 3. And the 

necessity for taking on the character's circumstances as one's own, so 

that one is fully behaving as the character, wiU naturally lead to a 

fulfillment of Principle 4, because the actor will have his full 

attention on what he is doing as the character in the character's 

imaginary circumstances, with the identical emotion of the character, 

that this will naturally yield a performance which is merely in front 

of the audience, because the actor's attention is not on performing for 

the audience, which would yield audience awareness. 

The following description of how two actors, Betty and John, as 

characters, analyze a segment of text and then perform this segment 

of text, will serve to Illustrate the acthig process. The written text, 

appearing below, has been created by the author for purposes of 

Ulustration. 
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The two characters, Susan and David, are co-workers seated on 

a park bench during their lunch hour. The scenes leading up to this 

textual excerpt reveal Susan's plans to seduce David. Susan is deeply 

in love with David. She knows he is married but she suspects that he 

is unhappy. The acting students, Betty and John, are cast in the roles 

of Susan and David, respectively. 

Susan: David, your eyes are sea-green, 

David: So, what? 

Susan: Sea-green is my favorite color. 

David: Same here. 

Susan: Eyes don't lie, but colors do, 

David: What a ridiculous statement. It makes no sense. 

Susan: Sea-green is a calm, soothing color. But your eyes 
have anger in them. I can see that anger. I can feel that 
anger. I can almost taste that anger. I want to paint your 
eyes orange, for anger. 

Betty's analysis of the text leads her to choose seduction as 

Susan's primary behavioral intention, based on her understanding of 

Susan's love feelings for David and her desire to take action on these 

feelings. She chooses two doings for the segment, to help her 

accompUsh her goal of trying to get David to go to bed with her. The 

two doings are to play up to David as a way to get David's interest, 

and secondly, to physically and emotionally arouse David. Betty 

applies the first doing for her first two Unes and the second doing for 

her last two lines. Betty wUl do an emotional preparation before 

entering the classroom to perform the scene. She creates an Intemal 
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imaginary circumstance which paraUels Susan's emotional 

circumstance of being in love with David. 

John has analyzed this segment and has deduced that David 

finds Susan to be repulsive, that David doesn't like Susan's flirtatious 

personality, and that he vehementiy disapproves of her obsequious 

behavior in the office. Therefore John's behavioral intention, as 

David, is to take flight from Susan. He chooses only one doing which 

will Inform his three lines, namely to escape from Susan. He does an 

emotional preparation based on David's emotional circumstance of 

hating Susan. 

The performance of the scene begins with John, as David, 

seated on a bench eating a sandwich and reading a book. After about 

twenty seconds Betty, as Susan, enters from stage left, styrofoam cup 

In hand. She sees John and immediately crosses downstage and sits 

about one foot away from him. She inches herself towards him, 

ostensibly to determine the color of his eyes, whUe all the time 

applying the doing of playing up to him. She practically purrs her 

first line, "David, your eyes are sea-green." Her tone of voice is 

sweet and syrupy. Behaving like a kitten trying to get attention, she 

provocatively positions her shoulder so that it gently touches John's 

shoulder. 

John, as David, reacts by scowling and lowering his head, while 

he performs the doing of trying to escape from Susan's advances. He 

growls his fu-st line, "So, what?" into the collar of his shirt. John looks 

startled as Betty inches closer to hhn and coos her second line, "Sea-
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green is my favorite color." He reacts with a look of dlsdahi whUe 

saying "Same here" in an angry tone of voice. 

Blinded by her love feelings and obUvious to John's retreats, 

Betty says, "Eyes don't lie, but colors do," as she changes her doing to 

arousal and nibbles on John's ear. John reacts with a look of horror, 

using his palm to push her mouth away from his ear as he says, 

"What a ridiculous statement It makes no sense." Betty ignores 

John's retreats and caresses John's cheek with her forefinger while 

delivering her final line. Her tone of voice now sounds more Uke a 

low growl as she attempts to arouse John. Now reacting to Betty with 

fuU blown horror, John, as David, is literaUy hugging the very edge of 

the bench. He then puts his hand on the ground to keep himself 

from falling off of the side of the bench. John, in the role of David, 

reacts to Betty's doings with horror, disgust and eventually terror as 

he fulfiUs his behavioral intention to escape from Susan. 

Betty and John have fulfilled Principle 1 by behaving tmthfully 

as they perform the scene. They keep all their attention on what 

they are doing and they react to each other's doings and to their 

environment during their performances. With full training in the 

technique of the word repetition game as described in Chapter II, 

Betty and John have mastered the abiUty to perform doings while 

allowing for their instinctual reactions to happen to them. The 

reader, here, limited only by her imagination, and yet deprived of 

the opportunity to watch this performance must take their 

performances "on faith" and use her imagination to discern the 

truthful acting which occurs while Betty and John react to each other 
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and their environment while they keep their attention on what they 

are doing. 

Betty and John have learned the techniques, provided by the 

exercise, as described in Chapter III, and therefore they are fully 

conversant with the ability to perform emotional preparations and to 

withstand the challenges provided by the fictional circumstances of 

situation and relationship while continuing to practice the repetition 

exercise on more advanced levels as the language begins to resemble 

human speech. 

Finally, through their work on character in the Spoon River 

exercise and their work on reading the text, they have fully learned 

how to handle the challenges of character and text while continuing 

to behave truthfully. Thus, it follows from Principles 1 and 2 that in 

this performance of the scene, their doings and reactions wiU result 

in the performance of the text and this will be done without audience 

awareness, which could only enter their performances if they were 

not keeping their attention on what they were doing. Thus the 

performance wUl naturally be in front of the audience. 

Betty and John have followed the dictates of all four principles 

and have performed this scene in such a way that it seems like it is 

just Uke real Ufe to the audience member who is watching them 

perform. Upon the conclusion of the performance of the scene, this 

"said" observor of the scene might say to Betty and John, "I can't 

believe you two were acting, it seemed just like real life." She might 

ask Betty why she loves John so much and she might ask John why 

he seemed to be trying to escape from Betty. The two actors, well-
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trained in the Meisner technique and fully aware of its intense 

demands, would be well advised to simply smile at their admirer and 

to thank her for attending their performance. The acting has spoken 

for itself. The actors have engaged in truthful acting and the 

audience member is left wondering how this acting could seem 

exactly like real life. 

It is like real life because the actors have learned to behave as 

if they were in real life. As noted in Chapter I, as Heidegger says, in 

real life we do things with others. Therefore, for acting to be like 

real life, the behavior on the stage must be focussed on what one is 

doing hi relation to others and to objects in the envh-onment And, as 

in real life, if the attention is placed on what one Is doing then there 

will be no room for the pride and shame as noted by Sartre, 

emanates from self-consciousness and audience awareness, which 

leads to the bad acting habits of indicating and overacting. And, as in 

real Ufe, if Betty and John can withstand the challenges of text, 

character and audience while they behave truthfully, they will 

continue to behave truthfully, in spite of these three challenges 

offered by scene work. 

They have enmeshed themselves with their characters through 

the use of emotional preparations which have yielded emotions 

which are parallel to their characters' emotions. As in real Itfe, the 

emotions will come forth of their own volition. Therefore the actor 

must ignore her emotional Ufe in favor of placing her attention on 

what she is doing while she also reacts to her partner and 

environment. They have learned to avoid representing their 
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characters which would yield acting performances which are 

indicated. They are behaving as themselves, as the characters, as a 

result of their training hi handlmg the character's Imaginary 

circumstances. They have handled the language of the text In such a 

way as to speak as tf they were hi real Itfe, because they have come 

to understand that speaking is a doing, as pointed out by Austin. 

Hence their performance of their texts are simply a result of what 

they are doing. 

And finally, in real life, there Is no audience, so they have 

withstood the challenge of being watched by an audience by their 

commitment to keeping their attention on what they are doing, as in 

real life, and not on themselves or on the audience, thus avoiding the 

shame of self-consciousness which would lead to representing a 

character or the pride of audience consciousness which would lead to 

overacting. 

Conclusion 

The unspoken mystique of the Meisner technique lies in the 

interplay between the behavioral intentions with resultant doings 

and the actor's truthful behavioral reactions. These doings and 

reactions wUl be colored by the actor's emotional Ufe. When the actor 

reacts Instinctually while he is performing the doings as the 

character under the imaginary circumstances provided by the text, 

the actor stands to make new discoveries about his own behavior as 

the character and about how he is speaking the words. These 
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discoveries can never be made in advance of the moment that he is 

behaving on the stage. 

It is these discoveries of the behavior, which happen in the 

moment they are being executed which ultimately define the 

Meisner technique of acting. The uniquely exclusive aspect of this 

technique is born in the first preliminary exercises and Is fully 

realized in scene rehearsal work. The essence of the technique rests 

in the Indubitable assumption that the actor's creative challenge is to 

behave truthfully as if he were in real Ufe, while he endures the 

chaUenges of character and text and audience. As he is equipped 

with all the tools to perform the craft of acting given to him over the 

course of the Meisner technique, he is left to discover the innate 

brilliance of the technique, namely that this technique of acting, 

designed to produce truthful acting, corresponds to real life. 

When the actor behaves as himself by taking on the character's 

imaginary circumstances as his own then his performance of the text 

will be a result of his reactions and doings in front of the audience 

and the organic nature of the art of acting will reveal itself as the art 

of living real Ufe under imaginary circumstances on the stage. 
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