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“Wow, this feels like a real conversation!”

That’s because it is...
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Acting is a sport, a muscular exercise. 

This, I feel, has been forgotten. 

It is not uncommon to watch actors stand silently and politely 
across from each other, waiting for their cue to speak, whereupon 
they spring to life like a jack in the box, seemingly from total 
neutrality. 

It is sad and difficult to say but it most often feels untruthful and 
ineffective. 

Untruthful because no one really relates like that and ineffective 
because the dialogue tends to have little to no impact on either 
the actors or the audience. It is essential that we acknowledge that 
this is not laziness. Most actors are incredibly hard working and 
that, in some ways, may add to the problem.

Having taught at various drama schools around the world over the 
last 15 years, including my own; ICAT (Independent Centre for Actor 
Training), I have been bowled over by the speed at which actors 
can actually be turned from over-cautious and often stunted ‘line 
deliverers’ to dynamic, truthful and exciting ‘players’ through the 
introduction of some very simple principles that I would like to 
share with you. 

‘What about my methodology?’

Please note, it is vitally important that you understand that the 
principles that I am going to share have nothing to do with any 
specific acting method. They can be applied to absolutely any 
approach to acting and run happily alongside or underneath 
to release the actors into great freedom. So whatever school of 
thought or methodology you adhere to, this will work for you. 

In this book we will also explore the application of these principles 
to any medium whether it be television, theatre, film or radio. We 
will look at how they apply just as easily to Shakespeare as well 
as to any piece of contemporary text! In essence, any dramatic 
relationship. 

In the event that you have no preparation time and you have to 
sight read a script on the spot, the application of these principles 
will create immediate, truthful relationship and, what’s more,  the 
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scenes begin to direct themselves. 

This short book will be divided into three parts:

Part 1
The Preparation where we will ask fundamental questions about 
acting and unpick certain key ideas. This is vital for the work we 
will do in the second and third parts of the book 

Part 2
The Principles where I will introduce my approach and lay out 
simple, practical exercises which will take you from deadly line 
delivery to becoming a spontaneous and dynamic player. I will also 
include useful notes/things to look out for on each exercise plus 
group analysis so that you are able to share them with or teach 
them to a group.

Part 3
The Practice where we will look briefly at how these ideas are best 
nurtured and how they may apply to different styles of writing and 
mediums.

It is perfectly ok for you to jump straight into the principles and 
practice without reading the section on preparation, however if 
you do choose to do that, I would say that your understanding of 
why we are using the exercises and where we are heading with 
them will be diminished somewhat. 

WHERE DID THESE IDEAS COME FROM?

The principles in question began to emerge after some frustration 
on my part while I was teaching a lovely group of students at a 
very respected full time drama school.

We were exploring scenes from Chekhov’s Three Sisters for a 2nd 
year assessment. The assessment, which loomed ever closer, was 
to be in front of core staff and at least 20 other students. Fairly 
high pressure for the cast in hand. 

Having laid down the groundwork of actions and objectives 5 
weeks earlier, explored the given circumstances and played the 
scenes through repeatedly, I was wrestling with a key question: 
how did this group of talented, funny and unique individuals 
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become so unbelievably boring to watch as soon as a script is 
involved?

It was passion that drove them to apply for drama school and 
passion that got them in, so where had this passion gone? 

It’s definitely still in there but why, after probably months of 
auditioning and sometimes years of training are these folks now 
so utterly devoid of life when it matters most?

Furthermore, why do we see the same thing in training institutions 
and even professional theatre worldwide? 

The answer is simple- we have forgotten the sport of acting. 

We have forgotten our impulses.



Acting is a sport, a 
muscular exercise 
Acting is a sport, a 
muscular exercise 
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Part 1:
The Preparation
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Chapter 1
Acting?
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Before we can explore the principles in question we need to lay out 
a few ideas.

I want to look at what acting actually is and discuss some of the 
many components that make up this great and noble art. If you 
will allow me, I think it will prove really useful. Let’s lay some solid 
foundations.

I have a habit of asking a question of participants in classes that I 
run as soon as I meet them. Sometimes I ask it in different ways...

What is acting?

Or, what is it to act? 

Or, what are we doing when we act?

I find it fascinating that on practically every occasion, I am 
met with abject silence followed by awkward mumblings about 
‘becoming another person’ (impossible), ‘being in the moment’ 
(doing what though?) or ‘telling a story’ (closer!). 

If you asked almost anybody from any other sector to describe 
their job they are likely to be able to quantify it with relative ease. 
We actors, it would seem, cannot. 

Now it’s at this point that I have to say, I am not an expert. I am a 
very lucky person who has managed to carve a career with what 
talent I have. I wear no crown in this. I’m not even the best actor in 
my house so these principles are as much for me as anyone else 
but I have thoroughly enjoyed exploring this in my work as both 
actor and practitioner and have found personal release and ways 
to release others. 

The great Sanford Meisner said that acting is ‘living truthfully 
under imaginary circumstances’. I would go one further. The answer 
I am looking for when I ask the question ‘what is acting’ would be 
something like this:

‘to change others while remaining open to change, under 
imaginary circumstances ‘

Our job is to change both the actor in front of us, and the audience 
members by default, whilst remaining open to change.
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How do we do that?

Truly, the only way we change someone else is to do something to 
them. Genuinely. Not ‘tell them something’ or ‘speak lines at them’ 
but do something to them. 

Incidentally, for my money, the most effective approach to the art 
and craft of acting is to play actions in pursuit of an objective.

Actions are transitive verbs. ‘Doing words’ that we assign to every 
complete thought or ‘beat’ that our character has.

An example:

- I REJECT you with the line ‘forget about it’

Objectives are clear goals or tasks that we are trying to achieve in 
the scene by playing actions ‘on’ another person. 

An example:

- I want you to agree to let me go on holiday. 

There are many people, my younger self included, who balk at the 
idea of ‘actioning’ but, having had the great privilege of working 
with the director Mike Alfreds over the years, I am convinced there 
is no more freedom enhancing process than applying an action/
tactic/verb to every thought that your character expresses and 
playing it underneath the language. This is the greatest way to 
specifically and truthfully affect another actor. 

As Mike so brilliantly says, ‘The actors art is the art of action’.

I suppose you could say that we ‘act’ on another. 

Freedom

The reason I advocate actions and objectives so much is precisely 
the reason why many people shy away from them.

When beginning the process of teaching actioning I get many 
people who express a fear of becoming trapped or inhibited by 
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selecting verbs to accompany every beat or thought of their text. 
Understandably, they are concerned that they will be restricted by 
their choice. As I said, I felt very much the same when I was first 
introduced to the idea. 

What I didn’t realise until working with Mike, was that making 
appropriate choices for actions is in no way limiting. On the 
contrary, the actions provide structure without which there is no 
freedom. The ‘limitations’ that people fear actually enable us to 
stay true to the story we are trying to tell. They root us in the text. 
We can then play each moment with variation depending on our 
mood, the given circumstances, our scene partners and how they 
are affecting us at that particular time. 

Having no clear idea of what your character is doing to another 
beat by beat does not provide limitless choice, it promotes 
overwhelming generality and, as Stanislavsky said, ‘Generality is the 
enemy of art’. 

When my lovely wife, Lou, sends me to the supermarket and says 
‘surprise me for dinner’ I am absolutely immobilised. I don’t know 
where to begin. The abundance of choice overwhelms me and I 
don’t know where to start. I float, untethered, through a galaxy of 
possibilities.

If however, she texts me saying ‘actually, can we do something with 
lamb?’ I suddenly have a sense of context. My imagination is 
triggered by the information I have. Lamb kebabs? Lamb curry? 
Lamb roast? Lamb shepherds pie?...

You see, we all respond to structure. We feel both secure and free. 
Free to explore but with boundaries, free to play jazz around a 
set tune. No fear of becoming arbitrary or random. As actors, we 
can then be certain that we are telling the story that the writer 
has written albeit with ‘psychological or emotional flexibility’ 
every time, open to appropriate changes within the performance 
depending on what element of our characters circumstances we 
choose to dwell on that night. 

Peter Hall said ‘there is no art without form’. A beautiful paradox. 

Structure equals freedom. 
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Contact

Ultimately, any method or approach to acting has to enable 
genuine contact between scene partners. It is this contact, no 
matter how we arrive at it, that forms the basis for flexible, flowing 
relationship. It is the truthful fulcrum of any scene. 

Amazingly, we can discuss a multitude of theories in class or 
rehearsal and never actually make genuine contact with a scene 
partner. 

We can workshop the characters feelings, background, opinions 
and motivations all day long and never actually play a truthful 
moment when all is said and done. What a waste of time! 

The only thing that matters is real change in the characters and 
most importantly, the actors, as they seek to alter each other’s 
state from moment to moment. 

It is common for people to suggest that acting is make believe 
- that it is a glorified imagination game. In many ways that is 
true, we do need to allow our imaginations to be stimulated 
by the information from the page, to be ignited by the given 
circumstances. 

However that is only one element of the process, the imaginative 
work must rest on a bed of ongoing, sustained and REAL contact 
made between scene partners. 

So how do we do that? 

Well I’ve discussed in brief my personal preferred approach which 
involves actions or transitive verbs (doing words) that we apply to 
every beat of the text to create a sequence of specific ‘moves’ that 
we make underneath the language of the text. I could go into the 
various exercises that support that approach but it’s been said 
much better by Mike Alfreds in his fantastic book; Different Every 
Night. 

There is little point in playing actions or indeed using any other 
approach to the craft without having a clear playable objective.

You see, much of the reason for the absence of life in scene work is 
the distinct lack of a need to be there in the first place. 
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Objectives, as I’m sure you know, are tasks, goals, wants or 
desires. They are the only reason a character is even there. 

I remember talking about them with great sincerity in class at 
drama school and then utterly rejecting them as I stepped into the 
scene. They were something I thought should be considered and 
discussed, almost superstitiously, but the actual playing of an 
objective? Nah, too tricky thanks. 

I have since learned that practically the only way I am going to 
generate ‘scenic motivation’ (energy!) or stakes (...energy!) is to 
have a clear and solid objective which locks me onto my scene 
partner. 

Auditions, for example, are prime opportunities to become 
unhealthily self aware and inhibited. Writing down and actually 
attacking a simple clear objective will take your eyes off yourself, 
tune you into the other person and light up the room as you 
become someone genuinely trying to change another. I have 
learned that the awful nerves that accompany auditions can be 
reduced hugely if you pay more attention to your scene partner, 
the casting director or whoever, than yourself. 

Objectives and the ability to phrase them well are absolutely vital 
if you are going to become a truthful and dynamic actor. Why? 
Because if you don’t know what you want, you won’t know what to 
do. 

Value Charging

The brilliant screen writing teacher Robert McKee talks of value 
charging. He says that every character in a scene has a set of 
values, a worldview that they are committed to. They enter a scene 
‘value charged’.

A scene only works because there is activity, the characters trying 
to change the other characters point of view so that they adhere to 
their own values.

The changing of the others values to suit yours is effectively where 
you get your objective from. What do you want the other person to 
give you in order that your needs or values are satisfied?
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Spontaneous and dynamic behaviour arises from the sincere 
pursuit of a desired outcome. So, your objective needs to be A) 
clear, B) achievable and C) important.

Let’s take Romeo’s scene with Juliet on the balcony. A very familiar 
scene but that’s why it’s helpful 

There are of course different kinds of objectives:

Super objectives - life wants.
Through lines - what my character wants by the end of the story. 
In this case the through line may start part way through the play 
when Romeo meets Juliet.
Scene objectives - what my character wants in the scene.

Let’s look at phrasing a scene objective after a brief recap of the 
story.

Romeo (a Montague) sneaks into the house of his enemy (Lord 
Capulet) to enjoy a masked ball. He unexpectedly meets a 
beautiful girl who turns out to be Juliet, the daughter of Lord 
capulet. Juliet is whisked away to bed by her over protective nurse 
and Romeo scales the wall of the Capulet orchard by cover of 
night to gain access to Juliet privately. He successfully locates 
her bedroom and manages to hold a conversation with her on the 
balcony. 

Now, we could say on a very basic level that our scene objective is 
this:

To win Juliet

 That is a perfectly understandable objective but it doesn’t 
necessarily meet all the criteria I mentioned earlier. It is A) clear 
but not necessarily achievable or important .

Let me explain, I mentioned earlier that generality is the enemy 
of art. In order for an objective to activate you to actually do 
something then it needs to be very specific, big enough to excite 
you into action but not so big that it’s unachievable within the 
scene. 

Let’s look at this example again. The scene objective we have 
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chosen is to win Juliet. 

Criteria A) is it clear? Well yes, it’s not an over worded statement 
but what does it actually mean? I’m pretty sure that if you asked 
the actor that question they would go quiet for a while trying to 
figure out what ‘winning Juliet’ actually looks like.

Is it to get her to sleep with you? Marry you? Run away with you? 
Dedicate herself to you forever?  

Of course you could argue that it could be any one of those things 
but when you think about it, some of those ideas fall more into the 
through line category (what you want by the end of the play), so may 
be less effective as immediate scene objectives. A scene objective 
works best when it is...

B) Achievable. 

What I mean is, you can likely seek a definitive response in your 
partner by the end of the scene. In this case you may say ‘ok, maybe 
winning her is a bit vague, let’s say I want to see her again after this 
conversation so it’s about furthering our relationship’. 

Now that is certainly more achievable but I would say it’s not quite 
active enough and a bit wordy.

Your objective should be worded in such a way that it is easy to 
remember, that way you can lock it in your mind before you walk 
on stage or the cameras start rolling. It should also be specific. 

So I would encourage the actor to restate it but this time, and this 
is incredibly important, I would get them to place the outcome in 
the other person for example:

‘I want Juliet to agree to see me again’.

Can you see how that becomes both achievable in that it doesn’t 
depend on a lifetime of relationship to know you managed it and 
it makes you look for a definitive response or agreement from the 
other person.

In other words, restating this objective in this way actually makes 
you take your attention off yourself and place it on the other 
person. You now have something to fight for, a response to look for 
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and therefore you will know WHAT to do moment by moment if you 
are not getting the result you desire.

What about criteria C) The importance of the objective? 

Well, we don’t know quite how important this all is to Romeo 
considering he met her but a moment ago. However, if we do some 
basic homework we find that he is risking his life by defying the 
Capulet guards and climbing the walls of the orchard. We also find 
that in the previous scene when Romeo and Juliet first meet they 
share a 14 line exchange which has exactly the same layout as an 
English sonnet or love poem, a beautiful device by Shakespeare 
that clearly indicates a true union. From these basic clues so far 
in the play we can make an informed decision about our objective. 
And guess what, if we discover through rehearsal and further 
exploration that it is off the mark, no problem, at least we had an 
active objective from the word go. 

Now you may be tempted to think ‘well, I have more information 
than that, I know the whole play, I know that Romeo Kills himself 
for love of Juliet so I have a grasp of the depth of his passion for 
her’. Well, yes, you do know the end result...but Romeo doesn’t. He 
may not be that deeply in love with her just yet.

To become vital and active players we need to separate what the 
actor knows from what the character knows. This keeps us true to 
the moment, immediate and most importantly, expectant!

So it may be useful to start your rehearsal with a lower level of 
intensity and keep raising the pressure for Romeo as you rehearse 
to see what activates the language appropriately. 

A good way to quickly do this is to add the word NOW to your 
objective. In this case:

‘I want Juliet to agree NOW, to see me again’.



PrefaceChapter 2
Win the battle, 

not the war
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Expectation is everything.

 None of us would get out of bed without expectation, without hope 
of a favourable outcome.

I have noticed a common quality in rehearsals and performance, 
mainly at student level but sometimes in professional theatre. The 
quality is one of resignation or ease, an assumption that we will or 
will not get what our character wants from a scene. You might call 
it ‘endgaming’. 

In essence, the scene lacks genuine effort, there is no real fight in 
the actors and therefore the characters are devoid of purpose and 
the scene is devoid of energy and energy is everything. 

Appropriate energy of course, I’m not just talking about making 
everything manic. Suppressed energy in stillness can do 
marvellous things to a scene, it carries intention on its back and 
therefore drives the story forward. 

When we witness the resigned quality I mentioned just now, we 
can safely assume that the actors are pre empting the end of the 
play. They are holding onto information that the character is not 
yet party to and this really douses the flames of intention. 

Our job of course is to ‘fresh mint’ the scenes and the text as the 
late, great John Barton (RSC director) would say. We are paid to 
create the illusion that our character doesn’t know what is going 
to happen next, even if we have done this scene 50 times or more. 

How do we do that?

Well, remaining ‘in the moment’ is a sure fire way to do it. This is 
of course a fairly cliché acting term but there is gold in them there 
hills.

Being ‘in the moment’ comes from paying attention as fully as 
possible to your scene partner and playing an immediate and 
specific objective as previously discussed. 

This stops your brain from running too far ahead and means you 
can tackle the individual obstacles as they arrive moment by 
moment, beat by beat. We then witness a character dealing with a 
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series of hurdles one by one as they drive towards a greater goal. 
You may not win the war, but you can still win the battle!

You see, you the actor may know that the character does not get 
what they want by the end of the play, even the audience may 
know this, but why are we still watching Hamlet 450 years later? 

Because we want the thrill of seeing the characters overcome. 
You see it’s not so much the conclusion of the play that justifies 
the ticket price, it’s the battles along the way, the obstacles, 
arguments, debates, struggles and tactics that keep us enthralled. 

Just take the movie Titanic for example. The whole joke was that 
every single audience member knew the end before it began but 
boy oh boy did we hold our breath hoping for a different outcome 
as the events unfolded and Jack and Rose battled the very 
elements.

In short, it’s the SPORT of acting. 
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Chapter 3
The 3-way transaction
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There are 2 things that we should be least aware of when playing 
a scene and yet they are the 2 things most of us spend the time 
dwelling on.

These 2 things are ourselves and the audience members (that 
would be the camera when filming or the mic in radio).

Ourselves 

One of my tutors at drama school made an early point in our 
training, that if we are ‘looking in on ourselves during the work, 
there is something wrong.’ 

This was a real shock to me as that was my whole approach to 
acting. A consistent monitoring of my every move. My so called 
technique was one of constant self awareness that allowed me 
to alter my voice, physicality and ‘feeling’ depending on what I 
thought the audience were getting or not getting. 

This was almost the total opposite of what acting actually is and, 
true to form, it led to total self effort, exhaustion and absolute 
disconnection from everything external. 

You cannot act on another if you are almost totally unaware of 
them being there. Nor can you be open to the multitude of other 
influences around you from the physical world of the play to the 
random and unexpected sounds that may occur in the auditorium 
offering you opportunity for genuine and truthful responses. 

Declan Donellan in his excellent book The Actor And The Target nails 
this when he explores the difference between concentration and 
attention.

He rightly defines concentration as an inward looking, self effortful 
and ultimately life limiting state of being where attention allows 
the actor to be open to and influenced by the many outside 
possibilities not least of all the ongoing offers made by the actor 
opposite you. 

Voice coach -  Barbara Houseman, talks about having ‘cameras 
in and cameras out’ alluding to the sensation of self awareness 
versus outward attention. 
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This simple semantic alteration - attention not concentration, 
transformed my understanding of my scenic relationships and 
began to engender ongoing responses in me that were truthful 
and, interestingly, less tiring. More on that later! 

Anyone who has been on a date knows the grim reality of being 
totally self aware. With self awareness comes the voice of the inner 
critic who rarely gives out 5 stars...darling. 

The moments we enjoy most in relationships come when we 
resonate totally with the other, even on one topic, and are suddenly 
absorbed by them. It is free, it is easy, it is life giving. 

80/20

Now, the natural question to ask is ‘how do I do that? I’ll forget my 
lines, I’ll lose control’. As with all things, balance is key.

It is never going to be possible to be totally attentive just as it 
is never going to be possible to be totally self absorbed. What I 
am aiming for is a ‘conscious attention’ where we purposefully 
place our focus on the other actor every time we sense ourselves 
becoming self conscious again. In this way we are reminded of the 
muscular nature of acting. It takes conscious effort to operate as 
an actor, making little and regular choices to purposefully place 
our attention, is the structure that releases us into the freedom of 
relationship if you like.

There are several things we are going to be internally aware of 
all the time and that is a good thing: The lines, our marks, our 
objective, where the prop is. Am I blocking the audience? Have I 
stepped out of the camera frame? 

We cannot possibly forget these things as they are the technical 
demands of the craft. Again, they are the structure. However, 
once we have done our homework well, learned our lines inside 
out, explored our actions or motivations, fully understood the 
circumstances the character is in, we can choose to assign less of 
our conscious attention to these things and offer it to the scene 
via the other actors.

I was working on text and verse preparation recently with the 
excellent company of Richard 2nd at Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre 
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and we were discussing this very thing. 

The lovely actor, Doña Croll suggested that the balance should be 
about 80/20. 

That’s 80% attention outward and 20% technical or internal 
awareness. You might say 80% character, 20% actor. I reckon that’s 
about right. 

The Audience

The second person or group who get far too much of our attention 
is the audience. 

Obviously, I am not going to advocate ignoring them, you should 
already be aware that balance is key in all of this. What I am 
advocating is dropping an unhealthy focus on the audience 
whether they are in the theatre, on set or wherever. 

The audience cannot help but have an effect on us but, if we 
proffer too much energy their way we all lose out. My mum still 
reminds me of the swimming race I was in as a 6 year old which 
went terribly badly for me when I stopped half way down the lane 
to wave at her ...then sank.

I would argue that the analogy is very apt. Metaphorically waving, 
winking at or nudging to the audience as we play will definitely 
lead to you sinking. We lose touch with our scene partners and 
drown in the disconnect.

We need to apportion a certain amount of attention the audience’s 
way but that is part of the technical element of the work, part of 
the 20%. 

We must be aware of sight lines, volume and even subtle shifting 
or restlessness from the house. This may be an indication that 
we are losing the audience’s attention so may have to adapt our 
volume or play with greater clarity but beyond that, they are none 
of our business, as counter intuitive as that may sound. 

Playing to the audience for approval is a temptation that we 
absolutely all succumb to (I am certainly guilty of it) but we need 
to take a moment to re attach ourselves to our scene partners 
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instead. The irony is that the more attention we give to the 
audience, the less they will be impacted. This is what I would call...

The 3 Way Transaction

There is an agreement that takes place between audience and 
actors. The agreement is unspoken but it’s there.

The agreement says that for the duration of the performance the 
performers are who they say they are until we, the audience, learn 
differently.

 The production is just that - a production. The events that take 
place are not real...but they can be true.

How? we might ask.  Because we can truthfully affect another actor 
under the agreement that when all is said and done, we didn’t 
really mean it. 

This agreement, by necessity creates a 3 way transaction. Here’s 
the deal, if we want to affect the audience, we must affect our 
scene partner. 

Or, change your scene partner and you will change the audience.

And when you change the audience, you have done your job. 
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Part 2:
The Principles
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Chapter 1
The Sport of Acting
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We have now established that:

 • Acting is a muscular exercise.
 • Acting is doing. We must actually do something to someone else.
 • We must have a reason to be in the scene, a clear objective.
 • We must remain ‘in the moment’ fighting for what the character  

wants in that scene rather than revealing the end of the play by  
our lack of commitment. 

 • Audiences repeatedly watch the same plays and films because  
of the thrill of the fight. 

When we read over these points, we may be able to detect a 
common quality, present in all of them.

Immediacy.

Reading the list again we might also be forgiven for mistaking it 
for a list of descriptors attributed to sports. 

Let’s take boxing for example:

 - Acting is a muscular exercise.
 - Boxing is a totally physical pursuit.
 - Acting is doing. We must actually do something to someone else.
 - A boxer must physically punch someone and make repeated 

adequate contact. 
 - We must have a reason to be in the scene, a clear objective.
 - In order to win a boxer must fight until his/her opponents 

submission, knockout or gain more points by the end of an 
agreed set of rounds. 

 - We must remain ‘in the moment’ fighting for what the character 
wants in that scene rather than revealing the end of the play by 
our lack of commitment. 

 - The moment a fighter loses focus or dwells on a mistake 
they may open themselves to a devastating blow. Total focus 
moment by moment is required and even if a fight is lost on 
points a boxer will attempt to finish with honour. Not giving 
up until the final bell or exhaustion. 

 - Audiences repeatedly watch the same plays and films because 
of the thrill of the fight. 
 - Old fights are continually referenced and watched as 
demonstrations of sporting greatness. Think Ali and 
Foreman’s Rumble In The Jungle. 
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I believe the ‘act of acting’ is more like sport than anything else. 

You could take this list and apply it to almost any sport 
satisfactorily. 

Admittedly the major difference between a sports game and a play 
for example is that the final outcome is open in a sport whereas an 
audience may already know the end of a play but, both a theatre 
and sporting audience may be left dissatisfied by the end result. 

In this way they are similar again. What we are truly interested in 
is within the action of either event.

There have been plenty of times when a football crowd have left 
the stadium convinced the ‘losing’ team played best, were unfairly 
penalised or displayed more heart. 

As I said before, the joy for the observer, the thrill of the game lies 
in the moment by moment overcoming of obstacles. It is therefore 
totally possible to attempt to metaphorically score as many 
points as possible along the way even if the script declares your 
character the loser in the end. Go down swinging! 

Actors are energy filled and playful when they lock on to another 
actor, they are terribly courageous in that they open themselves 
up, lower their defenses and very often unleash their true ‘selves’. 

Taking this boxing analogy further you may say that film and 
theatre audiences come to watch good fighters rather than good 
plays. This idea should give the actor a greater sense of confidence 
and trust in their own uniqueness. 

It may be helpful to think of every offer that comes your way from 
another actor as being an opening of sorts. When they reach out 
to connect with you they are opening themselves up by revealing 
more than they may want to. 

Every offer is an opportunity for you to score. Like a boxer who jabs, 
opens up his ribs momentarily as his guard is broken. A footballer 
who tries to drive the ball further down the field by dribbling has 
lost some control over it and is open to interception or a cricketer 
who attempts more runs leaves his wicket open.

Every offer made to you by another character is a chance for you to 
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score and equally, every offer you make leaves you vulnerable.

You be you 

One of our greatest self induced pressures is to be like another, 
more ‘popular’ actor but there is no need, you should spend that 
energy on yourself. Become a greater player, a more specific actor, 
a better tactician and people will want to hire and watch you 
because you will be thrilling. 

A WORD OF CAUTION

It is worth clarifying that characters are not always trying to 
attack each other. Scoring a point (as I describe it) may just as 
easily be finding a way to agree with someone and encourage 
them as much as it’s about ‘getting one over on them’

The sporting analogy, particularly the boxing one, alludes to the 
spontaneous quality of the exchange rather than the brutality. So, 
one more time for clarity, impulse playing can be generous as well 
as competitive.

THE 93%

Sorry to throw more numbers at you but I found it hugely freeing to 
know that, according to specialists, only 7% of communication is 
verbal, 93% is behaviour based.

Isn’t that interesting?

What does that mean for us? Well, in my opinion it totally turns 
the tables on our approach to text. 

I had always felt a sense of trepidation, perhaps inferiority when 
given a play at drama school and even more so when I began to 
work. 

The play text to me was something hallowed, that had been done 
before by way better actors than myself and I had to reach upward 
toward it like a ceiling that I was too short to reach.
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When I considered that just 7% of the audience experience is 
text based, I was gifted a newfound confidence in what I as an 
individual could bring. I was now able to metaphorically stand on 
the text rather than reach up and grasp at it. My focus became 
more about what I bring than what I am unable to do with the text. 

How then, do we become athletic actors? How do we regain a sense 
of true freedom within the structure of the piece? How do we go 
from Parcel Force line deliverers to dynamic and responsive scene 
partners? 

One word - Impulse.
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Chapter 2
The Equation
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There is a pattern that lies beneath real conversation that can 
be directly transferred to scene work. This pattern or process is 
foundational. Just like a subway network running underneath the 
streets, it lies beneath any piece of scenic dialogue. 

I labelled this pattern ‘The Equation’ because, when part of it is 
skipped or missing, the relationship doesn’t add up and the scene 
doesn’t make sense. Let’s take a look.

A fairly standard approach to acting is to have two scene 
partners in front of each other taking it in turns to deliver 
their text as interestingly as possible. This can include vocal 
dexterity, objectives and truthful delivery of actions (or whatever 
methodology the actors stand on) to create intention. For all 
intents and purposes the scenic checklist is complete...and yet we 
still don’t entirely buy it. 

Why? Because they have missed ‘The Equation’. 

Here is how the scene currently looks (in its dissatisfactory form):

Scene opens. 
Partner A - plays an intention 
Partner B - plays an intention back 
Partner A - plays an intention back
Partner B - plays an intention back 
Partner A - plays an intention back
Partner B - plays an intention back ad infinitum 

At first glance this makes sense, nobody has walked off set or 
missed lines or anything. It looks like all is well and, to a degree 
it is, but this approach to our work will always leave the audience 
undernourished and wanting for something which, very often they 
won’t be able to put their finger on. 

What they are witnessing is two actors who are basically 
unavailable and metaphorically bouncing intentions off each 
other like tennis balls off a brick wall. In short, nothing’s landing. 

Here is how the scene looks when we include ‘The Equation’.

Scene opens. 
Partner A - plays an intention 
Partner B - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back 
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Partner A - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back
Partner B - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back 
Partner A - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back
Partner B - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back 
and so on.

Can you now see? We often totally miss two thirds of the process. 

For a dialogue to truthfully reflect and actually become real 
relationship, we must not only do something to someone, we must 
receive and make a decision about what they do to us in return. 

This seemingly minor idea can totally transform your work. It will 
take you from ‘character’ to person, from ‘actor’ to player, from 
‘deliverer’ to fighter. 

These two steps that we often miss happen in a split second 
but they suddenly allow two people to truly lock on, engage and 
stimulate an IMPULSE in the other. 
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Chapter 3
Impulse
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‘Everything that begins to exist has a cause’

This is the Kalãm cosmological argument. The well known 
philosophical premise states that there are causes and effects. 
Nothing occurs or appears out of nowhere, everything that is or 
happens owes its existence to something outside of itself.

Is this beginning to resonate? You can see where this is going 
can’t you.

Let’s look at the dictionary definition.

    Impulse
    Noun

1. a sudden strong and unreflective urge or desire to act.
2. something that causes something to happen or happen more 

quickly; an impetus.

When we are locked onto an objective, genuinely seeking a 
response from our scene partners we pay attention outwardly and 
become available to influence that creates a response in us. 

If we are present and brave enough to run with a response, this is 
playing from impulse. 

Think about other areas of your life that could be described as 
impulsive. Going on a date, eating that donut, buying that skirt, 
taking that loan, buying that house. The list could be endless. 

Notice that all of these impulses are in direct response to outside 
objects or desires that cause you to act. 

Heart before head

Our desires can get us into all sorts of trouble. In this way it can be 
said that our hearts go before our heads.

We often speak from the heart before giving our heads a chance 
to assess the situation. This doesn’t mean our hearts are always 
wrong but there is a speed of reaction in us, emotionally that is 
often responsible for what we say or do in the moment. These are 
our impulses.
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When my frustration led me to explore the ideas that make up this 
book, I realised that I had been bothered by this issue for longer 
than I had been aware of. I had watched the same habits crop up 
in classes, rehearsals and performances for years and had just 
decided to accept it as the status quo, a stone in the shoe that just 
had to be ignored. 

What I was watching was usually two confident, trained, often 
specific actors engaging in totally non truthful dialogue and, 
having wrestled with it privately for ages I finally worked out why. 
They had missed ‘The Equation’!

Talking recently with a new acting colleague about these 
principles he said 

‘Yeah, I’m always thinking that when I’m at the theatre- no one is really 
talking to each other. I just kinda gave up. It’s just the way it is’

How sad. How unnecessary!

THE EXERCISES

I am now going to introduce you to the sequence of exercises 
that I use to expose and develop impulsive playing in myself and 
participants in class. Some of these I have borrowed from much 
cleverer people than I, you may have even done them before and I 
will definitely pay credit where it is due. Some of them I developed 
myself through trial and error over the last few years. 

Amusingly, I once ran a session for some international actors 
in London and, having finished, a young American actor came 
up to me and casually told me she had done at least one of 
‘my’ exercises with a teacher in the states. I guess nothing is a 
guaranteed original but I will honestly never purposefully lay claim 
to something that I know to be from elsewhere. 

That being said, here they are. This is the order in which I teach 
them. Please attempt them in sequence first time round and then 
feel free to use any one of them at any time as a warm up and a 
way to quickly re engage the impulse muscles.
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STEP 1

POSTCARDS

Author: John Abbott (The Improvisation Book - Nick Hern)
Players: 2
Equipment: None required. 
Aim: To quickly and easily recognise what an impulse is and most 
importantly,  trust it.

 • Label yourselves partner A and B. 
 • Partner A will be the ‘subject’ partner B will be the ‘speaker’
 • Partner A stands several feet away from partner B and     

creates pose. It can be totally unrecognisable from anything  
we know like a bizarre twisted shape or it can be clear and   
simple like someone pointing at the sky. Please note, the aim  
is not for partner B to guess what it actually is.

 • Partner B, having spent a second looking at the finished    
shape creates and speaks aloud a simple ‘postcard caption’  
prompted by the physical offer made by partner A. For     
example, if partner A stood on one leg with one hand pointing  
forward into the distance, partner B may say something like  
‘long john silver spotted the rescue ship’.

 • Partner A would conclude the exercise by saying ‘thankyou’.   
This is an acknowledgment that their offer has been     
accepted and that the round is finished. 

 • Partner A then makes a completely new shape which partner  
B offers a totally new caption for and so on.

 • Once you have done maybe 6 rounds of that (6 shapes and   
captions), swap so partner B becomes the subject and     
partner A the speaker, offering the captions.

Notes

 • Be sure to ignore self criticism when offering a physical    
shape. It doesn’t have to be interesting, just clear and simple.  
If in doubt, let your body keep moving until you find      
something new and freeze. 

 • If you are saying the captions, keep them very simple and   
boring. This is key. DO NOT try and be funny or exciting, that’s  
deadly. Let the shape spark an idea in your head.

 • Keep the captions separate from each other, if your 
scene partner is called Karen, don’t keep using her name 
in your captions. You may say ‘Tracy thought the meal was    
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delicious’, then  ‘Julia loves her oak tree’, then ‘Cathy hailed a cab   
in the rain ‘.

Group analysis 

This exercise is super simple and non threatening. You can do it 
with a friend or have a whole class doing it at the same time.

The participants should notice that the shape that partner A 
offers, creates an idea in partner B which they will either discard or 
use as a stimulus to offer a caption.

This idea is their impulse. We must encourage every player to 
avoid discarding their first idea or they will become judgemental 
and untrusting of their own instincts and be unable to play 
impulsively in a scene. 

We now see that impulses are there and triggered by an outside 
stimulus. This is step one. 

ALTERNATIVE STEP 1

BALL TOSS

This is a great exercise that I picked up in boxing training. Coaches 
use this to develop fighters’ responses.

Author: Unknown.
Players: 2
Equipment: A tennis ball and around 10-15 feet of space. 
Aim: To play with genuine impulses and inhibit people from pre-
empting or contriving. 

 • Label yourselves partner A and B.
 • Partner B stands about a foot behind partner A, both facing   

the same way. There should be around 10 feet of clear space   
in front of partner A. 

 • Partner A must remain in a state of readiness, slightly light   
on their feet and ready to move.

 • Partner B gently tosses the tennis ball over the head of     
partner A so that it bounces on the floor around 2 ft ahead of  
them. 

 • When partner A sees the ball enter their field of vision from   



42

above they must push off their feet and catch the ball before  
it bounces a second time. 

 • If the ball bounces twice, partner A was unsuccessful. If it    
bounces once then they catch it, they have won a point.

This sequence is repeated until partner A has won 3 points.    
You then swap. 

Notes

 • Communication is key in this game. If partner B is lobbing   
the ball 5 ft ahead of A so they can’t possibly get to it in time,  
the partners need to be able to feedback to each other and   
adapt without falling out. As with any game, it’s easy to    
become frustrated.

 • Depending on height, partner B may need to stand on a chair  
behind partner A to avoid having to throw it. It needs to be a   
light toss just over their head.

 • Once you have had a couple of go’s stop and discuss the    
sensation of the impulse and notice how sensitive partner   
A becomes. Get the players to continue and be playful with   
the rhythm. So don’t repeat the same throwing rhythm, see   
if B can get A to wait until they are totally uncertain when  it’s  
going to arrive then toss the ball, this will really test      
someone’s responses.

 • It may be wise to stretch legs and hamstrings prior to the   
game as the launch off the spot can put pressure on people’s  
achilles. 

Group analysis

I love this exercise because it best represents that dependency on 
instinct that both fighters and actors should have. 

The game clearly relies on split second response to win a point 
and the beauty is that you are absolutely locked onto an external 
stimulus, there can be no planning or pre-empting on partner A’s 
part, just a sense of awareness. This awareness becomes total 
vitality once partner B plays with rhythm and you will find that 
waves of impulse wash over partner A who will begin to twitch 
physically even when there is no ball in view.

Establish with the group that this sense of dual connection, total 
vitality and presence is what we are aiming for as scene partners.
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They will likely acknowledge that they were completely 
unselfconscious which should be refreshing and freedom 
enhancing. 

STEP 2
FUNNY YOU SHOULD SAY THAT

Author: John Abbott (The Improvisation Book - Nick Hern)
Players: 2
Equipment: None required. 
Aim: We now bring our awareness of impulses into the world of 
conversation. We also discover in a deeper way that we all have 
impulses and instinct. 

 • Label yourselves partner A and B.
 • Stand easily, opposite each other in a space.
 • Partner A will make the offers and partner B will conclude   

them.
 • Partner A begins to tell B a story (keep it boring and simple)   

and continues to speak until B interrupts them.
 • Partner B, who is listening, must listen out for the first word   

that seems significant or seems to leap out at them and use  
this word as an impetus to interrupt and conclude the round.  
Here is an example (the / represents the moment that B has  
interrupted)

A: Yesterday, I went for a walk in the park and saw / a...
B: Funny you should say that, walk, I went for a walk last Thursday!.

End of round one.

 • Please note that partner A must not stop speaking when they  
feel they have offered enough nor must they overemphasise  
a word that they want partner B to choose. It has to be     
entirely partner B’s instinct that responds to the language. So  
in effect, A does not stop speaking until B has interrupted.

 • Notice also that B has to frame their interruption in a very   
specific way. They must use the words ‘funny you should say  
that!’ as the initial interruption then declare the word     
they have chosen, in this case ‘walk’, before neatly and     
quickly  concluding the conversation.

 • Partner A then starts a completely new story/sentence. 
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 • After 6 rounds, swap so partner B makes the offer. 

Notes

 • I can guarantee that as you explore the exercise initially,   
partner B’s will wait an age to interrupt and A’s will begin to  
look totally panicked as they are forced to create a ten act 
play on the spot. This is a diversion tactic by partner B who 
is scared to follow their impulse. They may even say ‘Oh, I 
found their story so interesting I forgot what we were doing’. 
This is likely very untrue, they are in fact trying to be more 
interesting so are privately  discarding every impulse that 
arises. 

 • I can also guarantee that there will be several words within 
the first 20 that B will have an impulse on. Gently challenging 
B should result in them agreeing, again, they are fearful of 
being uninteresting so will have decided that the words they 
wanted to interrupt on were too boring. Urge them to be as 
boring as possible and they will get so much more out of it. 

Group analysis 

We are now stepping more bravely into relationship as we 
take language as a stimulus rather than physical offers. This 
challenges us because we have to truly listen to our partner rather 
than be visually stimulated and listening is tiring. It is also the 
essence of good acting.

Ask the group if they found themselves judging their instincts and 
discarding words, they probably did. 

Use this as an opportunity to acknowledge that we are ALL actually 
full of instinct but impulses are ignored on a regular basis in the 
name of ‘getting it right’. This is a travesty because if we were 
brave enough to follow our impulses we would find surprising 
and dynamic responses being unleashed with little effort making 
scenes exciting, playful and fresh.
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STEP 3

LAST WORD REPEAT

Author: Cicely Berry. 
Players: 2.
Equipment: Scene text in hand. 
Aim: This exercise takes the listening and responding principles 
from step 2 and connects it with the written word. An important 
bridge that initiates true relationships within the boundaries of a 
script.

 • Stand with a scene partner, both with a duologue in hand. 
Cast the roles.

 • The first speaker delivers their first line or lines.
 • The second speaker takes the last word or complete 

phrase from the first speaker, repeats it back to them then 
immediately speaks their first line/s.

 • The first speaker, in return, takes the last word or complete 
phrase from the second speaker, repeats it back to them 
then immediately speaks their next line/s.

 • Continue in this way until the scene ends. Here is an example 
from the play Roberto Zucco by Bernard Marie Koltz. The bold 
red text is the repeat, the rest is the actual text: 

Girl: I know him.

Chief: Know him. Know him? Really?

Girl: Really? Yes. Really. Extremely well.

Chief: Extremely well? Who is he then?

Girl: Who is he then?  A secret agent. A friend.

Chief: A friend? What about that character over there?

Girl: That character over there? My brother. He’s come with me. I       
recognised that photo in the street and he said to come.

Chief: Said to come. You realised he’s wanted by the police?

Girl: Wanted by the Police. Yes. And I want him too.
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Notes

 • You will notice that some of the repeats become questions 
and some not. That is totally open to you in the moment. 
Instinct will tell you how to serve the repeat back to your 
partner. 

 • Feel free to personalise the repeat, so you can either say:

Girl: I know him.
Chief: Know him. Know him? really? 

Or

Girl: I know him.
Chief: You know him.  Know him? really? 

Totally up to you. 

 • Do not repeat the whole line of the person opposite you 
unless it’s a 2 or 3 word line. Just the last word or complete 
phrase will do. 

Group analysis 

A very simple but fascinating exercise that immediately gives a 
sensation of genuine connection. People often remark that they 
felt a very real engagement with their partners - a feeling that they 
are not used to.

They also tend to remark that the scene made way more sense to 
them than when they first read it.

This is because they are forced to acknowledge what the last 
thought or word on offer was. In effect, this is often the first time 
people really hear what their scene partner is saying and by 
receiving the offer, they create a genuine bridge between each 
bit of dialogue, it becomes 2 halves of a whole rather than an 
individual enterprise.

Let’s pause for a moment to discuss this. 
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WHITE NOISE

I often joke about actors and their tendency to receive a script 
and quickly flick through it, only stopping to read properly when 
their character speaks. One can almost imagine the actor thinking 
‘white noise, white noise, boring, boring ...ah, MY bit!’

Ironically, the ‘white noise’ is where our attention should lie. 
Anything and everything to do with our offers lies therein.

We are reliant on the other characters dialogue for the secret as 
to why we say what we do in the way that we do. In this sense, our 
performance lies within the other person. We should think of them 
as a battery pack that we plug into. Without them we are dead.

WHERE THE IMPULSE LIES

Perhaps the most important thing that we can learn in this whole 
process is that although repeating the last word creates a genuine 
connection between players, it is not necessarily always the last 
word or phrase that prompts the next person to speak. 

My whole theory rests on this idea, that genuine conversation is 
made up of a series of interruptions and promptings that exist 
underneath language. Put simply we might say:

Often, the desire or reason to speak occurs way before we actually 
say a word. We are TRIGGERED by a word or phrase offered by the 
other person.

So the question is, what exactly are we doing while we build up to 
speaking? We will certainly come to that. In the meantime, let’s 
locate the ACTUAL moment that the impulses occur.
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STEP 4

CLICKING IMPULSE

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script text in hand. 
Aim: To become sensitive to the source of our next line, locating 
and acknowledging the actual moment of impulse. 

 • Stand with a scene partner with a duologue in hand. The last 
word repeat is now finished, this is a totally new exercise. 
Both players have texts in front of them in eye line and one 
hand in the air ready to click their fingers when appropriate 
(if you can’t click, slap your thigh). 

 • The first speaker begins to read their line, very slowly for this 
exercise please.

 • The second speaker, with text clearly readable, looks ahead to 
their first line and listens carefully to the first speaker. When 
they hear the word that makes them speak their first line 
they click their fingers as an acknowledgement. They must 
do this on the word that makes them speak, not between 
words or in silence. 

 • When the first speaker has finished their line, they listen 
carefully while the second speaker slowly delivers their first 
line. 

 • Speaker one looks ahead at their next line and listens 
carefully for the word that prompts their next offering and 
clicks their fingers clearly on the word. 

 • This continues with both players taking it in turns to click 
fingers under the other speaker at the appropriate time until 
the scene ends. Here is an example from One Minute by Simon 
Stephens. Words in bold red represent the moment that the 
next speaker might click: 

Catherine: Have I done something to upset you, Marie Louise - 

Marie Louise: To ‘upset’ me?

We can see here that Marie Louise would probably click when 
Catherine first says ‘upset’ because it is the word that prompts 
Marie Louise to repeat the word in her own line.
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Now a larger chunk of the scene:

Catherine: Have I done something to upset  (Marie Louise clicks) you,     
Marie Louise - 

Marie Louise: To ‘upset’ (Catherine clicks) me?

Catherine: Because if (Marie Louise clicks) I have - 

Marie Louise: No, not ‘upset’. Not (Catherine clicks) ‘upset’.

Catherine: I really don’t know what it is and I... If you’d tell (Marie      
Louise clicks) me.

Marie Louise: Let’s just not. Talk about it. It’s better not to. It’s just       
something I heard (Catherine clicks). Might not even be true. I’ve had     
such a... I didn’t sleep.

Catherine: - 

Marie Louise:  I can’t stop thinking about it.

Notes

 • The group must work slowly in this exercise. Not snails pace 
but certainly slow enough for the clicks to occur ON the 
words, never in between.

 • This gentle version demonstrates that it’s not necessarily the 
final word that triggers a response in the other person. On the 
contrary, as we will see shortly, it can happen much earlier. 

 • There is only one choice to be made, you can’t click twice. 
Though someone may build a case against you which may 
make you feel like clicking several times, your job is to seek 
out the INITIATING impulse. That is, the first comment they 
make that kicks off your response.

 • In this scene, Catherine has a moments silence, 
demonstrated by the -. This is still a part of the exchange of 
impulses and must be included. The question is what does 
Marie Louise say that makes Catherine go silent and what 
does Catherines silence trigger in Marie Louise?

I would suggest that Marie Louise saying ‘Let’s just not. Talk about it’ 
is the area that triggers Catherine’s silence. So the actor playing 
Catherine may click on a word that they feel appropriate in that 
segment i.e: 
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Marie Louise: Let’s just not. Talk about it. It’s better not to. It’s just      
something I heard. Might not even be true. I’ve had such a... I didn’t sleep.

In turn, Catherine’s silence triggers Marie Louise’s next comment 
which is an attempt to break an awkward silence. So the actor 
playing Marie Louise would/could click on the silence, like so:

Catherine: - (Marie Louise clicks)

Marie Louise:  I can’t stop thinking about it.

Group analysis

This is the beginning of a tricky couple of exercises but they really 
get to the core of the issue so perseverance is essential.

We are locating the TRIGGER WORDS in our partners text. These are 
the words or phrases that initiate a response in us.

The major principle behind all this is the willingness to get messy. 
Actors naturally desire to get things ‘right’ which is actually part of 
the whole problem. 

Conversations are never neat and tidy and nor should these 
exercises be. The group needs to be willing to talk over each other, 
go backward, round in circles - it really doesn’t matter as long as 
they pick up on and acknowledge the trigger moments.

The group may also feel stunted and inhibited by the slowness 
and specificity of the exercise. This is normal. They need to be 
reminded that this is just an exercise NOT a performance or even a 
rehearsal. There is a big difference.

STEP 5

SUSTAINED INTERRUPTION

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script text in hand. 
Aim: To build upon the discoveries made in the last exercise and 
begin to speak the dialogue with greater flow and dynamic. 
WARNING: This exercise gets scrappy and messy, embrace it!
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 • Stand with a scene partner with a duologue in hand. The 
Clicking Impulse exercise is now finished, this is a totally 
new exercise. Both players have texts in front of them in eye 
line.

 • Continue to read slowly throughout this exercise, especially 
on the first go, you can pick up the pace each time you try it.

 • The first speaker begins to read their line.
 • The second speaker, with text clearly readable, looks ahead to 

their first line and listens carefully to the first speaker. When 
they hear the trigger word (that they clicked on in the last 
exercise), they begin to speak their first word and they repeat 
this first word over and over like revving an engine, building 
intensity while they wait for the first speaker to finish their 
complete offering.

 • When the first speaker has finished their offering, the 
second speaker (who has been revving and revving their 
engine by repeating the first word) continues their lines now, 
powered on by the energy that they built by sustaining their 
interruption.

 • Speaker one should now be looking ahead to their next line 
and doing the same thing as speaker two did.

 • The exercise continues in this way until the scene ends, both 
speakers in effect ‘rolling’ over one another with dialogue.

An example (the / indicates where the player begins their    
interrupt and the bold words are the words that trigger their  
interruption:

Catherine: Have I done something to upset you, Marie Louise - 

Marie Louise:                             /To ‘upset’? Upset? Ups..to upset me?

Catherine:                                                                   /Becau, because, because if  
I have - 

Marie Louise:                                                            /No,  
no... no not ‘upset’. Not ‘upset’.

Notes

 • The immediate instinct for each player will be to stop 
speaking as soon as they hear the other player begin to 
interrupt but they must always finish their lines. They must 
learn to speak and listen at the same time, just as we do in 
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life. It is a wonderful quality for actors to develop, the giving 
and receiving of information generates an immediacy in 
performance that is lacking when we just do ‘our bit’

 • They may also be tempted to speak the trigger word from 
their partner to interrupt but that is not what is being asked 
of them. They must use their OWN characters first word/s to 
interrupt, again, revving their engine so to speak until the 
prior speaker finishes their lines THEN they can start their 
whole segment with all of that lovely built up energy.

 • Remind them to consistently re-engage the energy with 
which they are interrupting. It is not a case of robotically 
repeating the first word, ignoring the other players dialogue, 
you have to attempt to quell the other player by ‘wielding’ the 
first word with purpose. You can be sure that if anyone does 
robotically repeat the word on one note until they can speak, 
they are prime candidates for this kind of work as they surely 
see acting as recital.

Group analysis

Groups may begin to divide at this point into 2 camps. Those 
who get it and those who don’t. The ones who get it will suddenly 
feel energised and maybe a little thrilled by the seeming ‘lack of 
control’. It’s a bit like your dad taking the stabilisers off your bike 
for the first time. There is a sense of both freedom and fear.
Congratulate these people on their bravery and encourage them to 
keep stepping out.

Remind the whole group that this is just one stage of a journey 
that is not over, there are more exercises to come. We are not 
advocating generic interruption as an acting approach. Our gold 
lies deeper. 

The ones who don’t get it will likely be doing the exercise correctly 
but devoid of daring, purpose or intention. They will feel almost 
insulted by the lack of clarity in the scene, like all has descended 
into anarchy. 

This is fine, but it is not relationship they are advocating for and it 
is not acting. It’s recital.

Interestingly, the scene will likely be clearer than ever before 
though words are flying about everywhere. You see, when you 
actually acknowledge the exchanges of impulse that are written 
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into the text, the scene begins to direct itself. There are moments 
where the ‘music of the scene’ will swell and subside, pauses 
appear totally appropriately and become thick with underlying 
intensity. It’s all in the music so to speak.

The ones who don’t get it  would rather wait in silence for their cue 
before speaking loudly and clearly. 

Acknowledge that these people have attempted the exercise but 
encourage them to try again and this time ask them to make it as 
messy as they can and most importantly, provoke the other person 
with their interruption. This does 2 things, it takes their attention 
off themselves and gives them permission to be scrappy. This is 
the best way for them to find  genuine heart led impulse. Speaking 
of which:

  
LABOURER CRAFTSMAN ARTIST

It’s been said that there are three categories of effort in any 
medium.

The Labourer - works with his hands.
The Craftsman - works with his hands and his head.
The Artist - works with his hands, his head and his heart. 

In our field I think it looks like this. 

Labourer: Go to class or rehearsal and do the exercises without 
thinking. Get on your feet and ‘show us the scene’ with a 
preconceived idea of how it should look and sound.
Craftsman: Do your homework, analyse the text, talk about it with 
your director and ‘play the scene’ with a sharper idea of what’s 
going on, hitting the marks.
Artist: Do your homework, analyse the text, become congruent and 
‘play the relationship’ from the heart.

When you begin to learn about impulses and experience the joy 
of playing them you take yourself from labourer to artist. You will 
have little to no time to judge your responses, they will shoot 
straight from your heart to the heart of your scene partner and 
change the heart of your audience. 

This only comes with practice, so whenever and wherever you can, 
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get practice! Go to a class or work- shop, get with some mates and 
an iPhone and shoot some scenes, do a great fringe play and get 
some mileage under your belt. Anything, anytime, anywhere. This 
is dedication, this is discipline, this is the work of an artist.

THE FINAL STEPS

At this point, the group will be starting to sense where this is 
going but, as previously mentioned, there will be a lingering fear 
of the approach due to the seeming chaos of the last exercise. 
While many of them will be thrilled that they are ‘finally having 
a conversation’, they will be understandably nervous of being 
penalised by directors and actors alike for interrupting all the 
time.

They need not fear, the final exercise submerges all of that activity 
making the impulses alive and active yet appropriate.

STEP 6

SIGNALS

Author: Sanford Meisner. 
Players: Whole group. 
Equipment: Nothing required. 
Aim: To remove the excuse that partners are not giving anything 
back.

 • You can divide the group in two and place them in separate 
parts of the room or just use the group as a whole.

 • Take one volunteer and ask them to stand in front of the 
group, about 7 feet away. If you have divided the group in two, 
let each group pick a volunteer to stand apart.

 • The volunteer must face the group and stand in whatever way 
they feel comfortable. They are not to talk or perform in any 
way. Just ‘be’. It can feel a little uncomfortable for them.

 • Ask the group/s to close their eyes and when you count to 
three, they are to open their eyes and begin to speak out loud 
what they observe in their volunteer who is standing silently 
before them. They will do this for a full minute.

 • You will hear something like this:
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‘She blinked’
‘She shifted her weight’
‘He scratched his lip’
‘He smiled slightly’
‘She’s laughing’
‘She stopped herself from laughing’
‘He blew his fringe out of his face’
And so on. You may help by silently counting how many times 
the volunteer blinked during the minute of observation then 
feed back that number to the group at the end. They will likely 
be amazed at how many times the volunteer blinked and they 
didn’t pick up on it.

 • When the minute is over, congratulate the volunteer/s for 
being so mature about something that is actually remarkably 
difficult to do. 

Notes

 • I repeat, it is imperative that the volunteer does nothing to 
entertain anyone. The desire in them to suddenly pretend 
to tap dance or pull funny faces can be overwhelming when 
faced with a wall of scrutiny like that. 

 • Likewise, the group MUST be respectful of the volunteer and 
not descend into physical criticisms or mickey taking. These 
exercises rely completely on trust. The moment some joker 
says ‘She’s really short!’ the volunteer will either break focus 
or totally clam up and there is no longer any relationship 
between the two parties.

 • The group is perfectly welcome to make emotional 
observations such as ‘He looks embarrassed’. This is likely 
factual and indeed useful.

Group analysis

Ask the group/s what they thought the point of the exercise was?

Confirm to them that as the exercise demonstrated, there is 
always an offer being made by a scene partner. Signals are being 
given off constantly and, in life, we seek them out all the time as 
we attempt to discover whether our wife is angry or our friend is 
happy etc. We always look for eye contact or lack thereof, body 
language giveaways etc.
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We can no longer use the excuse ‘My scene partner is giving me 
nothing’. There is ALWAYS something being offered.

STEP 7

TACTICAL  INTERRUPTIONS

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script text in hand. 
Aim: To take the new found sensitivity to impulses and vary your 
tactics.

 • Begin by asking the group what happens in normal 
conversation between two people who are sharing ideas? 
Most will agree that we tend to look for areas of mutual 
agreement and ‘chip in’ when we feel we have something 
appropriate to add to the conversation.

 • Ask them what they tend to do while waiting for a suitable 
moment to talk? You will hear something like this: 
‘We release or hold breath’

 We attempt to speak and get a word out but abandon it until a 
healthy gap arises’ (sound familiar? SUSTAINED INTERRUPTION)
‘We shift on our feet...nod our head in agreement, fold our arms, roll 
our eyes’...and so on.

 • So, SUSTAINED INTERRUPTION tapped into something but 
often felt ‘too much’. We agree. In that case, let’s use a 
multitude of tactics, many of which you have just mentioned.

 • Play the scene through again, pick up the pace slightly and 
now let’s use shifts in weight, exhales of breath, eye rolling, 
try and butt in with a word then abandon it etc. They must 
tactically acknowledge EVERY impulse.

Notes

 • This step is still ‘busy’ in that the pairs will feel like they are 
doing too much but it begins to open up a world of variation 
for them so they become healthily aware that their receiving 
of the information is something that needs to be kept alive 
by them.

 • If they are doing this properly, they will have a lovely balance 
between healthy self awareness - ‘Am I alive to what is being 
offered’ and attention on their partner - ‘What did she just say?’
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 • At this stage people sometimes switch off because they are 
not having to use language every time an impulse arises, 
remind them to keep changing tactic. 

Group analysis

Ask the group how that felt? Again, acknowledge that it is a busy 
exercise but it’s not the final step.

What they should have been aware of now is the stamina that it 
takes to be fully alive in a scene. They may even feel uncomfortable 
because they were constantly flicking between self awareness and 
attention on the other. That is what acting is. Remember what we 
established at the beginning of this book ‘to change others while 
remaining open to change, under imaginary circumstances ‘. 
Both elements require energy and stamina. When we are reciting 
rather than acting, we conserve energy by simply switching off 
when we are not speaking. To wake up and become engaged and 
playful with your scene partner may feel tiring, just like going 
for a jog for the first time in years. In both instances you are not 
physically ready for it but you know it’s the healthy thing.

Let them know that the shifting of tactics in this exercise was and 
is a way to keep them on their toes more than anything else. Also, 
they may have discovered helpful tactics that felt appropriate and 
they may take that into performance.

STEP 8

SILENT  INTERRUPTION

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script text in hand. 
Aim: Having acknowledged these impulses in multiple ways, let’s 
submerge them, to enhance and not derail the scene.

One of my favourite actors is Anthony Hopkins. I so enjoy the 
way he registers change without even speaking. If you watch 
him carefully, he is always receiving, assessing and dealing with 
information without even speaking. It’s a cliché but it’s all in the 
eyes.
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He is playing with impulses, just silently.

 • Ask the group to play the scene through in pairs, still watch 
the speed, these are exercises not a performance. They are 
all done to support the full running of scenes in rehearsal 
and must be given air so that each player can explore the 
principles without being rushed.

 • This time ask the players to listen carefully to their trigger 
words and, as they arise they must deal with them internally. 
There are effectively three ways we can deal with new 
information:

1. Respect it: and acquiesce/agree with the person’s point of 
view either mentally or physically or with your next line.

2. Raise the stakes: by applying pressure with an interruption 
of any kind or with your next line.

3. Reject it: by dismissing the offer either mentally or physically 
or with your next line.

Notes

 • If the players genuinely assess each trigger word in this way, 
we the audience will notice subtle shifts in body, breath, eyes 
and not least of all, atmosphere.

 • The players may drop in the odd verbal interruption or shift in 
body language but they will find that now, they don’t need to 
‘announce’ their decision out loud so much as register it on a 
mental level. We will feel it.

 • Remind the group to stay sharp so they don’t descend back 
into politely waiting for their cue. They should still fight 
to interject, even if they come in just as the other person 
finishes. What is commonly known as ‘picking up your cue’.

 • Remind them also that one or two actual interruptions 
sustained or otherwise are absolutely allowed.

Group analysis

The members of the group who balked at the seeming anarchy of 
the earlier exercises will be pacified by this last one. They will feel 
more in control, though they should now be alive inside.

Could the group feel the gameplay underneath the language? 
Did they feel that there was a silent  negotiation going on as new 
information was offered by each partner? Could they see how this 
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would enhance their scene work and infuse much needed but 
appropriate energy?

They should now be feeling that they are actually dealing with 
each other. Nothing more, nothing less and, if they remember what 
we talked about at the start of the book. They should be going 
down swinging. Looking for opportunities to score points and draw 
some blood.

IN CONCLUSION

So, these are the exercises. Like everything, they require practice. 
Please read on to learn how you can make practice easily 
accessible at the start of a rehearsal or class and also quick 
access exercises if you don’t have time to teach the steps we just 
laid out.

I would say that, though exercises like SUSTAINED INTERRUPTION 
can feel ‘too much’, the  more you practice it, the more you 
realise that we do it all the time in life and you can actually get 
away with it in scene work more than you think. Of course, a 
sensitivity to just how loud and repetitive you are is required but 
you can certainly do it on a more subtle level and create actual 
conversation out of written text.

PRACTICE/ROLLING

When people train in the martial art of Brazilian Jiu Jitsu which is 
a grappling based exercise, they practice their arsenal of moves by 
regularly ‘rolling’. 

What this means is that they get in pairs on the mat and spend a 
period of time trying moves out on each other either lightly or with 
full commitment to submit their partner, rolling smoothly from 
one position to another.

In the same way, we can get in pairs and take any text and begin 
ROLLING by playing with all of our different interrupting tactics, 
just as a way to loosen up our responses and more importantly 
to keep our ears alert to the TRIGGER WORDS so we don’t let 
them pass by as we rehearse and perform. ROLLING can be done 
anytime, anywhere with any piece of text. Either the text you are 



60

working with or something completely new just for the 5 minutes 
or so that you are practicing. Using new text is useful because you 
are forced to truly listen for opportunities which feeds directly into 
confident sight reading skills.

Ultimately, the more you practice, the less you will have to think 
about this and you will just naturally become responsive with very 
little conscious effort.

QUICK ACCESS EXERCISES

If you are with a group for a very short time and don’t necessarily 
have the opportunity to go through the 8 steps, you can very 
quickly and easily bring impulses into the room with one or more 
of the following exercises. They are super easy and playing them 
with any piece of text requires no preparation and can take less 
than 3 minutes per exercise.

AH, AH, AAAH!!

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script in hand. 
Aim: To get players to assess the other players’ offers as they arise.

 • Take the scene and all actors involved and get them onto 
the floor with text in hand. This is a listening exercise more 
than anything so can be done ‘radio style’ i.e no physical 
movement or blocking required.

 • The actors read the scene aloud and, in addition to the text, 
they are instructed to listen to anything that is said by other 
characters that their character disagrees with. When they 
hear a word or phrase that their character disagrees with 
they say ‘Ah, ah , aah!!..’ accusingly, as if having caught that 
person out whilst the other person continues to speak their 
dialogue to the end. 

 • Like SUSTAINED INTERRUPTION, the ‘Ah, ah, aah!!’ needs 
to continue to build and regenerate itself with increasing 
intensity until it is time for the interruptor to deliver their 
line.

 • The other player responds in kind.
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Notes

 • Quick and easy, this game should put a fire underneath 
the scene as people healthily struggle to speak their lines 
while someone else appears to be interrupting them with an 
objection.

 • If the scene involves more than two players, encourage all the 
actors in the scene to raise an ‘Ah, ah, aah!!’ objection if they 
feel that their character would also disagree with what is 
being said even if they don’t speak themselves for a while. It 
keeps all parties in a state of receiving throughout the scene.

 • Like most of these exercises it is messy, embrace it.
 • They do not need to keep this to a neat amount  of ah!’s. They 

can interrupt with as many ah!’s as they like in whatever 
fashion they like as long as they are loaded.

Group analysis

If in doubt - do something, is key here. Encourage the players to 
experiment and not prepare or judge their responses. They may be 
surprised by what their character actually thinks of what is being 
said.

As always, ask the players to activate their interruptions not just 
make sounds. It is the very act of trying to impose your view on the 
other that creates the energy that drives the relationship.

THUMBS UP, THUMB OFF!

Author: Simon Trinder. 
Players: 2. 
Equipment: Script in hand or even better, off book.
Aim: To assess the text for both positive and negative responses 
in every moment.

 • This can be played in pairs or as a whole group, depending on 
how many are in the scene.

 • The players stand anywhere in the space and read the scene. 
They can move around throughout if they wish.

 • Each player must decide how they feel about the other people 
in the scene at the start, you can discuss this as a group 
before the exercise begins.

 • If their character feels friendly towards an individual they 
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put their thumb up (or both thumbs if they are off book) and 
put on a beaming smile. If their character is unhappy with 
an individual they gesture with their thumb/s over their 
shoulder/s and adopt a very annoyed face as if to say ‘Get 
out!’. They can be doing this in silence as they look around at 
the other characters before the dialogue begins.

 • As soon as the first phrase is spoken, the players have to 
decide how their character feels about what is being said.

 • If their character feels happy or at least satisfied with what 
is being said they put their thumb up (or both thumbs if they 
are off book) and put on a beaming smile. If their character is 
unhappy or even uncertain/worried about where this is going, 
they gesture with their thumb/s over their shoulder/s and 
adopt a very miserable/annoyed face as if to say ‘Go on, get 
out!’

Notes

 • This is an exercise!! We are not suggesting in a million years 
that the scene is played this way but what it does is very 
quickly get people to listen and make a decision about what 
is being said rather than waiting for their cue and bursting to 
life.

 • Each player should always be making one gesture or the 
other as they speak or listen. They are never allowed to 
be neutral. They make a choice then stick with it until 
something is said that gives them reason to change.

 • There is great fun to be had especially for any observers 
as characters switch from joy to anger with either new 
information or as they turn to look from one character to 
another. Encourage this sense of fun in the room, it makes 
people bolder.

 • There is no right or wrong, encourage the players to run with 
their instincts. Sometimes, playing this game can force them 
to consider their own and other characters’ offers fully, for 
the first time.

Group analysis

Ask the group how they found the exercise? Did they feel blocked 
or released?

Did they find themselves making on the spot discoveries? This 
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usually comes quickly once they get the hang of it and realise 
there is no right or wrong. Some decisions they made in the 
moment may even have surprised them.

Did they appreciate that one must always have an opinion during 
a scene? Neutrality is a fallacy. Your character is never on the 
fence about anything. They may just struggle to admit their true 
position on something (their position may change frequently of 
course, we all do that).

This game may have helped them develop the ability to receive 
change more specifically than ever.

CALL IT

Author: Simon Trinder (similar to a Sanford Meisner exercise)
Players: 2 or more, however many are in the scene.
Equipment: Script in hand or even better, off book.
Aim: To lock attention onto the other player and truly receive what 
you are given. This harkens back to the SIGNALS exercise we did 
earlier where we observed one person, announcing all of the silent 
signals they were giving off.

 • Players take their text onto the floor or, no text depending on 
whether they are off book or not.

 • They play the scene through. Before each line or whenever 
feels appropriate, they announce out loud what they see 
in their partner’s attitude or physicality as if to assess the 
challenge before their line is heard.

 • They then use their next offer/line to change the state of the 
other player in light of the announcement they just made.

As an example, taking the lines from Roberto Zucco that we looked 
at earlier (the announcements are in brackets):

Girl: (He’s looking at me suspiciously) I know him.

Chief: (She’s looking cocky!) Know him? Really?

Girl: (Now he’s really intrigued, he’s leaned in to me) Yes. Really. (He is     
softening, he’s smiling a bit) Extremely well.

Chief: (She looks like she knows more. She’s got a secret) Who is he then?
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And so on...

Notes

 • Make sure the players don’t rush. They must genuinely 
assess the signals that are being given off by their partner/s

 • Ensure that they actually do something with the information 
they have.

 • They must activate the text and even their body language 
and physical choices in order to change the other person.

 • They are welcome to change the pronouns - ‘You’re looking at 
me suspiciously’

Group analysis

Ask the group if they felt challenged by this exercise? A temptation 
is to think about what line you are about to say rather than truly 
observe your scene partners. Remind them that this balance of 
receiving and offering appropriately is what should be happening 
under any scene. What you receive will affect how you choose to 
activate the text. Remember ‘The Equation’ from earlier on:

Partner A - plays an intention 
Partner B - receives it, makes a decision, plays an intention back 

MONOLOGUES?

There’s no such thing...

Monologues are intriguing things. They are wonderful in many 
ways but, when it comes to audition and working them in class, 
out of the play’s context, people seem to treat them as a play in 
themselves. What I mean is, they seem to completely forget the 
rules of engagement as soon as they are on their own.

Let’s unpick this.

Firstly, a common question is ‘What do I do if I am performing a 
monologue? Who do I try and change?’

The answer of course is...

‘Well, who are you speaking to?’
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‘No one’
‘No one? Impossible!’

We can see here that the first error that the player has made is 
that they have confused a monologue for a soliloquy.

A monologue is an extended piece of text taken from a scene with 
multiple characters in a play or film. A monologue (in context) 
is one character speaking at length and trying to affect other 
characters, so they are indeed talking to someone.

A soliloquy is an extended speech or piece of text where one 
character speaks to themselves onstage, the audience or both.

So, we can see that in all cases the player is always dealing with 
someone. They are always in a relationship.

Of course, what the actor in question invariably means is ‘when I do 
my speech for you now, I am not on stage with anyone so what do I do?’

This is an entirely separate issue and is very common particularly 
when people are in the running for drama school entry. 

The answer is simple. Ask the audition panel if you can direct the 
piece to them - in which case deal with them, or ask if you can use 
someone else in the room - in which case deal with that individual. 
If they deny you the opportunity to do either, I am afraid they 
are asking for a false experience as the piece is now effectively 
useless - you are fishing without any water. You just have to do 
your best to remain engaged with the wall, it’s grim but we have all 
had to do it.

To be fair, often the reason that they do not want you to engage 
with them is that they want to make written notes on your 
audition piece, delivery and physicality without putting you off 
however, the core element of any performance - relationship, is 
now totally missing. Go figure.

Now, if we are dealing with a monologue in the context of a play or 
we do indeed have a partner to play off, how do we play impulses? 
Well, we should start by acknowledging that there is no such thing 
as a monologue.

What do I mean? Let’s work this through.
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Why do we speak?

We speak to change our situation. We don’t speak to ‘express’ or 
just ‘tell’, these are dead ends in themselves. We may ‘express’ 
ourselves so that someone understands our plight or ‘tell’ 
someone about something that has happened in order that a 
situation or issue is tackled but we never just sound off. There is 
always an objective, something to be gained.

When our character delivers a monologue, they are continuing to 
speak because they haven’t got what they want yet. 

A monologue in my opinion is actually just one sentence or 
thought that gives birth to another and the actor should treat it as 
such.

When a character begins a monologue, we the audience should 
have no idea that a monologue will follow and nor should the 
character.

I often encourage students to do two things when playing with a 
monologue:

1. Title it

Choose one thought or phrase from the speech that  
everything else will hang off. A title in a way, taken from the 
speech itself. This title does not always come at the start  of 
the text, it may come half way through but it encapsulates 
what point the character is trying to make. Take this very 
short example from Charlotta in The Cherry Orchard.

I haven’t a real passport. I don’t know how old I am, and I think I’m young. 
When I was a little girl my father and mother used to go round fairs and give very 
good performances and I used to do the salto mortale and various little things. 
And when papa and mamma died a German lady took me to her and began to 
teach me. I liked it. I grew up and became a governess. And where I came from 
and who I am, I don’t know.... Who my parents were—perhaps they weren’t 
married—I don’t know. I don’t know anything. I do want to talk, but I haven’t 
anybody to talk to... I haven’t anybody at all.

A basic reading of this piece of text would suggest that her 
objective is to ‘gain a listening ear’ or even better ‘to get you to 
give me emotional support and encouragement’.
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With that in mind, what is her point? What phrase or thought on 
the page is she wrapping the speech around. I would say this:

I haven’t a real passport. I don’t know how old I am, and I think I’m young. 
When I was a little girl my father and mother used to go round fairs and 
give very good performances and I used to do the salto mortale and 
various little things. And when papa and mamma died a German lady 
took me to her and began to teach me. I liked it. I grew up and became a 
governess. And where I came from and who I am, I don’t know.... Who 
my parents were—perhaps they weren’t married—I don’t know. I don’t 
know anything. I do want to talk, but I haven’t anybody to talk to... I haven’t 
anybody at all.

If the actor in question uses this phrase as their ‘speech title’, they 
can use the first half of the speech to build toward it and, when 
they reach and share the title, they can use the second half to 
unpick it for the listener.

With this one simple exercise, we have broken the piece into 3 
simple sections:

 • Exploration of an idea

I haven’t a real passport. I don’t know how old I am, and I think I’m young. 
When I was a little girl my father and mother used to go round fairs and 
give very good performances and I used to do the salto mortale and 
various little things. And when papa and mamma died a German lady 
took me to her and began to teach me. I liked it. I grew up and became a 
governess.

 • Major point or title

And where I came from and who I am, I don’t know.... 

 • Concluding thoughts

Who my parents were—perhaps they weren’t married—I don’t know. I don’t 
know anything. I do want to talk, but I haven’t anybody to talk to... I haven’t 
anybody at all.

You see, coming at a monologue as a monologue inevitably leaves 
the actor giving the game away right at the start. They show the 
audience that they are about to ‘do a speech’ in the way they 
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approach it with their breath, physicality and often, pace. The 
actor assumes we are all going to sit and listen. So they tend to 
announce that this is going to be long before they have even begun 
with a slow and pointed beginning and we, to be honest, check out. 
We feel a lecture coming on. There is no sport.

Let’s come back to this. The other thing I ask students to do is...

2. Try to leave

Now, this is more of a mini physical exercise than anything else 
but it is effective. I ask the student to choose someone in the room 
to deal with or we get a volunteer on their feet to stand opposite 
them.

The student has to deliver their first line (or full thought) to the 
silent volunteer then walk away, only coming back to deliver more 
when they feel the impulse driving them to add more information 
to the situation.

Naturally the actor knows she has more to say because she knows 
the speech but the sensation of walking away without having 
finished what you wanted to say adds a new energy to the piece. 
When the actor has offered the next bit of the speech they walk 
away and return again and so on. And by the way, when I say ‘walk 
away’ I don’t mean literally walk across the room away from your 
partner , I mean turn on your heels as if to go then turn back or 
take one stap at the most. Just enough to inject an energy of 
dismissal into the moment.

I haven’t a real passport. (leave - return) I don’t know how old I am, 
(leave - return) and I think I’m young. (leave - return) When I was a 
little girl my father and mother used to go round fairs and give very good 
performances and I used to do the salto mortale and various little things. 
(leave - return) And when papa and mamma died a German lady took 
me to her and began to teach me. (leave - return)

We would not necessarily play the speech this way in context but 
the energy created by the ‘false exit’ exercise means that there are 
little boosts in the piece, changes of gear and fresh attempts to 
psychologically or emotionally reach the listener. In short there are 
impulses.
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Anchor points and trigger words

So, having played with these ideas, how do we bring it into the text 
without confusing the audience by constantly walking away and 
coming back.

Well, with the sensation still in our bodies, we realise that there 
are what we might call ‘anchor points’ in the speech or as we said 
before ‘trigger words’ that we use to change our listener.

Where earlier on, we found our trigger in the other person, in this 
case we provide the trigger words ourselves. Taking a bit from 
Charlotta again, we may say that the trigger words are:

I haven’t a real passport. I don’t know how old I am, and I think I’m young. 
When I was a little girl my father and mother used to go round fairs 
and give very good performances and I used to do the salto mortale and 
various little things. And when papa and mamma died a German lady 
took me to her and began to teach me. I liked it. I grew up and became a 
governess. 

The word passport triggers the next thought about her age and 
identity so she continues to speak. The word old then triggers 
memories about her childhood as she tries to piece together 
whatever she knows of her life so far. The words father and 
mother trigger the memory of their death and her ensuing 
upbringing by the German lady and her tutoring. The word teach 
prompts her to speak the next thought where she talks of her own 
career as a governess and so on...

But what about the listener?

Of course, all of this is done under the umbrella of the objective 
- ‘to get you to give me emotional support and encouragement’ 
so, as we look to our scene partner/audition panel/volunteer or 
wall! We hold onto our objective and look at their reaction to see 
if we have got what we want yet while using the trigger words to 
generate more impactful ideas that may get us closer to achieving 
it. 

What if we think we have achieved it early on and we still have a 
load of text left?

Then you must remember the words of Mike Alfreds: ‘Characters are 
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unhappy or dissatisfied with their current situation and want to change it’

It would be wise to say that characters should live in a constant 
state of dissatisfaction. All of us do, otherwise we would not get 
out of bed.

In this way, just because you think your scene partner has given 
you what you want, they likely haven’t given you enough of what 
you want  - so you continue.

If your character is still speaking, then the other person hasn’t 
interrupted with a verbal offer so keep working on them until they 
do.

SOLILOQUY

Similarly, a soliloquy contains all of the same qualities as a 
monologue though in this instance, you are either alone on stage 
or within a scene but momentarily speaking without being heard 
by the other characters.

You should still use the same ideas that we have just explored - 
anchor points, trigger words, the desire to leave etc but, the most 
common worry is...

Who am I trying to change?

Easy. The audience or yourself. 

In a moment we will look at the world of Shakespeare’s text where 
relationship with the audience will be explored a little more but for 
now let’s look inward.

Remember that we established earlier on that people only speak 
to change their situation? Well, sometimes, the only way to change 
your situation is to change your own state.

Younger readers may not have experienced this quite so much but, 
as I get older (I am currently 41), I notice that I spend more and 
more time talking to myself and often, trying to convince myself of 
something. yes, it’s flipping weird but it’s true. 

I may be in the car, shower or hoovering the house and I suddenly 
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catch wind of the fact that I am verbally trying to convince myself 
that I ‘did the right thing’ yesterday or ‘definitely told her 4 o’clock!’ or 
whatever. 

A helpful exercise was taught to me at drama school by a great 
director/teacher; Jamie Garven.

He called it The voodoo. I refer to it as the three circles of 
awareness (not to be confused with Stanislavski’s 3 circles of 
attention).

THE THREE CIRCLES OF AWARENESS

Author: Introduced to me at drama school by Jamie Garven.
Players: 1.
Equipment: Script in hand or even better, off book.
Aim: To create dynamic change within a monologue/Soliloquy.

 • You imagine that there are three circles around you, almost 
parameters.

 • The first circle is your immediate sphere, the second is the 
audience or other characters in the scene and the third is the 
upper circle of the theatre or the heavens.

 • You speak your speech making bold and specific choice as 
you go as to which circle you are dealing with.

First circle - you are dealing with or talking to yourself.
Second circle - you take your attention out to your scene partners 
or deal with the audience.
Third circle - you either deal with audience members in the upper 
circle or invoke help from God.

Notes

 • Ensure the speaker makes bold and specific choices to 
change BETWEEN thoughts, don’t allow them to drift from 
one to another. This blurs the lines.

 • Encourage them to make decisions instinctively as they do 
the speech, not preempting or preparing their choices. It’s 
totally a process of discovery.
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Group analysis

Ask the group what difference it made to the energy of the piece.

Did they notice changes in dynamic and bursts of energy?

Did they notice how the actors body language, voice and volume 
adapted with each change, giving us variation in delivery?

These changes of attention were almost like little impulses. I 
liken it to the joy of driving a manual car, where you change gear 
according to the terrain.
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Part 3:
The Practice
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SHAKESPEARE



75

When teaching this approach I am often asked how this translates 
to working with older texts, especially texts that rely on rhythmic 
structure like Shakespeare’s verse.

Well, the main benefit of playing with impulse is that it can 
translate ANY text into truthful conversation. If you remember, 
my first experiments with this came from the frustration of a very 
boring Chekhov rehearsal. 

If we are trying to create live characters then we must breathe 
life into them and life is best expressed in dealing with and 
overcoming challenges. Regardless of the dialect or structure of 
the written word, we can engage in the sport of acting underneath 
to create and generate real relationship.

Looking at Shakespeare, I think it’s best to remember a few 
things that we were taught at the RSC and by the great many 
practitioners in and around the company.

Peter Hall, who started the Royal Shakespeare Company helps 
hugely when he talks about TELLING:

‘The character, as much as the actor, in Shakespeare is always aware that 
he is telling the story of himself and of the play by the images he invests, 
the rhythms he endorses, or the rhymes and accents, paradoxes and puns 
he invent. He is always conscious that he is telling  - either to the other 
characters or to the audience. Therefore to relish what he invents gives 
energy and life to the text and emotional density to his character’ (1)

Please note that what Peter is pointing to is the fact that being 
conscious of the effect you are trying to have on the audience 
or other characters (objective) leads to a relish of the invention 
of language (trigger words) and puts ‘energy and life’ to the text 
(truthful relationship).

He goes on to say:

‘Shakespeare tells his story primarily by words. All his characters live 
in words and by the act of telling - telling us - they invent images and 
metaphors that help us understand their loves and hates and confusions’ 
(2)

Mike Alfreds similarly says ‘Shakespeare’s characters live through and 
on the word’ (3)
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‘The character, as much as the 
actor, in Shakespeare is always 
aware that he is telling the story 
of himself and of the play by the 
images he invests, the rhythms 
he endorses, or the rhymes and 
accents, paradoxes and puns he 
invent. He is always conscious 
that he is telling  - either to the 
other characters or to the audi-
ence. Therefore to relish what he 
invents gives energy and life to 
the text and emotional density to 
his character’ 

Peter Hall - Shakespeare’s Advice To The Players  



77

What both of these directors are suggesting is that if we accept 
that the world that these characters live in and the air they 
breathe is a world of words then we move past the seeming falsity 
of the language, begin to sit comfortably with the idea that they 
paint pictures with poetry and can start to find the impulses 
within that. That way, the sport will arise.

You see, the ‘truth’ of a performance or stage relationships 
rarely lie within the text, they lie within the exchange of tactics 
underneath the text  - and that is where your job lies.

Let’s look at the two ways in which Shakespeare writes; Prose and 
Verse.

Prose - described by the late great RSC voice coach Cicely 
Berry as ‘flat sentences’. The kind of structure you may find in 
contemporary writing. Of course, as Cicely would teach us, there is 
always more to it than that but it’s a helpful start.

Peter Hall describes prose as ‘high seriousness’ (4), there is always a 
formality about it.
essentially, there is no musicality or particular structure to them 
unlike...

Verse- which in the case of Shakespeare is also known as Iambic 
Pentameter meaning that there are 5 beats (penta) on each line 
(meter) made up of iambic stresses (one light followed by one 
strong beat - de dum). There are variations on this of course, 
for dramatic effect but, on a basic level this is the fundamental 
difference between the two styles of writing.

Verse by its very nature, demands that the actor adheres to its 
rules (which are actually very freeing) but can immediately make 
an actor feel that there is no ‘truth to be found’ in it.

As we know now, that is not the case, for the truth lies beneath the 
written word in the playing of impulses.

How do we do this with Shakespeare’s text?

Well, we can use the exercises that we have already looked at to 
find trigger words in our own or our scene partners text.



Acting is a sport, a 
muscular exercise 
Shakespeare’s characters live 
through and on the word

Mike Alfreds - Different Every Night
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Let’s look at some speeches with trigger words in bold, first in 
prose.

From Hamlet:

"I have of late—but wherefore I know not—lost all my mirth, forgone all custom 
of exercise; and indeed it goes so heavily with my disposition that this goodly 
frame, the earth, seems to me a sterile promontory. This most excellent canopy 
the air, look you, this brave o’erhanging, this majestical roof fretted with golden 
fire—why, it appears no other thing to me than a foul and pestilent congregation 
of vapours."

Can you see how each of the trigger words generates the next 
thought? Mirth leads to exercise,which leads to the earth which 
leads to the air which leads to this brave o’erhanging

Now the same exercise on a speech in verse. Again, with trigger 
words in bold.

This time from Richard 3rd:

Now is the winter of our discontent
Made glorious summer by this sun of York;
And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.
Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths;
Our bruised arms hung up for monuments;
Our stern alarums changed to merry meetings,
Our dreadful marches to delightful measures.
Grim-visaged war hath smooth’d his wrinkled front;
And now, instead of mounting barded steeds
To fright the souls of fearful adversaries,
He capers nimbly in a lady’s chamber
To the lascivious pleasing of a lute.

In this piece, despite the obvious pentameter (5 beat rhyming 
scheme on every line) we can still use the trigger words 
throughout to generate energy and fresh thought.

Winter leads Richard to use the word summer which prompts him 
to say sun which leads to the use of the word clouds and so on.

Please note, this is not just picking up on metaphors or similes, 
you will notice the trigger words are not just leading to their 
opposite idea, they are prompting whole NEW ideas or descriptors.

Often, Shakespeare will do the work more obviously for you. As in 
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this example, again from the early part of Richard 3rd. Here Richard 
battles to control and eventually win over Lady Anne who stands 
over the body of her late father in law, the old King - Henry 6th (who 
Richard murdered - along with her husband Prince Edward!). The 
trigger words/phrases are in bold and the thought they generate, 
their ensuing thoughts are underlined.

GLOUCESTER
Lady, you know no rules of charity,
Which renders good for bad, blessings for curses.
LADY ANNE
Villain, thou know’st no law of God nor man:
No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity.
GLOUCESTER
But I know none, and therefore am no beast.
LADY ANNE
O wonderful, when devils tell the truth!
GLOUCESTER
More wonderful, when angels are so angry.
Vouchsafe, divine perfection of a woman,
Of these supposed-evils, to give me leave,
By circumstance, but to acquit myself.
LADY ANNE
Vouchsafe, defused infection of a man,
For these known evils, but to give me leave,
By circumstance, to curse thy cursed self.

We can see that:

Rules of charity leads to law of God nor man
Beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity leads to am no 
beast
I know none leads to the truth
Devils leads to angels
Divine perfection of a woman leads to defused infection of a man
Supposed-evils leads to known evils
By circumstance, but to acquit myself leads to By circumstance, 
to curse thy cursed self.
By locking onto these trigger words or phrases we can do battle 
with our scene partners with appropriate energy and, while the 
rules of verse prohibit us from totally interrupting in case we 
disrupt the rhythm, we can certainly use silent interruptions and 
pick up very tightly on cues which will allow you to receive and 
deal with all new information and create a lovely energy between 
you. This will always thrill an audience regardless of how well 
they understand the text - they will certainly understand the 
relationship.
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Invention and fresh minting

Peter Hall would speak of the wonderful quality that certain 
actors have of finding the right words to use in the moment. 
The audience are led to believe that the character is making the 
speech up on the spot because momentary impulses and triggers 
within the text give rise to a feeling that the speaker is reaching 
out for the correct word or turn of phrase to make sense of what 
they are feeling. He says:

‘No Shakespearian character should appear to know what he is going 
to say next. He must be spontaneous and part of that spontaneity is the 
invention of a text that defines his emotional state’ (5)

Likewise, RSC legend John Barton would talk to us about ‘fresh 
minting’ the text. The idea being that just like at a Mint, where the 
same coins are repeatedly produced presumably on some sort of 
production line, each of our performances of a play should have a 
quality of newness and immediacy no matter how many times we 
have done it.
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Some exercises for Shakespeare

TICK SHEET

Author: Cicely Berry.
Players: 2 or more depending on scene. 
Equipment: Texts in hand or in head, 1 sheet of blank paper, a pen 
each and a chair.
Aim: To expose and locate the moments where points are scored 
in the text. 

As playing impulses is about scoring points, it is hugely helpful 
to analyse the text to see where those moments of triumph may 
occur.

 • 2 (or more) players get on their feet with their text in hand or 
if they know it, no text in hand. They stand on either side of a 
chair.

 • A piece of paper is placed on the chair with a line or lines 
down the middle, a blank space for each player. A pen is laid 
on top of the paper.

 • As the players read or speak the scene through they pick up 
the pen and place a tick on the page in their space every time 
they think they have scored a point of some sort or topped 
their scene partner in some way.

 • At the end of the scene we count up the ticks to see who 
appears to be dominating.

Notes

 • This exercise takes thought so encourage the pairs to assess 
every offer they make. They might find that in one or two 
sentences they top their partner 5 times.

Group assessment

Did the players surprise themselves with their discoveries?

Could they sense the benefit of knowing just where someone leaps 
on an opportunity to top the other person? 

Which words or phrases triggered your choices?
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Is there a surprise result, where one character seems on paper to 
lose out or not achieve what they want yet they seemed to score 
the most points?

PICKY PROFESSOR

Author: Simon Trinder.
Players: 2. 
Equipment: A speech/soliloquy in hand or learned.
Aim: To challenge to develop a sensibility to the language and 
become aware of the trigger words.

 • The speaker stands in front of her partner with text in hand 
or in her head. 

 • She begins the speech. Meanwhile the exercise partner is 
holding an invisible pipe up to her mouth pretending to be a 
very irritating academic, this is our ‘picky professor’ (the pipe 
acting just helps!).

 • Every time a word or phrase is delivered with less intensity or 
energy than it deserves, the professor butts in and highlights 
the word out loud until the speaker goes back a few words 
and repeats that section with greater commitment.

An example:

Speaker

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?

Professor

Ah, ahh! Summers day? Summers..?

Speaker
Shall I compare thee to a SUMMER’S day?

 • This continues through the whole speech.
 • The speaker then goes back to the start and plays it 

through again without interruption, underpinning the 
words or phrases that were picked up on, now with greater 
commitment.
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Notes

 • While the first run through of the exercise will be messy 
and likely grossly over the top, the solo run through that the 
speaker does without interruption can be played more subtly. 
Using the discoveries made together with her scene partner 
to lock down trigger moments and bursts of appropriate 
energy and emphasis.

Group analysis

Encourage the group to have a go again and go further with their 
professorial pomposity, it is likely that they held back a bit and 
even enjoyed listening so much they switched off.

Remind the group that this exercise doesn’t just highlight 
triggers, it pushes the speakers and the professors to truly assess 
the language as it happens which develops their ability to receive 
information more openly in scene work.

INVENTION SUSPENSION

Author: Simon Trinder.
Players: 1. 
Equipment: A speech/soliloquy in hand or learned.
Aim: To develop the habit of fresh minting the language, creating a 
sense of natural delivery or truthful discovery in the speaker.

We mentioned earlier on that John Barton talked about fresh 
minting the text and Peter Hall talked about invention.

These are qualities that bring greater immediacy to a text and can, 
quite thrillingly, make it look as if an actor is just making it up as 
she goes along.

 • An actor takes a speech in hand or in head.
 • Having become more sensitive to the language through 

exercises like Picky Professor, the actor delivers the text out 
loud and, as they approach a key word (an active description 
on the page) or a trigger word, they take a tiny beat/pause 
then hit the word or phrase in question with greater intensity 
before moving on.
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An example from Macbeth with suspensions in brackets and the 
stressed word or phrase underlined:

Tomorrow, (suspend) and tomorrow, and tomorrow,
Creeps in this (suspend) petty pace from day to day,
To the last (suspend) syllable of recorded time;
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way (suspend) to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!

Notes

 • Please, please don’t take this as a suggestion to put huge 
pauses into the middle of lines. there is a difference between 
a pause and a suspension. A suspension is just what it says 
on the tin, a lingering over a word momentarily.

 • Those who enjoy the TV show Friends will know of Joey 
Tribbiani’s ‘smell the fart acting’ as Dr Drake Ramoray on 
Days Of Our Lives...this is not what we are trying to do here 
either.

 • Please also be aware that this is in no way a prompting to 
slow everything down in performance. Though you may want 
to do so as you explore the exercise, when you are running 
the speech in context you must do as Hamlet suggests and 
‘Speak the speech...trippingly on the tongue’. In other words - get 
on with it!

Group analysis

Encourage the group to play through the suspension smoothly. 
If there is any space between words it is purely momentarily. The 
suspension is almost right on the end of the word before you 
suspend.

Did the group recognise that these small suspensions are like 
little triggers. The impulse coming from the character inventing 
the word or phrase they were looking for?

OTHER MEDIUMS?

It is clear by now that wherever there is relationship, there are 
impulses and wherever there are impulses, there are points to be 
scored and wherever there are points to be scored - there is sport.
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Let’s look briefly at how these principles may translate to other 
mediums than stage for example.

Radio

A radio studio is a very unique space. It is the blankest of canvases 
for sound and relies purely on the images painted in the mind of 
the listener by the actors and sound/technical departments.

It is a prime place for great impulse playing. Having spent a great 
deal of my career in radio, I know first hand that energy translates 
through the microphone and the subtle shifts in tactic can create 
whole changes in atmosphere. Pauses become deeply meaningful, 
tennis-like rallies in the dialogue can transmit high intensity and 
thrill the listeners ear.

With all of this comes a word of caution, we must pay attention 
to story and ensure that key information is not talked over nor 
missed as a result of keen impulse playing.

Again, the ability to use multiple tactics (shifts in physicality, 
exhales and inhales of breath, attempted interruptions, picking 
up cues etc) should ensure that you suitably challenge your scene 
partners to play with you whilst honoring the clarity of thought 
and the written word.

TV/Film

Much like radio and theatre, the camera loves truthful and 
impulsive dialogue. With a greater desire for ‘gritty, reality style’ 
storytelling, it’s an ideal time to be an impulsive screen actor.

There are a couple of technical things we need to remember. 
When filming a group or establishing shot, where two or more 
people are in the frame, you can play impulses more easily as the 
blending of responses between characters can be picked up and 
read by the audience as it happens.

When it comes to single shots, with one character on screen, we 
must pull right back and play impulses silently. This ensures that 
the editor does not get stuck with an off camera voice screwing 
up his single’s. On shots like this, just retain the energy of the 
impulse and pick up just on cue and you should be fine.
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Try testing this out during the rehearsal before you shoot a scene 
and don’t be afraid to ask your director if you can retain that sense 
of energy. They won’t be annoyed or afraid to tell you if overlaps are 
inappropriate.

The camera LOVES to see you receive things. I know for a fact that 
this approach has got me most of my TV work over these last few 
years.

BREATH 

The brilliant Jeannette Nelson, currently head of voice at the 
National theatre used to remind me consistently to breathe on 
stage.

It sounds like it would be obvious to me but she had noticed 
something in me that was holding me back and making me less 
receptive. I wasn’t breathing as I anticipated certain moments in 
the play. Usually moments of great intensity either comic or tragic.

She would watch me from the stalls, locking my knees and 
becoming very tight as I approached a moment that was impactful 
for my character. On her instruction, I began to become healthily 
conscious of myself on stage and when I felt my knees locking I 
would notice that, true to form I was indeed holding my breath 
and, without self criticism, I would simply relax my knees, breathe 
gently in through my nose and out through my mouth (what 
people call circular breathing) and this allowed me to work with 
greater flexibility both physically and emotionally.

As pretentious as that sounds, I was suddenly more ‘available’. I 
began to receive more of what was going on around me and being 
offered to me. And in return, I was able to respond with greater 
speed and flexibility in every way.

Practice circular breathing as you go about your day. You can 
pick up on it anywhere and everywhere. I bet that if you bring your 
awareness to it every time you remember you will likely find that 
you hold your breath more than is healthy, whether you are in the 
bus cue, shopping or even watching television. 

Don’t criticise yourself for it, it’s habitual, just let yourself begin 
to breathe gently in through the nose and out through the mouth. 
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The more you do this, the easier it will be to do it on your feet in 
rehearsal, audition and performance and it will hugely help your 
receptivity and availability.

EMOTION

The lovely thing about playing impulses is that the scenes become 
automatically infused with appropriate energy. Because the 
players are listening attentively and using what is being offered 
to them to try and one up the other person, the quality of every 
corresponding offer becomes relevant.

It is very rare to have to ask impulse players to add more energy as 
they naturally build it together through the desire to score points 
or impulsively acquiesce with someone.

In effect, the scene directs itself.

Equally, the emotional responses in the players tend to be 
honest, truthful and appropriate. You see, again, because our 
actors are now actually DOING something to each other rather 
than demonstrating, performing or reciting, they have a genuine 
desire to win (either competitively by topping the other person 
or affectionately by finding common ground and adding to the 
conversation to build harmony). This means that their attention is 
taken off themselves and they open up.

Mike Alfreds says it like this: WANT DO FEEL

When you know what you want (objective), you know what to do 
and how to do it (action/impulse) then you feel something as a 
result of your progress (emotional response).

Add the given circumstances of the play to the mix and you will 
get a heady cocktail of energy, emotion and vitality.

TASTE

 "I’m glad you called, I was actually about to call you"

Mike Alfreds had a commanding presence, even on the phone. It 
was 2001 and I was honored to be the first actor to play Puck in 
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a Midsummer Night’s Dream at Shakespeare’s Globe theatre under 
Mike’s direction.

I had just returned home after a matinee performance and, as we 
were in rep with Mark Rylance’s Twelfth Night, we had the evening 
off. I felt uneasy all the way home from the theatre, I had been 
thoroughly enjoying the open, daylit atmosphere at the packed 
Globe along with Mike’s direction as laid out in his book which 
allowed us to play with great spontaneity and freedom. However, 
somehow I just knew I had overstepped the mark that day.

I had let Puck off the leash so to speak and had been watching the 
lovers scene from the side of the stage as usual but interjecting 
with sounds and gestures like an over excited toddler at his first 
disco.

It was well meant but ill advised.

This was the second production that I had done with Mike and I 
had taken to his approach like a duck to water. I loved (and still 
do) the blend of specificity and freedom that comes with his way 
of working but what I had not yet learned was a sense of taste.

You see, as Spiderman’s Uncle said ‘with great power comes great 
responsibility’. Just because you CAN do a thing, it doesn’t mean 
you SHOULD. Mike proceeded to calmly but firmly go through every 
scene and tell me where I had been downright showing off. It was a 
painful and humbling experience.

He was not actually telling me what to do (that goes against his 
whole theory), he was highlighting the kind of effect that certain 
choices can have on the other actors. And from that discussion 
I began to assess responses in the split second between having 
them and playing on them. We do this all the time.

It is vitally important that when you learn to pick up on, follow and 
play with impulses that you don’t just follow every one of them 
blindly.

Yes, you must be bold in practice to become spontaneous and pick 
up on your triggers but learn to sense what is appropriate and 
what is distracting.

Think about the medium you are working in. Are your choices 
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appropriate for the size of frame that the cameraman is 
shooting with, the theatre space you are in, the importance of the 
information that the other actor is revealing to the audience?

I have had TV directors tell me to do less from time to time and 
that is fine, it’s a muscular exercise, you need time to find a level 
and adapt. When you find the appropriate level, play around it.

Equally I have had actors and directors tell me how truthful they 
have found what I was doing from the get go, that it ‘didn’t sound 
like a script’. Again, it’s practice, practice, practice.

But develop your taste, be conscious of how much you do from 
the biggest impulses (full interruptions) to the smallest (silent 
interruptions that just register in the eyes).

VIRTUOSITY

As I write this sentence, I am on tour with Disney musical The Lion 
King, sitting in my digs. Above me right now, is someone in their 
flat practicing the same tune over and over again on the piano.

I am rather enjoying it. It reminds me of the ultimate quality that 
can be gleaned from impulse playing. That of virtuosity.

I truly believe that being brave enough to genuinely listen to what 
is being offered to you in a scene, locking onto your objective and 
picking up on your impulses can turn even the most inexperienced 
actor into an exciting and dynamic player.

We can all speak clearly and loudly. Many of us can do that 
truthfully more often than not but becoming more than that, 
becoming a virtuoso comes with opening yourself to all the 
possibilities in your work to leap on opportunities to one up, top 
or champion your scene partners as and when they give you the 
chance to do so.

This makes the relationship a reality and, as many actors and 
students have said to me as I have introduced these ideas to 
them:
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“Wow, this feels like a real conversation!”
Well, that’s because it is.

To you, the artists.
Simon Trinder




