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I 

WHERE SHALL WE BEGIN? 
 

 
 
 
The Hopeless Art of Watching Actors 

Several years ago the Theatre Studies Department of New York University 
organised a course on the new avant-garde theatre. In those days New York was the 
centre of an intense period of theatrical experimentation. In the cellars and lofts of 
Manhattan, in tiny semi-official rooms, various groups of actors, some already well 
known, others just emerging and destined to disappear within a month or two, 
launched their experiments, which at times were inspired – at other times just silly – 
with the firm intention of revolutionising all aspects and forms of theatre. 

Every one of us on this course was sent out in search of these exploits. We had to 
unearth them with the help of information which appeared in the Village Voice, the 
bible of the sector’s enthusiasts, and then we had to discuss in class what we had 
seen. 

We had hardly understood a thing of most of these performances. We thought it 
probable that the actors had clear intentions in mind and even something important 
to say. But it was not at all clear what that was. Only rarely did they perform a known 
text, and when they did they reduced it to a springboard for actions, words and 
gestures which appeared mysterious and incomprehensible. For the most part, 
however, there was neither text nor narrative: the actors “did something” on stage, 
and that was the performance. 

The course was directed by Richard Schechner, who at the time was one of the 
most eminent gurus and theorists of avant-garde American theatre. He established a 
fundamental rule. When a performance seemed incomprehensible, there was only 
one way of proceeding, he explained to us: you have to watch it noting down 
everything that the actors do, without worrying about understanding anything. And 
then you have to go back the next evening, and then again and again, three, four or 
five times, making notes of everything that happens, until you can reconstruct the 
whole production, moment by moment, in your mind’s eye. At that point it would be 
highly likely that the meaning of the performance would begin to surface, that a 
gleam of comprehension would illuminate the darkness. Having reached that point, 
we could start analyzing and discussing in the usual way. 

In several cases, the Schechner rule, strange though it was, proved effective. In 
others, though, it failed. However frequently we attended a performance, however 
much we observed it and made notes, the performance continued to seem to us just 
one big muddle. We could not understand a thing. This was because when you 
cannot understand anything, it is difficult to choose what to look at. From all the 
actions and movements that actors undertake – from the way they walk to the way 
they turn round, direct their glance, speak their words, turn to their companions, use 
their hands and arms, the expressions on their faces – it was impossible to pick out 
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the elements which were really important from those which were only secondary or 
even casual. To note them all down was a hopeless task and to choose those that 
really mattered meant trusting in luck. And when luck did not come to the rescue, 
the discussions in class in front of Schechner and our fellow students collapsed into 
desperate declarations of defeat: we had not managed to understand a thing. 

We comforted ourselves thinking that these were avant-garde experiments and so, 
by definition, very difficult to understand. We would have got on much better, we 
thought, with performances of traditional theatre. There, at least, what actors do on 
stage is clear. They have to represent a character in a convincing manner, put the 
character into a perfectly comprehensible situation (a declaration between two people 
in love, a business discussion, a lunch, an unexpected encounter), gain the attention 
of the audience and keep their interest for the whole scene. 

But in fact we were grossly mistaken. Placed in front of a traditional performance, 
even a crowd-pulling highly successful show on Broadway attracting audiences with 
no specialised knowledge of theatre and fascinating them with a story abundant in 
easy and accessible effects, our problems, as we had to admit with some horror, did 
not lessen in the least. On the contrary, if anything, they increased. And even 
watching an episode of any of the most accessible television soaps did nothing to 
improve the situation. There was no escape, and we no longer had an alibi. We had 
to admit it. When it was a question of observing an actor, understanding what 
techniques were being used and finally deciding with some degree of certainty if the 
acting was good or bad, we literally had no idea where to begin. We had to recognise 
a bitter truth: to observe an actor acting is never simple, even when it’s a question of 
productions which seem within everyone’s grasp and that all members of an audience 
are able to follow, involving themselves appropriately in everything happening in 
front of them.  

For that reason it was necessary to go back to the beginning. To learn to observe 
an actor, it is necessary to begin with a very banal observation, one that is absolutely 
self evident: that is, that no two actors act in the same way. 
 
 
The Basic Techniques 

Just think for a moment of some of the great stage actors – Marlon Brando, Bette 
Davis, Jerry Lewis, Johnny Depp or Dario Fo and we notice straight away that they 
all act differently. Their ability does not enter into it: you cannot say one acts better 
than another, they are all excellent actors. The difference between them depends on 
their individual personalities, and for this reason the way in which each performer 
acts remains basically the same even when they change register or the kind of text 
they are interpreting. 

Even individual personality on its own is not enough to explain the differences. 
However personal the style of an actor, it is always possible to recognise other 
performers who act in a similar way and we seem to find in all of them a certain 
family likeness. Marlon Brando’s way of working, for example, is very similar to that 
of Paul Newman, Al Pacino or Robert De Niro while it is very different from that of 
Bette Davis, Johnny Depp and Dario Fo. Every actor is different. But actors are also 
similar to several (but not all) of their colleagues. 
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This depends on the basic formula adopted by each actor, often without realising 
it. It is a little like what happens in painting, where a painter can use water colour. 
tempera or oils. Or in music where a musician can play the piano, flute or violin. 
Each of the techniques or instruments employed has its own characteristics and 
hence its own possibilities and limits. An oil painting or water colour, however the 
means are deployed, never produce the same effects (for example in shading) just as 
a piano and cello do not produce the same effects. 

It is certainly unlikely that an artist possesses only one skill, or a musician can play 
only one instrument, and is then completely ignorant about all the others; that one is 
an excellent pianist but cannot draw a sound from any other instrument, or that 
another is a wizard at oil painting but cannot hold a pencil or trace an outline with a 
piece of charcoal. Nevertheless all artists usually find an affinity between one basic 
technique or musical instrument and their own personality and develop throughout a 
lifetime their individual style by practising their preferred choice at length and with 
dedication  

Something similar happens in the field of acting. All actors have a whole range of 
essential techniques at their disposal to which they can refer. However good or bad 
an actor may be, he or she will normally use one technique and use it for the rest of 
their working lives. And if in specific works on the stage they end up by weaving it 
into other techniques, they nevertheless will keep it as the basic technique, which 
guides their style and determines the kind of effects which they can produce on stage. 

The basic techniques of acting, however, are not as recognizable as they are in 
music and painting by the instruments or material used, because the instruments and 
materials of the actor are always the same: the body and physical attributes. For that 
reason it is much more difficult to distinguish one technique from another. It is a 
question of procedures developed during the course of the history of theatre, and 
later of cinema and television, created one by one through the encounter of the habit 
of acting with new problems as they arose over the centuries from dramaturgy, stage 
design and the very organisation of performances and theatrical companies. 

Acting techniques are born and altered, then disappear with the passing of time, 
so that each age has at its disposal a veritable array of formulations of basic 
techniques which guide actors’ work. And, what is more important, each of these 
formulations has its own characteristics, which allow an actor to gain certain effects 
and exclude others, or again facilitate their acquisition through means which are 
lengthier and more complicated. Excellent actors are revealed in the mastery with 
which they use the possibilities offered them by these fundamental techniques and 
through the originality of the solutions which they propose. The brilliant actor is the 
one who can invent new possibilities. 

Naturally the fact that acting techniques are not as easily distinguishable as they 
are in music and painting complicates the spectator’s task. To identify the style of an 
actor who acts on stage, on a film set or in front of television cameras, is not simple, 
as we have seen. And moreover, it is not simple either (and this can give us some 
comfort) for professional critics. 

Theatre criticism reached great heights when describing the acting of the great 
actors of the nineteenth century, above all in England. Lee Strasberg, director of the 
Actors Studio in New York, one of the great experts on twentieth-century acting, 
said that the simple reading of nineteenth-century English theatre criticism allowed 
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him to visualise concretely before him the actors of the period while they acted. 
Perhaps he exaggerated a little but it is a fact that this ability of criticism has 
progressively waned. As far as Italy is concerned you can still find excellent 
descriptions of actors at work on the stage up to the Second World War. But today 
theatre criticism, when reviewing a production only manages to dedicate a few 
complimentary adjectives, or some reservations about the acting and that is all. And 
the situation for cinema and television is not much different. 

The inertia of criticism when faced with acting has of course its own reasons, but 
for the moment there is no point in discussing them. It is a fact that the spectator, 
whether in the cinema, theatre or in front of the television, is surrounded by a 
whirlwind of very diverse forms and modes of expression which are not easy to 
decipher. To recognise amongst all these forms the basic techniques of acting, the 
fundamental structures which guide the work of actors and enable them to reach 
particular effects, could seem a thankless task. But luckily there are few fairly simple 
strategies which we can use. 
 
 
The Objects Rule. Liv Ullmann’s Canapé and Glenn Close’s Bed 

We can begin with one of the most popular scenes in theatre, cinema and 
television dramas: the sudden explosive row in a couple’s home, whether husband 
and wife, partners or an engaged couple. It is easy to see why it is a popular scene: it 
plays on the emotions of the audience. We all of us have been more or less engaged 
in something similar, with a great outlet of emotions, so it is inevitable that anyone 
watching will side passionately with either one of the protagonists without thinking 
about it. And if the crisis is unexpected and threatens to destroy the very 
fundamentals of a relationship that has been consolidated through time and habit, so 
much the better, the spectator is well and truly caught. 

 

 
 
 
A masterpiece of this kind is the famous opening of Filumena Maturano, a play by 

Eduardo De Filippo, one of the most famous author-actors of the second half of the 
twentieth century. The play is set in Naples, written immediately after the Second 
World War for his sister Titina.  

Filumena Marturano, scene I 
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 The situation is as follows: Domenico Soriano, a well-to-do Don Juan by now 
past his prime, has lived for years with Filumena, a former prostitute. In order to get 
Domenico to marry her, Filumena has recourse to a ruse: she pretends she is ill and 
dying, and in extremis is seeking to put her conscience in order before presenting 
herself before her Maker. Domenico falls for the ruse and a priest celebrates the 
wedding at her bedside. But hardly has he pronounced the marriage formula than 
Filumena sits bolt upright and reveals her plot. 

When the curtain opens the deed is already done. On stage (the dining room of 
the Soriano household) Domenico and Filumena are facing one another. Soriano is 
crazy with rage and hurt pride because of the affront and the practical joke. He 
threatens to use his pistol, accuses the doctor and the priest of complicity, tries to 
chase his woman from the home, and reminds her of her origins. Filumena triumphs 
(she is now married, and there’s no going back), parades her self assurance, claims 
total responsibility for the deceit which she has thought out without help from either 
priest or doctor, and rehearses all the humiliations and betrayals that she has had to 
suffer over the past twenty-five years of co-habitation.  

And thus far, Eduardo De Filippo. But, as mentioned before, the crisis between 
couples is a recurrent theme. Among the many is another very famous sequence in 
which a long and well founded relationship is suddenly shattered. This is Scenes from a 
Marriage, the film made for television by Ingmar Bergman in 1973. On an evening 
like all the others, the husband, a teacher of psychodynamics, returns home. In 
preceding scenes this home has been shown to the spectator as a place of a serenity 
and tender matrimonial love. He then tells his wife of a relationship he is having with 
a young female student. He can’t live without her: he has to go on a work trip and 
the young student is going with him. And after that they will decide what to do. His 
wife is absolutely dumbfounded. The certainly of their relationship which she had 
thought to be full and total suddenly crashes to the ground. She does not understand 
how she could not have noticed this new relationship, nor why her husband has 
decided to reveal it to her on this particular evening. And she does not know how to 
react. 

There is photographic documentation of the first production in 1946 of the 
Filumena Marturano scene with Titina De Filippo, and there is also a 1962 television 
recording in which Eduardo acts with another famous Neapolitan actress, Regina 
Bianchi. The performers of the Bergman piece are two other great actors, Liv 
Ullmann and Erland Josephson. And when you watch the two scenes, it is obvious 
that all the actors are very good indeed. The two couples (Eduardo with his two 
partners on the one side and Liv Ullmann and Josephson on the other) act, however, 
in ways which are profoundly different. 

The difference is striking: any spectator, however inexperienced in theatre, cinema 
or acting in general, will notice this. And yet, to explain exactly in what this 
difference consists seems fairly complicated. It is not easy to understand whether the 
differences which we think we see are essential or fortuitous; whether the differences 
are dependent on the technique of the actors, or simply from the effort of portraying 
characters that belong to two different periods and countries and to two different 
social conditions with the result that we do not know on what to focus. 

At this point we can always refer to a first port of call, one that is always available 
to the spectator when watching an actor, whatever the text or situation represented. 



  
AAccttiinngg  AArrcchhiivveess  EEssssaayyss  

 
 

  
14 

 

We can observe how an actor uses space and the objects in that space. Because all 
actors, in whatever style they act, whatever character and scene they interpret, are 
always negotiating a space and establishing a relationship (if at times a negative one) 
with all the things that surround them. 

 

 
 

 
As soon as we adopt this working rule, the difference between our two couples in 

crisis is clear. While they hurl a load of insults at each other, Eduardo and each of the 
actresses are standing on stage, at some distance from each other and their 
movements on stage are very limited. They suggest them only occasionally when 
turning to other characters on stage – the two house servants who are present during 
the argument. Their relationship with their surroundings, the furniture and objects 
amounts to virtually nothing. And yet objects within easy reach are plentiful. The 
table in the middle of the room, for example, has been laid with care. The same 
dialogue would allow well developed spatial movements, when, for instance, 
Domenico asserts he wants to throw Filumena out of his house, or again when he 
calls for his pistol (which he could begin to look for), and so forth. 

While Eduardo, Titina and Regina Bianchi seem to ignore the objects which 
surround them, Josephson and Ullmann make use of theirs continually. The husband 
returns home late in the evening and the wife prepares supper for him. The two 
actors are in the kitchen. They use the toaster, put plates, cutlery, a bottle and a glass 
on a tray, carry these and other bits and pieces into a room where Ullmann gets two 
candles and lights them. Then they sit at a table, and the whole scene, with its 
exchange of conversation, takes place while husband and wife butter bread, pour 
wine into their glasses, eat and drink, change plates and cutlery, in a continuous flow 
of constant activity. The dialogue is totally penetrated by this interlacing activity, to 
the extent that Josephson broaches the traumatic revelation of his betrayal while 
Ullmann is in the process of buttering her bread. 
 

Titina and Eduardo De Filippo 
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In this example too the text does not impose an acting style. The actors could say 
the same lines sitting sideways to the table, or in two armchairs in the sitting room, 
without touching any object, without, in other words, doing anything and showing 
what they feel through facial expression and tone of voice. And of course, the scene 
could be acted excellently in the Eduardo style, just as Filumena’s attack could be 
acted in the Josephson style. 

It is possible, therefore, to pick out a preliminary distinction. There is one way of 
acting in which objects and space are minimally used, and another way in which their 
use appears to be total and continuous. When the use of space and objects is at its 
least, actors express themselves exclusively or in the main through facial mime, 
movements of their bodies, arms and hands and by tone of voice. When objects and 
space are in continuous use, the acting involves a constant movement in relation to 
the objects which surround them. And here we have two acting methods which are 
fundamentally different. 

And this is easy enough to verify. You only have to look at what happens when an 
actor who is used to paying no attention to objects is forced, by the demands of the 
scene, to use some of them. Or even to undertake some very simple action such as – 
and here we can take as an example another Italian actor who acts in Neapolitan 
dialect – make a bed. This occurs in a film of 1983, Scusate il ritardo (Sorry for the Delay), 
in which Massimo Troisi, one of Italy’s best loved actors, helps his partner to tidy up 
blankets, sheets and pillows while engaged in a nervous dialogue with her. True, 
while he talks with his partner, Troisi does everything he should with precision. But 

Liv Ullmann and Erland Josephson, 
Scenes from a Marriage 
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when it is his turn to deliver a line, he lets go of the blankets, stops all his actions and 
restricts himself to speaking. Then, having finished what he has to say, he returns to 
making the bed. That’s to say, he tends not to use his hands when he has to speak or 
produce particularly meaningful facial expressions. 

And that does not mean that a scene of this kind is always acted like this. If two 
actors of another school were to make the bed, the action might not be interrupted 
at all by the dialogue. There is an obvious example of this in The Big Chill, a film 
directed by Lawrence Kasdan a few months later in the USA, in which Glenn Close 
and JoBeth Williams tug and fold sheets and stuff pillows into their cases, all the time 
keeping up their dialogue with complete naturalness. 
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
Then there can be a different situation, one in which a performer, used to acting 

with objects, finds himself without any to hand. An actor of this kind is Dustin 
Hoffman. He took the part of the protagonist in a famous cinematic version of 
Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman. In a scene towards the end of the play, Hoffman 

Lina Polito and Massimo Troisi, Scusate il ritardo 
Glenn Close and JoBeth Williams, The Big Chill 
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(the travelling salesman), tired and by now worn out by many years of work, goes to 
his firm’s boss to ask him if he might be assigned to the central office and no longer 
be forced to travel. The boss instead gives him the sack. 

The scene is set in such a way that Hoffman, placed at some distance from the 
boss’s desk, has no object within his reach. And so he uses anything that he can to 
enable him to carry out a sequence of supporting actions. He moves the chair and 
toys with it, and in the character’s agitation deliberately misjudges its height, he 
fiddles with his hat, wondering where to put it, then holds it, adjusts his tie and 
cufflinks so that his lines tend to support a real physical action.  
 

   
 

 
 

All in all, while actors like Eduardo and those similar in method to him, such as 
Troisi, prefer to express themselves without using the things around them on stage, 
and when they have to, tend to suspend the action while they say their lines, others, 
like Hoffman, Josephson, Ullmann, Glenn Close and JoBeth Williams seem unable 
to act without using whatever is within reach, depending constantly on a network of 
physical actions involving objects. 
 
 
Emphasised Actions and Imaginary Objects. Cary Grant Shaves Himself with 
Eva Marie Saint’s Razor  

There is, however, a third way of acting, slightly more difficult to identity, but no 
less important. It concerns the performance of actors who, without resorting to the 
continual use of everything that surrounds them, nevertheless use objects with a 

Dustin Hoffman, Death of a Salesman 
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certain regularity. They can include in their portrayal of a character a wealth of 
ordinary activities such as, for example, according to the circumstances, lighting a 
cigarette, chatting while they are driving a car, pouring a drink, eating and so forth. 
And then alternating these moments with long periods when they perform without 
moving, touching or using anything. 

Now when these actors are performing with objects (the steering wheel of a car, 
for example, or cutlery, a plate or a glass) they tend to emphasise their actions, in 
such a way as to draw the spectator’s attention to what they are doing. 

So that we can better understand what these emphasised actions are, let’s try to 
imagine a scene in which four friends are chatting around a table, drinking and 
smoking. They light their cigarettes, they use matches and cigarette lighters, they 
move ashtrays, pick up bottles, fill glasses and sip their drinks. And while doing all of 
this they are chatting to each other. Clearly their demeanours can be reflected in their 
gestures: they can each drink and smoke in a relaxed way, or they can be anxious, 
nervous or distracted. The attention of the spectator, however, who is involved in 
following the action and in picking up the psychological reactions of the characters, 
is usually concentrated on the dialogue and expressions. The fact that the four of 
them are smoking and drinking appears secondary, a bit of background, there only to 
make the scene more convincing and natural. It does not seem important for an 
understanding of what is happening between the characters. 

Think instead of a scene in which two characters sitting in a room are conversing 
with one another. At a certain point one of them asks the other a question. The 
second person does not reply, gets up slowly and with difficulty, takes a bottle from a 
nearby sideboard, looks for a glass, fills it with a trembling hand, downs the drink in 
one, stands silently for a long time, puts the glass down, then turns to the companion 
and starts speaking. This action (getting up from the chair, picking up the bottle and 
the glass, drinking, putting the glass down) stands out in a very obvious way in the 
whole configuration of the performance and cannot fail to attract the attention of the 
spectator who will attribute to it a clear and important meaning: the character is 
deeply disturbed by the question. It is a matter of an “underlined” action, one 
highlighted among all the actor’s other gestures, and is used directly to transmit a 
precise and essential message to the spectator. 

 

 
Michael Redgrave, Shylock’s knife  
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The expedients used to underline an action, to highlight it, are varied. The actor 
can, for example, perform it by varying the pace or rhythm of the scene (blocking the 
sequence of gestures with a pause, speeding it up or slowing it down, and so bringing 
out the action) or he can stress the movements by making them slightly excessive 
(accentuating the tremor of the hand that is holding the glass and pouring the drink 
so that some of it spills). But in every case the way to distinguish underlined actions 
from those that are not is easy: at the end of the scene the spectators, who have 
taken in the overall impression of what has happened in front of them, always 
remember those underlined actions, and never the others, which they will perceive as 
simply background.  
 

 
 

 
Let’s be clear about this: underlined actions are occasionally used by every kind of 

actor, and they can be very useful for both dramatic and comic effects. As to 
dramatic effects, you only have to think of the repertoire of terrorising and warning 
gestures in many a horror film in which the assassin, preparing to commit the crime, 
insistently handles his chosen weapon (knife, razor, hatchet or cleaver), forcing its 
horror upon the spectators. A typical underlined action of this type, occurring in the 
tradition of all great Shakespearian interpreters, is, for example, the brandishing of 
the knife with which Shylock, the Jewish usurer in The Merchant of Venice prepares to 
kill Antonio, his debtor. Another, in the same genre, is to be found in The Shining, the 
celebrated film directed by Kubrick in which Jack Nicholson, at the mercy of a 
homicidal madness, continuously fingers a spine-chilling axe. There are many more 
underlined actions which are used to comic effects. The repertoire is extensive: from 
the frenzied attack with loaf of bread or pan of spaghetti, typical of characters in 
popular theatre tormented by perpetual hunger, to the ironic touch with which an 
actor or actress handles a long cigarette holder, or some other minor everyday 
gadget, drawing from them effects of surprising hilarity. As for instance, Cary Grant 
in Hitchcock’s North by Northwest, when he is forced to shave himself with the small 
lady’s razor provided for him out of kindness by his partner, Eva Marie Saint. In any 
case, if all actors occasionally use underlined actions, performers of what we called 
the third type (those who use things with a certain frequency, but not all time) use 
them with particular dedication every time they have to grasp, clutch or handle 
something. 

Noël Coward and Gertrude Lawrence in Elyot Chase’s Private Lives 
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And if truth be told, there is yet a fourth way of acting when considering the 

relationship between actors and the tools of their trade, one very easy to recognise. It 
is to be seen in the style of those actors who work with imaginary objects, created in 
front of the spectators through mime.  

Dario Fo is the most famous of these and examples abound. In Johan Padan a la 
discoverta de le Americhe (Johan Padan and the Discovery of the Americas), a show he staged in 
1991, the main character is a sailor who follows Christopher Columbus’s expedition. 
Having landed in the New World and then been welcomed into a village of 
indigenous peoples he is to be found struggling with a hammock, on which he has to 
learn to balance himself. It is not a simple operation. Having got it strung up, Johan 
Padan attempts to get into it in every way possible, ending up invariably on the 
ground. When he eventually manages it, a young indigenous woman stretches out 
beside him but as soon as he tries to embrace her, he falls out, this time on to 
flaming brazier, from which he jumps with an acrobatic leap which lands him back in 
the hammock. 

The whole scene consists precisely of a complicated, highly detailed action which 
the performer accomplishes on an object (here it is a hammock, in other shows by 
Fo it can be clothes and jewels, as in the famous investment of Boniface VIII in 
Mistero Buffo (Comic Mystery), or food and kitchen equipment, as in the monologue of 
La fame dello Zanni (The Hunger of the Zanni). But the actor is to be seen alone, on an 
empty stage and the object is created and clearly understood by the spectator solely 
through the mime. It is a particular acting technique about which we will learn more 
later. 
 
 
The Empty Stage and the Crowded Stage  

It remains to be asked, however, why it is that the way in which actors use objects 
is so important. Three centuries ago, the distinctions which we have just traced 
would have been unthinkable because actors worked in a very different theatrical 
environment. Today every theatrical production requires a different design. It would 
be unthinkable to use the same settings for two different plays by Bernard Shaw or a 

Cary Grant, North by Northwest 
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play by Shaw and one by Brecht. In the theatre of the eighteenth century, however, at 
least as far as the two genres of theatre considered to be ‘high’ or noble, that is, 
tragedy and comedy, the stage scenery always represented a repeated and 
conventional place, constituted in the main by the façade of a palace painted on to 
the backdrop for tragedy, and for comedy by the walls of a room and four doors, 
these too painted on the backdrop and wings. For every tragedy the same backdrop 
was used and likewise for comedy. They were replaced only when they were worn 
out and disintegrated. 
 

     
 

 
Costumes were similarly conventional. The actors and actresses acted in 

contemporary dress and were expected to provide costumes from their own 
wardrobes. Actresses vied with one another as to who could provide the most 
elegant and dashing clothes to make their rivals swoon with envy. There was 
absolutely no attempt to make any reference to the country or period in which the 
play was set. There was the occasional exception: Oriental characters were often 
graced with a turban, and the heroes of tragedies set in antiquity appeared in a 
curious garb (so called “Roman dress”) made up of a tunic which terminated in a full 
short skirt, while the actor’s chest was covered by a shield and his head by plumed 
hat. 

The stage was basically empty. There might be a seat (or a throne if required) for 
tragedies or a table and a few chairs for comedies. And the properties available to the 
actors were few: a sword, a phial of poison, a necklace to enable the recognition of a 
long lost son or daughter. 

The performers acted, therefore, on a platform to all intents and purposes empty 
(the stage) with virtually nothing to hand. They placed themselves preferably in the 
middle of the stage, in the front, so that they could be seen and heard as well as 
possible, and spoke their parts facing the audience rather than the other actors. They 
never turned their back on the audience and rarely showed their profile. Usually, after 
every speech, the performer changed position and if the actor who was to speak next 
was of equal importance, he would cede his position in the centre of the stage. The 
actors, in fact, declaimed in front of the public, accompanying their words with 

Tragic heroine and hero 
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appropriate gestures, which were obvious and conventional and avoided any posture 
that was not graceful or dignified. 
 

 
 

 
All this certainly did not happen by chance. For the theatrical taste of the time the 

action that was being presented on stage had to be exemplary and show the conflict 
of persons and human passions in their universal character. Any concrete reference – 
in gestures, objects or scenic representation – to particular places or environments 
would have compromised the exemplary quality of the drama. The representation of 
the conflicts of love, hate and ambition in a story that took place amongst Turks, or 
in ancient times, could not be different from the representation of love, hate and 
ambition in a story that took place amongst Christians or in the contemporary world. 

Such a method of acting, based on declamation and variation of tone, tempo and 
rhythm while speaking the words, with appropriate accompanying gestures, and 
aimed at representing situations, character and passions of a general kind, was not in 
the least simple. The techniques employed were extremely sophisticated, and it is not 
for nothing that numerous and very important treatises on acting were published in 
the eighteenth century which are still of relevance today. 

This lay-out of the stage and system of acting were nevertheless pretty rigid and 
any attempts to insert some elements to render the play more visually exciting were 
regarded with extreme suspicion. During the preparations for the staging in Paris in 
1760 of Tancrède, a tragedy by Voltaire, Clairon, one of the major tragic actresses of 
the century, tried to introduce on stage the basic structure of a gallows, which was to 
be a simple box with a black curtain. Voltaire objected: he judged the proposal to be 
‘disgusting’. And when Lekaïn, another great tragic actor of the period, dared to 
present himself in another work by Voltaire, Semiramis, with his arms bare, his hair 
dishevelled and his hands bloodied (he has just stabbed his mother inside a 
sepulchre) his appearance caused an incredible sensation. 
 

Molière’s Le Malade  Imaginaire  at Versailles, 1674 
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Things began gradually to change in the second half of the eighteenth century. 
The public seemed to welcome the innovations which made performances more 
theatrical, so attempts were made to please the audiences. To start with a very simple 
and cheap solution was adopted. Crowds of walk-on actors were employed at low 
cost to walk across the stage in elaborate ceremonies, such as processions, funerals 
and coronations, which were inserted into the performances whenever an episode 
allowed it. Then the stage was enriched with drapes and ornamental details, painted 
for the most part, and exotic and suggestive settings, rich in local colour were 
introduced to delight the public. Finally, in the early years of the nineteenth century, 
plays appeared which needed veritable wonders of stage design at the most dramatic 
points of the action: storms, tempests, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes and floods. 
But above all the stages were invaded by works which in harmony with the new 
Romantic taste presented breath-taking adventures, rich in coups de scène, ambushes, 
flights duels, pursuits, encounters and battles. 

Actors who had to escape from confined underground prisons, scale towers, cross 
bridges suspended over rivers and in some cases desperately try to save themselves 
by clinging onto a plank of wood to avoid a flood, not to mention run away, chase 
after people and fight, found that they were making full use of the entire space of the 
stage and had to coordinate their gestures and movements according to the placing 
of all the components on stage and with the movements and gestures of all the other 
actors. Representing a somewhat complicated chase in a few square metres required 
accurate plotting of all the movements of both the pursuer and the pursued, 
otherwise the whole episode could but end in a disaster. 

But even this was not enough. With the taste for Romanticism came a new 
sensibility for the attraction and atmosphere of the past. Audiences not only wanted 
settings with an exotic and evocative atmosphere and a dynamic and well developed 
action. They demanded a precise reproduction of the locality and period in which the 
action was taking place. The appearance of the setting and the customs of the period 
had to be reproduced with extreme care, and this was as important for the costumes 
as it was for the scenery. 
  

 Lekaïn in Semiramis 
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There were, of course, more than a few objections to these innovations. When in 

1816 William Charles Macready, a famous English actor, decided to present the 
ancient Greeks in period costume, critics were horrified at the appearance of these 
strange classical heroes in their tunics, dressed, as they wrote in the newspapers, ‘as 
women’. But the new tendency continued to develop. A few years later, Victor Hugo, 
in his preparations for the stage design for Hernani went as far as to specify the exact 
date of the costume of one of the characters, who in the first act should wear a rich 
costume made of velvet ‘according to the Castilian style of 1529’. 

 

 
 

 
The attention to precise detail – in architecture, furniture, objects – reached 

maniacal proportions. Charles Kean, the great English actor-manager of the 
nineteenth century, was concerned to provide in the programmes for his shows the 

Chase over a bridge, 1808 

The Saxe-Meiningen Julius Caesar 
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list of the scholarly authorities which he had consulted in his preparations for the 
stage and costume design. In the second half of the century a famous German 
company, led by the Duke of Saxe-Meiningen, even requested the advice of the 
Director of the Institute of Archaeology in Rome in order to stage Shakespeare’s 
Julius Caesar. Only then could the Roman forum, where much of the action takes 
place, be reproduced with sufficient precision. 

All of this was not only relevant to historical dramas but also to those works set in 
the contemporary world. In order to present domestic interiors more realistically, the 
wings and the backdrops were gradually substituted by continuous walls, one on each 
side and another at the back (like the walls that normally enclose our rooms) on to 
which doors and windows opened. Furniture and objects had to be exact and 
authentic: everything, according to the circumstances, that would be found in a real 
middle class bedroom, or study, or in a butcher’s or wine merchant’s shop of the 
district. 
 

 
 

 
Towards the end of the century, one director resorted to a radical solution. He 

acquired the furnishings and ornaments of a real room belonging to a student and 
transferred it in its entirety on to the stage. And various authors were concerned to 
give such exact details of all the objects to be used in the performance and all the 
movements of the actors that they dedicated more space to the stage directions in 
their texts than to the lines given to the characters. 
 
 
A New Way of Acting 

At this point, actors found themselves saddled with numerous problems. Within a 
few decades, the empty space of the stage where they had been used to declaiming 
facing the public was transformed into a jam-packed environment where they were 
surrounded by all kinds of apparatus and bits and pieces with which they had in 
some way to come to terms. It was no mean task to eradicate old habits and learn to 
act in relationship to the new stage design with all the objects that now filled the 

Strindberg’s The Father at the Intima Teatern, 1908 
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stage along with the movements of other actors. And a few theatre directors were 
concerned to accustom their actors of their companies to the new challenges. 

Towards the middle of the nineteenth century, Adolphe Lemoine Montigny, 
director of the Gymnase, a theatrical space in Paris, placed a large table in the middle 
of the stage to prevent his actors from stubbornly occupying the centre of the stage. 
He then surrounded the table with chairs, on which the actors had to sit, and thus, 
sitting down, they had to learn to act turning towards each other instead of the 
public. Then he placed real chairs all around the stage (not ones painted into the 
backdrop) which fitted into the setting of the play, with ornaments and other 
appropriate objects: cigarette boxes, handkerchiefs, letters and newspapers so that an 
actor’s every movement could be justified by a coherent and plausible action (taking 
a letter, lighting a cigarette, turning over the pages of a newspaper, etc). And in this 
way acting tended to become linked to a constant use of objects. 

But the last step in the process was taken towards the end of the century by 
naturalist theatre which sought to represent onstage nothing less that the perfect 
reproduction of daily life in all its details, how it would normally happen in reality. 
And for the actor the problems became even worse. 

In the first place, all gestures and movements performed on stage had to be no 
different from those in real life. This was not at all easy, because the actors had to 
forgo a long series of stage traditions, all enhancement of the action or behaviour, 
and every trick of the trade used to make an immediate impression on the audience. 
This audience, in fact, was to be totally ignored. In real life we do not move around 
under the gaze of an auditorium of seated people intent on observing us. So 
naturalistic actors had to conduct themselves as if the public did not exist. This 
meant not only learning to act without turning to the audience, but actually to 
organise the action so as not to privilege the audience’s view point. 

In order to accustom actors to performing without reference to the audience, 
André Antoine, the French director emblematically associated with early naturalist 
theatre, made use of a trick. He rehearsed the scenes of the play in an ordinary room, 
equipped with furniture and necessary objects, fixing the movements and gestures of 
the actors who did not know at this stage where the spectators would be placed. 
Only at the end of rehearsals did he decide which would be the side of the stage 
facing the audience. The actors learned in this way to perform as if a wall existed 
between them and the audience (this became known as “the fourth wall”), a wall 
which closed off the stage and isolated it from the spectators. Often, in order to 
strengthen this effect, some pieces of furniture were left on the outer line of the 
stage, just as if they had been placed against the wall of a room. The actors – and this 
was even more important – had to avoid every pretence, as far as they could, and 
complete the actions of their character in actuality. They were not to pretend to eat, 
drink, sew and cook, but eat, drink, sew and cook for real. 

The whole system of acting was radically altered. Acting no longer meant – or it 
did not primarily mean – speaking the lines of the text with the appropriate 
intonation and effectiveness. It now meant performing specific actions in close 
contact with all the other actors and with all the means available on stage. At this 
point the characters’ nature and states of mind are revealed not so much by what the 
actors say as by their movements in the allocated space, the relationships they 
establish with the stage environment and with the other actors, and the way they use 
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the real things which surround them. A character’s temperament and how he or she  
thinks, is understood by the way they eat, drink, or again cook, tidy a room, clean 
their spectacles or read a newspaper. And on their part, the critics begin to appreciate 
performers capable of expressing the attitudes and emotions of a character by 
fiddling with a handkerchief or lighting a fire in the grate, writing a letter or carrying a 
tray laden with crockery; undertaking, that is, the most ordinary of everyday actions. 
 

 
 

The naturalistic stage was a hive of activity, for the most part ordinary and 
everyday actions, through which the characters revealed their states of mind and 
intentions. In Paris in 1873, for example, spectators who watched the performance 
of Zola’s Thérèse Raquin were able to perceive the bustling and interfering nature of 
Madame Raquin by observing the way the actress playing the part cleared the dining 
room table at the beginning of the first act, or, in the third act, with what meticulous 
care she helped her daughter-in-law undress after the wedding ceremony. And in the 
final part of the play they could see the young protagonist think on her wickedness, 
quarrel with her husband, receive her guests and hold her paralytic mother-in-law at 
bay while, equipped with bowl and dishcloth, continuing to prepare the salad for 
supper. 

But all of this – acting while undertaking ordinary homely actions and expressing 
character through the use of objects – was not at all easy for the actors of the time: it 
was a completely new and still unaccustomed way of working. When Thérèse Raquin 
was presented on the Italian stage six year later, superbly portrayed by Eleonora 
Duse, the translator had no idea of the importance of all the actions and objects 
which the text’s stage directions stipulated, and cut them mercilessly, from the details 
concerning the clearing of the table in the first act right through to the final scene 
with the salad preparation. Eleonora Duse would have had to do without them. 
 
 
Real Actions on the Stage. How to Tend a Wound 

This does not mean, however, that at the end of the nineteenth century this acting 
method was practised on all European stages. It was a new tendency which 
flourished in particularly forward-looking theatrical environments and was elaborated 

Else Heims in Hofmannsthal’s Christinas Heimreise 
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by a few personalities dedicated to theatrical research and experimentation. It was 
Stanislavski, a Russian actor and director who was making himself felt in the 
theatrical world of Moscow at the tail end of the century, who was to develop this 
new technique in an inspired way. 

One of his productions in particular – the staging of The Seagull at the Moscow 
Arts Theatre in 1898 – constitutes a milestone in the history of twentieth-century 
acting. 

At that time Stanislavski prepared productions given by his company in the 
following way. He would read and discuss the text he was about to direct and think 
about it at great length. He then imagined every detail of the scene: every movement, 
every gesture and every intonation to be given by his actors, moment by moment. 
Then he would fix all these details by writing them down and accompanied all the 
details with little plans, sketches and designs. The sum of these notes made up “the 
production score” which was used to direct the actors during the rehearsals. As 
several of these director’s notebooks have been preserved, we can today ascertain all 
that happened on the stage when Stanislavski’s company performed a play. 
 

 
 

 
An obsessive care was dedicated to the reconstruction of the environment which 

was crammed with detail. In the staging of The Seagull, for example, Stanislavski took 
his inspiration for the few lines of Chekhov’s stage directions to create a scene 
divided into several spaces, with an abundance of detail, furniture, objects and 
ornaments. 

According to Chekhov’s text the action takes place at sunset in the grounds of a 
country estate, with an avenue blocked by a little provisional stage set up for a family 
play, with a few chairs around it. Stanislavski includes a bridge and a stream, the 
corner of a house with illuminated windows, a terrace, a greenhouse, a few tall trees, 
some sawn off logs, ornamental bushes and clumps of sunflowers crossed by a 
footpath, a rocking chair, a lamp post, not to mention various kinds benches and 
seats. The whole is immersed in a network of sonorous and luminous effects to be 
created as the curtain rises: the distant song of a drunk, the howl of a dog, the 

Dickens’ The Cricket of the Heart at Stanislavsky’s First Studio, 1914 
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croaking of frogs, the caw of a strange marsh bird and the noise of a hammer 
knocking in nails, the rumble of thunder and flashes of lightning. 
 

  
 

 
Within a stage setting crammed with detail, the actors were made to be in a state 

of continuous activity. When there was nothing better to do, Stanislavski had them 
walking about, meticulously complicating their movements with respect to the brief 
indications in the text. If a character was required to enter from the wings, 
Stanislavski had him arrive from the back of the stage, forcing him to follow a 
winding path which weaved its way among the bushes, forcing the actor to come 
forward and push aside the branches with his hands and climb over the trunks which 
cluttered his way. 

And it was also de rigueur that every actor had some object or element of the 
setting with which to come to terms. While one actor had to chain smoke, 
continuously lighting one cigarette after the other (‘he smokes a lot’ Stanislavski 
establishes, ‘during the length of the play’), an actress, while chatting and holding at 
bay an importunate lover, is engaged in cracking and eating nuts (and this, if it 
involves a real and not fictional action, is not at all easy to do while acting on a stage). 
And when Chekhov’s text requires all and sundry to relax idly on the grass, 
Stanislavski provides them with cups and saucers and a teapot, little cakes and fruit. 
So one actor can be sipping tea, another eating an apple, while yet another is fishing 
in the little stream that runs nearby.  

The acme of Stanislavski’s approach is probably best illustrated by one of the 
play’s most famous scenes, in the third act, which involves a furious quarrel between 
Kostia, a young man with literary ambitions, and his mother Arkadina, an actress 
now of mature years. Kostia who hates his mother’s lover, a successful writer, and is 
desperately and hopelessly in love with a young woman, has attempted suicide. 
However he has only grazed his head and his mother is tending the wound which is 
already healing. 

While Arkadina is taking off the bandages, the dialogue begins in a falsely light 
tone. Kostia wants his mother’s affection. She, however, is distracted by her own 
thoughts. He then mentions her lover, Arkadina defends him. The tone of the 
conversation gradually changes, becoming louder and more intense. Kostia accuses 
his mother of being an actress without talent who acts in an outmoded way plays of 

Design plan for the first act of The Seagull in Stanislavsky’s production score 
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little value. Arkadina accuses her son of being a failure and a parasite. He shouts that 
she is mean and tight-fisted. She replies by giving him a slap. And then they burst 
into tears and conclude with a bitter final embrace. 

This is clearly a scene of major importance in the play, one which leaves a strong 
impression, in which the actors must reach an intensity of emotion. And it is here 
that Stanislavski insists in his notes that it is absolutely essential to keep the actors 
‘always occupied’. And he explains what the actress who plays Arkadina must do to 
treat Kostia’s injury. First of all she must take a phial of iodine and a few small pieces 
of gauze squares from a medicine box, then look for a dish in a sideboard. Then she 
must approach a table, clear it of all objects and put the dish on it, fill a glass with 
water and pour it out into the dish (twice), shake the iodine bottle, pour the contents 
into a tablespoon and from the tablespoon into the dish, and mix it with the water. 
Then she is to take a piece of the gauze, tear it, fold it, immerse it in the disinfecting 
solution, leaving another piece folded. Finally she is to place the first piece on her 
son’s head, the second piece over the first and begin to wrap the wound in a new 
bandage. And during all of this, the actor who is playing the part of Kostia mustn’t 
remain idle, and so, having nothing else to do he must busy himself rolling up the old 
bandage. 

Now clearly it is no simple task to complete all these actions with pieces of gauze, 
a glass, a bottle, a phial, a plate, a tablespoon and bandages in a scene in which the 
actress must concentrate on her lines in order to convey a complicated and 
emotional relationship with her son in the most intense and dramatic register. 
Stanislavski certainly required of his actors a gamut of acrobatics to realise an 
absolutely real theatrical action, an exact reproduction of everything we do in daily 
life. But it is also fairly obvious that even in the most authentic of real situations the 
mother would have been able to find either on the table or in the sideboard, ready 
somewhere, the pieces of gauze already cut into the right size and the disinfectant 
solution ready for use in the phial. For the actress everything would have been so 
much easier. Or a much simpler action would have sufficed, and still without 
violating the requirements of a rigorous naturalism, as indeed Chekhov’s text 
predicated: wind a bandage around a head. 

It was not a question, then, of making the scene more convincing. In reality by 
imposing continuous action on actors, by making them constantly handle objects and 
execute precise and extremely detailed physical actions, Stanislavski had a particular 
purpose, one which was much more important than the actions themselves: to 
ensure that the acting did not fall into what he called ‘cliché acting’. 
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II 
TWO TYPES OF CHARACTERS 

 
            
 
 
What Is ‘Cliché Acting’? 

Even nowadays performers can resort to ‘cliché acting’ in order to represent 
characters and their states of mind, that is, they can use conventional forms of 
expression which have gradually become imposed on the practice of acting. 
Theatrical clichés are particular gestures and poses repeated in an identical way, which 
can be used without alteration in very different situations and events. The spectator 
is aware of them immediately and automatically attributes to each its precise 
meaning. Indeed, for the most part, the experienced spectator will expect them and 
in many cases can be disappointed or put out if an actor does not make use of them.  

There are an infinite number of theatrical clichés and each period will privilege 
some which seem absolutely indispensable to spectators of the period. They 
constitute a dominant code of acting. And habituation to their use produces a very 
curious effect. While they are all gestures and expressive forms which are highly 
conventional, typical of the stage and often at some distance from the way we would 
behave in real life, the spectator, accustomed to their use, welcomes them as if they 
were absolutely obvious and necessary.  

For this reason it is difficult to recognise clichés which actors use now, to which we 
have become accustomed, while it is much easier to recognise the acting of clichés of 
the past which have by now fallen into disuse. For example, a performer who raises 
his arms to the heavens or strikes his forehead with his hand to express his despair 
would now seem false and conventional and we would immediately notice that this 
was a mannered form of acting (to be precise, a cliché). Not so very long ago these 
same gestures would have appeared quite normal on the stage and totally suited to 
the state of mind being portrayed.  

An entire collection of clichés of this kind still make up, moreover, the acting style 
of opera. Singers, involved in expressing themselves through their voices, unfailingly 
make use of gestures guaranteed by a well established convention to convey the 
characteristics of their roles and the passions which move them: they will join their 
hands in supplication, frown when invoking revenge and raise a fist when uttering a 
threat. The opera-going public, accustomed by long habit, accepts all these obvious 
and outmoded ways of expression as coherent within the acting of opera, and 
considers them as perfectly appropriate. 

In order to understand what clichés are and to differentiate them, it is therefore 
better to begin with those no longer used. The odd comic effect which some scenes 
of silent cinema have on audiences of today, particularly those scenes shot in the first 
two decades of the twentieth century, can be attributed to the cluster of acting clichés 
now fallen into disuse.  
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Not only do all the actresses in these old reels fall on bended knee in supplication 

joining their hands in prayer and, in fits of despair, open up their arms to the 
heavens, while the actors prefer to strike their foreheads with their hands. Every 
scene portraying nervousness carries with it a compulsory frenetic pacing or 
drumming of the fingers. Love is expressed in four or five ways, ever the same and 
ever recurring: most frequently the lover takes the hand of the beloved and places it 
on his heart or whispers sweet words from behind her, turning towards the nape of 
her neck, or kneeling in front of her. When an actor reads an upsetting piece of news 
he unfailingly crumples the letter or sheet of paper which he is holding in his hands. 
Threatening and fearful characters (you only have to think of the early slapstick films 
of Chaplin) are always huge with great black beards, the young aristocratic snob is 
pale and gangly, the bad characters always walk with their collars up and cavalry 
officers are thin and agile, preferably with a monocle. These are all the characteristic 
clichés of acting of the early twentieth century. 

 
 

The Acting of Clichés. From Spaghetti Westerns to Mafia Bosses 
In more recent times, however, clichés used on stage and screen seem much more 

acceptable to us. For instance, in films dedicated to the Second World War, the SS 
officer is always icy-cold and elegant (only the simple soldiers of the SS can be fat 
and heavy, and in this case they are for the most part endowed with the look of a 
half-wit). Or again, in westerns, we have the stony face of the pistol holder and the 
way he handles the revolver, or the clucking and petulant voice of the little old man 
of the Far West, introduced in films dubbed in Italian by an actor, Lauro Gazzolo, 
and then reproduced on every possible occasion.  

Westerns have moreover created a complex system of clichés which are now 
definitive and accepted, to the point that the genre of Italian style western (spaghetti 
western), which claimed an enormous success in the 1960s, was based on the 
extended and exaggerated use of the clichés of the classic western, albeit in ironic 
mode (facial expressions, gait, the cowboy’s heavy slowness of movement, the 

Despair in a play presented in Paris, 1859 
Supplication in a silent film, 1913 
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lightning speed of pulling out the revolver, and so on). It is with much greater 
difficulty that we notice the clichés which are still alive and well. 

 

 
 

But they are numerous and not in the least sophisticated. You only have to think 
of the bearing of the mafia bosses on stage and screen (they way they pronounce 
their words, their looks with half-closed eyes); or the behaviour (gestures, hard faced 
expression, heavy sarcasm) of the bad American cop; or the unfailing quick pirouette 
of 180 degrees – from the witness box to the defendant’s box – with the 
accompanying line (‘The witness is yours’) with which every actor performing a 
lawyer in American TV films, following on from the television dramas of Perry 
Mason, feels obliged to use at the end of his interrogation of witnesses. 

There are more elusive clichés than these, but not, however, ones which are less 
rigid and conventional. Some refer to the movement of the eyes. In the animated 
cartoons of the classic period of Walt Disney, the falling in love of a character (and it 
is irrelevant whether one of the seven dwarfs or an animal of the forest) is unfailingly 
expressed by the rapid movement of the eyelashes. This has nothing whatsoever to 
do with the real behaviour of someone who is falling in love: and yet this gesture has 
remained, linked with its meaning, and in animated cartoons it is always immediately 
understood and accepted by the public as obvious and natural. In performances with 
flesh and blood actors on the other hand there is another dominant cliché which 
relates to the eyes. When, during a dialogue, an actor wants to show that his 
character is lying, or that he is attributing a double meaning to his words which is to 
be understood without it being spelt out, he averts his gaze to the side, usually to the 
right. In an analogous way the unexpected occurrence of a sudden and different idea 
in the course of a character’s thoughts is, for the most part, expressed by a 
movement of the head. And so forth. 

Since they express a code of gestures and expressions assimilated by actors and 
audiences alike, clichés can surface in a more or less obvious way in every form of 
acting. Even in the most creative and original acting, it is always possible to recognise 
some clichés, either hinted at or obvious, that the actor will occasionally insert in the 
fabric of gestures and movements with which he constructs his interpretation. 

Clint Eastwood, A Fistful of Dollars
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A number of actors construct their whole performance resorting, in the main, or 
indeed exclusively, to clichés. And moreover this is the form of acting which remains 
prevalent today, and which presents undeniable advantages to the actor. The message 
which is conveyed to the spectator is very clear and unequivocal and leaves no room 
for misunderstandings. And on its side an audience accepts the message willingly, 
because it finds in the acting exactly what it expects. It recognises its mafia boss and 
its cowboy, precisely because it is used to seeing them churned out film after film and 
finds the interpretation more than adequate. Present an audience with a boss with a 
bit of a stammer, or thin and nimble, and it would find the interpretation absurd and 
unacceptable. 

Furthermore by resorting to clichés all actors with broad experience and well versed 
in his craft can present any character and any state of mind without too much effort. 
With an easy manipulation of the basic code they limit themselves to choosing the 
required clichés and putting them in order, and they have a ready-made product. And 
it is for this reason that it would be impossible to produce television serials like The 
Bold and the Beautiful without acting constructed on clichés because the speed of the 
production (the material of an episode has to be shot in just one day) does not allow 
any opportunity for study and preparation. And in any case acting constructed on 
clichés can give results on various levels: from the obvious and elementary acting of 
soft porn films to much more elaborate performances, where the schematic and 
repetitive aspects typical of this form of acting is disguised by careful selection and 
arrangement of the clichés. 

 
 

Ways of Avoiding Clichés 
Despite all the advantages they offer in any situation, clichés present an undeniable 

limitation. They inhibit the individual creativity of the actor who constantly repeats 
standardised gestures and movements, scene after scene, play after play. The 
performers contribute little of their own; only the selection and arrangement of their 
material which they find ready-made and already fixed in a pre-established code. And 
it is in the name of individual creativity and the originality of the actor that the battle 
against the cliché began in fairly recent times.  

It seems obvious to us now that actors on stage should express their own 
personality and provide a new interpretation of the characters they are playing. But it 
hasn’t always been like this. For a long time the performances of actors have been 
influenced above all by a respect for tradition. Changing any of the essential features 
in the presentation of a character was a procedure to be considered with considerable 
caution, and attempting to do it was a real risk. Because originality was not what 
spectators thought really important. What they valued was respect for tradition. The 
greatness of an interpretation consisted in the ability with which an actor managed to 
execute a kind of a vocal and gestural “musical score” which tradition had assigned 
to the character and the scene being portrayed. A great actor could, of course, 
introduce variants, but these had to appear inspired and absolutely convincing. Then, 
once they had been accepted, they in their turn constituted a model for future 
interpreters. 

It was the arrival of Romanticism at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
which upset this way of understanding acting. For the new Romantic sensibility only 
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the individual creativity of the artist could give birth to an authentic work of art. So 
to be considered art and not merely technique an actor’s performance had to be both 
new and personal. 

In 1814 the greatest English actor of the Romantic period, the phenomenal 
Edward Kean, exploded onto the English stage, presenting the London public with 
interpretations of a series of Shakespearian characters. And, as critics noted, his 
manner of acting, in which no trace of the imitation of other performers could be 
perceived, caused a great sensation. His style introduced a mass of innovations in 
tone, pauses, rhythms and tension and above all in movements and gestures 
previously considered inconceivable on the stage. Kean’s example left its mark on the 
new cultural climate, and after a few years critics exhorted other young actors to 
elaborate a personal style, without recourse to imitation of previous traditional 
models. 

To forge a personal style on stage was anything but easy. It was, of course, 
necessary to free oneself from the clichés which inhibited research for truly original 
solutions. However, in contrast to the writers and painters of the period, actors were 
not entirely free. They had to work within the constraints of the text, scenes and 
situations which were already fixed by the author, and moreover they had to portray 
them in the most effective and convincing manner possible in a language 
immediately comprehensible to the public. Clichés remained therefore an irresistible 
temptation and how to avoid them was not at all clear. And it is here, as Stanislavski 
was so cleverly to understand, that the handling of objects could play such a vital 
function. The actor who undertook real physical actions on stage and used real 
objects in fairly complicated activities could in no way resort to previously fixed 
clichés. 

So now let’s go back to the actress in The Seagull who has to interpret the scene of 
the mother whose quarrel with her son reaches a level of insults and desperation. 
Busy as she is with pieces of gauze, bandages, phials and disinfectants she will find it 
very difficult to lift her arms above her head or resort to obvious and conventional 
expressive formulae. She will seek to express her pain, her bewilderment and 
frustration while she is using the objects, or even better through the use of those 
particular objects according to those very detailed actions. She will therefore be led, 
or more accurately constrained, to find a new expressive solution which she will have 
to invent situation by situation resorting to her own creativity. 

The same things happens when an actress – again according to “the production 
score” written by Stanislavski – has the task of tactfully avoiding the amorous 
propositions of an unwelcome suitor while cracking or peeling real and authentic 
nuts. Or when an actor finds himself involved in a delicate conversation while 
walking along a path full of obstacles, bending down to avoid the lowest branches of 
the trees, pushing aside the bushes and leaping over the fallen trunks which bar his 
way. 

All in all, this new gestural art, so minutely and concretely linked to objects, takes 
the place of clichés and prevents an actor from using them. On one condition, 
however: with the objects at his disposal, the actor must undertake on stage a 
detailed activity, which is precise and real and entirely without pretence and which 
requires a certain level of attention and concentration. If the actor takes refuge in 
pretending to do something (he doesn’t drink, but pretends to, he doesn’t hammer in 
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a nail, but pretends to) he constantly risks falling into a cliché. It is not difficult to 
recognise this. You only have to experience it, in your own home and even without 
anyone around: try decanting (and really decanting) a bottle of oil, or put a raw plug 
into a wall with an electric drill and screwdriver. You will understand straight away 
how complicated it would be to insert into your activity some set routine or cliché 
studied purposefully for the occasion. Pretend to do the same things forcing yourself 
to appear clear, relaxed and convincing, so that everyone can understand what you 
are doing, and you will immediately find that you are using a whole repertoire of 
clichés, that you did not even know you knew. 

It was, of course, the case that directors’ notes with all their detailed descriptions 
of movements and actions to be completed on stage restricted the creative freedom 
of the actor and Stanislavski was later to abandon them. But for the time the 
function they had in the war against clichés was very important. Because the use of 
clichés was not only a barrier to the creativity of actors. They prevented actors from 
confronting a major new problem which was beginning to affect all the European 
acting between the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century. It 
was a fundamental issue, posed by the new playwriting which was becoming more 
dominant in those years. The texts required a change in the conception of the 
character and the ways of representing the character on stage. This was to result in 
the birth of a new style of acting, which revolutionised all the basic techniques used 
by actors. 

The problem was this. How to portray in front of an audience characters who 
would appear as true and real individuals in every way? 

 
 
The Character as Type.  From Molière to Marilyn Monroe 

When in our everyday lives we meet someone and want to know what they are 
like, we instinctively try to place them within a system of general categories. These 
categories can have to do with their social status (rich or poor), level of culture (high, 
medium or low), where they come from (England, France, Germany or Italy), type of 
work they do (shopkeeper, professional, clerk), their character (prone to anger, quiet, 
self-pitying, authoritarian) and so forth. Something like this happens when we travel 
on a train and try to guess what kind of people are sitting in the same compartment. 
One looks like a retired teacher, another elderly farmer’s wife, another a travelling 
salesman, or a young soldier on leave or a civil servant. 

We can in reality formulate all these hypotheses because we are convinced some 
fairly precise external characteristics correspond to these categories of people; that 
there is a way of dressing, but also of making conversation, speaking and moving, 
which generally differentiates the category of manual workers from soldiers, the 
category of teachers from farmers, the category of priests in ordinary clothes from 
bank officials. And when we find someone who gathers in himself all the most 
obvious characteristics of a precise category of person, we say, yes, this is a ‘typical’ 
middle-aged clerk, or a ‘typical’ Midlands business man or a ‘typical’ city banker. That 
is, we seek to recognise the features we consider characteristic of these sections of 
humanity in the physiognomy and bearing of our travelling companions. 
 



  
CCllaauuddiioo  VViicceennttiinnii,,  TThhee  AArrtt  ooff  WWaattcchhiinngg  AAccttoorrss  

 
 

  
37 

 
 

But there is another way of knowing people, which has reference to their 
individual characteristics. No farmer is identical with another farmer, just as no 
German person is identical with another. And the image of all those whom we 
happen to meet and know is composed – without us noticing it – of two different 
series of perceptions: general classification and a particular individual, with attitudes, 
tastes, behaviour which in their most subtle nuances are only theirs and belong to 
their personality and character, and to no one else. 

Normally the more often we see a person the more likely we are to gather 
together their individual characteristics. Nobody knows and has dealings with an old 
friend thinking of him exclusively as “a retired general” or “a metal worker”. Rather 
we think of them as a unique person, differentiated by their tastes, preferences and 
attitudes which have been revealed over a long period of acquaintance. But in each 
case, the double perception of the person, according to general categories and 
individual characteristics, remains. Even in the figure of an old friend we have known 
for years we can go on recognising the characteristics of an incurably stubborn 
person or unrepentant lady’s man, or a soldier of integrity. 

Theatrical characters are formed in the same way. The characteristics which 
indicate to which general category (for instance, the mean old man) a character 
belongs or those characteristics which colour the appearance into an individual figure 
(which in final analysis can only be defined by their forename and surname) can be 
highlighted through the words and behaviour the author gives them when writing the 
play and which the actor reproduces on stage. In the first case, the problem for both 
author and actor is that of reproducing the typical character traits which indicate old 
age, or meanness, and which are potentially common to all old men and all mean 
men in the world. In the second case it is a question of emphasising the little touches 
which make a character unique and difficult to compare in their innermost being to 
any other individual. 

These two aspects of theatrical characters can never be completely separate. There 
can never be a character who only represents a general category. Something of their 
own, something exclusively theirs will always filter through their appearance; just as 
there can be no character, however individual, who does not reflect the 
characteristics of at least some general categories. 

The difference however consists in the quality of those features which author and 
actor show. We do likewise in our everyday lives, where we can consider a person 

The type. Cesco Baseggio in Goldoni’s 
Sior Todaro Brontolon 
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above all as a typical representative of a whole category of people, choosing to ignore 
their individual aspects, or on the other hand we can consider them as an individual 
in which we see reflected only traces of the general class of humanity to which they 
belong. 

For a long time, from the end of the fifteenth century to the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, modern European theatre constructed its characters by working 
on the common characteristics of particular categories. The character was in fact a 
more or less successful composition of physical and psychological characteristics 
which had to do with entire age groups (young or old), professions (soldier, lawyer, 
aristocrat, land owner, servant), moral attitudes (mean, surly, kind, distracted, stupid, 
shy, or deceiving). 

The exclusively individual profile of a character seemed on the other hand of little 
importance, and the efforts of those who wrote for the stage went into combining in 
a particularly well made and convincing figure the characteristic elements of one or 
more of the general categories of humanity. According to the play, there moved on 
stage a distracted servant (or a stupid or lying one), an impoverished aristocrat (or a bullying 
or mean one), a surly lawyer (or a generous or a scatterbrained one). 

When very successful, the final result was the creation of a “type”, that is an 
exemplary figure capable of representing sharply one or more of these general 
combined  categories, condensing characteristic delineations in his appearance. This 
manner of composition  is reflected moreover in the titles of famous plays, such as 
L’avare (The Miser), Le misanthrope (The Misanthrope), Le bourgeois gentilhomme (The 
Bourgeois Gentleman) by Molière, or Il burbero benefico (The Benevolent Curmudgeon), Il 
bugiardo (The Liar), La vedova scaltra (The Shrewd Widow) by Goldoni, where the 
protagonist is in fact pinpointed as representative of a category, or as a typical 
combination of human characteristics. And by showing these exemplary figures on 
stage, theatre became an effective instrument to catch the human reality of its time, 
to point out vices and virtues, to describe the psychological dynamic of affections 
and passions, and to recognise the birth of new behaviour and new social figures by 
highlighting these essential aspects. 

 

    
 
 

The femme fatale. Marlene Dietrich  
The dumb blonde. Marilyn Monroe 
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There were exceptions, of course. The most obvious were Shakespeare’s plays 
which presented characters who were exemplary figures who nevertheless showed a 
striking abundance of individuality. Not for nothing did Shakespeare’s plays remain 
limited for a long time, a couple of centuries in fact, to English theatres and were 
virtually ignored by the rest of Europe. And when, from the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, they gradually began to conquer French and Italian theatres, they 
came disguised in extraordinary adaptations which corrected the figures of the 
characters, destroying all their individual characteristics and reducing them according 
to the usual canons to representative types of precise categories. 

And even today many characters are conceived as types. To the types of previous 
centuries more modern models have been added, put together over the years with 
the femme fatale (Marlene Dietrich), the dumb blonde (Marilyn Monroe), the tough 
guy of the suburbs or most recently the impassive oriental warrior expert in strange 
battle technologies (Bruce Lee). 

 
 

The Character Becomes an Individual and the Tragic Hero Opens His Own 
Front Door 

Nevertheless, over the whole of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the 
concept of the character began slowly to become more complex. Shakespeare’s plays 
became a model which critics examined attentively, praising the wonderful variety of 
his characters, each different from all the others, as really happens in the world of 
real flesh and blood people. And a number of authors began to refigure the 
protagonists of their dramas in order to concentrate on the individual aspects – ones 
that were unique – of each single character. 

It was a slow process, which lasted for more or less a century and met with 
infinite difficulties. To start with, authors mingled features which beforehand, in the 
traditional system of categories, appeared irreconcilable with the profile of the 
character. For example, they combined comic and solemn elements in the same 
character, along with tendencies, affections, limits, defects, vices, virtues and physical 
characteristics from various sources. When this worked, a complex figure emerged 
that no longer corresponded to a type capable of representing one or more categories 
of humanity, but rather a unique being, an individual, whose behaviour was 
exclusively determined by the interplay of the heterogeneous features of their 
personality. In 1827 Victor Hugo was anxious to explain this new theatrical 
physiognomy of characters. He was at the time writing a drama, dedicated to the 
figure of Cromwell, and his protagonist, he stated, was to be ‘a multiple one, 
composed of all sorts of contrasts, a mixture of the very bad and very good, a man of 
both  genius and pettiness’. And all the secondary characters too were to have a well 
delineated and separate individuality. But there was more. The new characters tended 
to appear more “concrete” than the figures of traditional theatre. In our every day 
lives we never meet with a miserly person who is the perfect type of the miser and 
holds within himself all the features that characterise miserliness. An ideal figure, 
critics observed, is therefore an ideal, abstract construction. In reality we meet 
instead with individuals, with complex characteristics, which can only to a certain 
extent be reduced to general categories. Together with a tendency to construct 
characters as individual figures something else was also happening. This was to make 
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them more “real”, that is as similar as possible to real people going about their daily 
business. So it was that during the nineteenth century there was a considerable 
reduction both in exceptional characters confronting an exceptional destiny (the 
heroes of tragedies) and the multitude of exemplary figures presented as models of 
categories of behaviour. The stage was now peopled with individuals who, like the 
characters of Ibsen and Chekhov, moved in particular environments and situations, 
very similar to those confronting the single individuals in the audience in their real 
lives. And in the way they spoke and moved, and reacted to events, they behaved just 
as one’s next door neighbour might do, or any person you might meet walking along 
the street. 

 

 
 
Faced with these new characters, the actors of the period felt wrong-footed. The 

technical means at their disposal no longer served them well. Now they were 
required to measure up to characters that corresponded only minimally to the pre-
established canons. The use of established routines or clichés became totally 
ineffective because the ‘cliché acting’ was a fixed form applied equally to a series of 
different characters in numerous situations, and therefore not able to render the 
characteristics of individuality. To resolve this new problem actors had first of all to 
learn to mix different stylistic tones, which in traditional theatre were kept rigorously 
separate because they corresponded to exemplary figures of a different kind. 

It was not at all easy to arrive at this expressive mix. Dumas père (author of Les 
trois mousquetaires, who was one of the most well known French dramatists of the first 
half of the nineteenth century) was thrown into despair because the actors of the 
time could not even move smoothly from tragic to comic modes. And when they 
were forced to, they ended up ruining the meaning of the lines, getting the timing 
wrong and mistaking the intonations. 

Even the ability to combine different styles, however, was not sufficient. It was 
not enough to mix features of different genres to construct a character as an 
individual. Individuals express themselves through a series of particular behaviours 

Gabrielle Réjane in Ibsen’s 
A Doll’s House, 1894 
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(how they walk, open a door, light a cigarette) which are theirs alone, and in their 
most minute detail are not identical with anyone else’s. 

In order to convey the character’s individuality, the interpreters of the period 
thought it vital to pack their performance with “everyday details” which had earlier 
been excluded from their acting so as not to cloud the clarity of their exemplary 
gestures. If the character was involved, for instance, in an important business deal, 
the actor no longer used intonations and studied gestures to convey the general 
features of his nature, such as determination and a concern for money. He would 
turn to his partner on stage while tidying the pens and pencils cluttering his desk, or 
fiddle with his spectacle case, or adjust a scarf around his neck, or flick off the 
cigarette ash from his suit. All these actions were gestures to make the behaviour of 
his character less “of a type” and more detailed and realistic. 

Once introduced, this new way of acting was however difficult to control and 
risked reaching traditional theatrical works which did not lend themselves easily to 
this method. In a drama exclusively made up of characters disturbed by absolute and 
overpowering passions the actor’s detailed bits of business became largely 
superfluous and meaningless and lowered the tone of the text, shrouding the clarity 
of the action. 

It is impossible to act a tragedy, the critics warned, by cramming the action with 
the minutiae of daily life, with actors who continuously handled objects and 
ornaments, moved chairs and leaned casually against tables. Every gesture, they 
argued, which distracted the spectator from the exemplary representation of the 
characters’ passions was detrimental to the play. Horrified, they explained that it was 
absurd to see an actor – and this was beginning to happen on contemporary stages – 
interpret a tragic character, let’s say Orestes or Theseus, going into his palace taking a 
key to the front door out of his pocket, then inserting it into the lock, turning it 
several times, grasping the door handle and only then to disappear finally from the 
stage. Acting filled with detail should then be restricted to new plays in which real 
individuals move in settings which are absolutely identical to those of our normal 
lives. Only in these plays are the mass of the actor’s secondary little gestures useful in 
portraying the characters as concrete human individuals. 

But even this distinction did not resolve the issue entirely. It was not enough to 
act the new drama by mixing different stylistic tonalities and resorting to and 
multiplying tiny details. Certainly it prevented the characters from becoming those 
ideal types of traditional theatre, by clouding the features of their nature. It did not 
succeed in bringing about the transformation of the characters into real individuals. 
For that to happen it had to be possible to express in every way the uniqueness of 
the character. Not just get him to tidy his pens and pencils, flick the cigarette ash 
from the sleeve of his jacket. But to make him tidy his pens and pencils, flick off the 
ash, to make him walk, open and shut a door, cough, lean against a chair, in his own 
way, a way uniquely his, that reflected perfectly his own exclusive personality, which 
resembled that of no other living being on the face of the earth. 

Just try to see how difficult it is. Any actor, even one with a minimum of talent, 
can express a feeling in general, for example anger or fear, while opening or shutting 
a door. To enter a room shyly, or in an aggressive or distracted way, is easy enough. 
But to go into a room in a way that expresses the individual personality of the 
character and present the character to the audience as a unique and particular being, 
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is another story. And yet that is how we all behave in our real lives, as concrete 
human individuals – because nobody enters a room in the same way as anyone else. 

And there is only one solution and one alone to resolve this problem – or at least 
the only one discovered so far: and that is to use the individuality of the actor to 
express the individuality of the character, by the actor using a process of becoming 
one with the character. 
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III 
EMPATHISING: TECHNIQUES AND TRICKS 

 
 
 
 
Empathising in the Past and Now 

We all know that in real life it is natural to express inner states of mind through 
outward expressions. We cannot experience even a touch of sadness, joy or irritation 
without our facial features spontaneously assuming a particular form, or our gestures 
acquiring a quicker or slower rhythm. So everyone recognises what we are feeling. 
Our visible behaviour unfailingly reflects everything that is going on inside us. 

Actors have been clearly aware of this phenomenon and have explored it from 
ancient times. The actor’s task on stage seemed pretty simple. All actors had to do 
was to experience for themselves the emotion they was to represent – to empathise, 
in other words, with the state of mind of the character – and the expression on their 
faces, their gestures and whole bearing, in fact, would automatically fall into place 
and make the acting suit the part they was interpreting. No one, of course, thought 
that acting was just a simple process of empathy. But empathy was nevertheless 
considered a useful working tool, appropriate for improving the performance on 
stage. 

It was only in the eighteenth and then throughout the nineteenth century that the 
use of empathy became an important and complicated problem. It was clear that if 
empathy made it possible to obtain very particular effects, it also created numerous 
problems. First and foremost, it prevented actors from being in control of their own 
acting. If they were to take the characters’ states of mind really into themselves and 
spontaneously externalise their expressions, the actors would not be able to study 
their own gestures and behaviour. They were not, therefore, in a position to correct 
and modify them, and thus improve their interpretation, performance by 
performance. Furthermore, when they empathised with the violent emotions 
experienced by the character, actors would not then be able to maintain the coolness 
and lucidity necessary to enable them to respect the demands of the theatrical action. 
When acting the part of an angry assassin, or a lover shattered by his beloved’s 
betrayal, no actor would have been able to calculate exactly the measurements of his 
movements on stage, or regulate the timing of his diction, or adapt his volume to suit 
the particular space, or calibrate his cues with those of the other actors. 

Those in favour of empathy objected, however, that actors could not just 
reproduce the expression of feelings from external observation, however painstaking 
and accurate that might be, without really feeling them. All acting would be reduced 
to a cold and calculated pretence, lacking in spontaneity and incapable of involving 
the public in the theatrical action. The debate became so broad and heated that 
towards the end of the nineteenth century an English critic, William Archer, decided 
to resolve the problem once and for all by sending out a very detailed questionnaire 
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to the greatest actors of the day. From the replies it would be seen to what extent 
empathy could really contribute to the effective presentation of a character on stage. 

However, all those who saw empathy as essential thought the fundamental 
problem lay elsewhere: how to find a system that would allow the different emotions 
of the character to be felt at the right time. For empathy to function on stage, scene 
after scene, the actor would have to sustain a variety of emotions to order: to become 
melancholy, nervous, in love, shy or envious, according to the requirements of the 
part. And in the space of a few hours – that is, the length of a performance – the 
actor would have had to experience in rapid succession a whole gamut of different 
and contrasting emotions, moving from joy to despair, boredom, tenderness, anger 
and so on. 

 

 
 

But no technique was capable of enabling actors (or, for that matter, any human 
being) to change their emotions to order. For this reason, some people held that if 
the character’s feelings were to be genuinely experienced, the actor could only rely on 
inspiration, however unpredictable and volatile it might be. On one evening it would 
work, on another it would desert the actor, leaving him cold and lifeless in front of 
the audience. Or else they held that the capacity to experience the most diverse 
emotions was a mysterious gift, characteristic of great actors. Mlle Dumesnil, one of 
the most famous actors of the eighteenth century, regarded as the most perfect 
example of an empathising performer, boasted that she could, without any effort, 
stimulate within herself every emotion necessary and move easily from one state of 
mind to another, however different it might be. Malicious gossip maintained that she 
was helped by a tipple or two in her dressing room and in the wings, but the 
excellence of her performances was widely acknowledged. 

It is said that other nineteenth-century actors fell back on some simple enough 
tricks: for example, when Macready played Shylock in The Merchant of Venice and had 
to go on stage possessed by extreme rage, he prepared in the wings by cursing under 
his breath and angrily shaking a ladder fixed to the wall. 

However, the turning point for those practising empathy came towards the end of 
the century. While all these polemics raged, some of the great actors transformed the 
processes of empathy into a particularly complicated and sophisticated technique. 

Mademoiselle Dumesnil
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Until then the actor had used it to convey relatively simple feelings and moral 
qualities: anger, terror, scorn, love, deceit, and so forth, all that was necessary, in fact, 
to represent characters as types, animated by general passions, as the theatre of the 
period required. Even Macready, when he shook the ladder and swore under his 
breath could arouse in himself and then portray on stage no more than the 
characteristics of a very basic anger, which would have done for Shylock, as it would 
have for any other character enraged by quite different motives in completely 
different situations. 

 

 
 
Nevertheless at the end of the nineteenth century, as we have seen, the problem 

of conveying characters as true and real individuals, unique and distinctive people 
was addressed. And actors began to realise that empathy allowed them to gain much 
more subtle effects, which had until then been neglected. In real life, our gestures 
and demeanour express not only general feelings but also the most intimate and 
distinctive details of our inner lives. And they also reveal the different shades of 
meaning which the various experiences assume within each single individual. This is 
indeed how we all possess an unmistakeable style, which is ours alone and which 
manifests our most intimate individuality, through our particular ways of expressing 
ourselves, of moving, speaking and acting.  

If the actors, then, were able to reproduce in themselves not only the simple 
emotions experienced by their characters, but also their most delicate and subtle 
states of mind, they would finally be able to represent on stage characters which in 
every detail of their external behaviour would reveal the clearest and most 
unmistakeable individuality. In short, making a character into a concrete human 
individual was no longer a matter of imitating particular movements and gestures 
from the outside, in order to slip them into the acting, but of managing to catch and 
evoke in oneself, in the most articulate and penetrating manner, the character’s 
precise state of mind. Their individuality would then emerge spontaneously in the 
actor’s every gesture and every expression. 

Macready in the role of Shylock 
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But this was no simple undertaking. It was already not at all clear how an actor 
while on stage could evoke to order simple, general passions, and the great actors 
and theatrical critics of the time had discussed this issue heatedly and at some length. 
Now actors would be required to re-live within themselves, on the boards of the 
stage, in front of a crowd of spectators, the particular individual state of mind of 
their characters, in all their shades of meaning and at a precise moment in the play. 

Now, between real individuals a similar phenomenon can sometimes happen. 
Think of the connections that link us with a close friend, or with someone with 
whom we are in love. We each share their states of mind and can spontaneously feel 
their inner reactions to particular events. A pain that hits a friend makes us sad, we 
suffer with them. An insult to a friend we love hurts us just as if it had been done to 
us. We share their experiences and immediately reflect in our innermost being their 
fears, their sadness, or their joy at an unexpected stroke of luck. It is as if our most 
personal inner world vibrates in unison with theirs and is automatically infected by 
their most intimate and secret states of mind. 

There is only one way of introducing this process into acting. Actors have to treat 
their characters as if they were real people, flesh and blood individuals, and then try 
to know these people completely and fully, delving into the intimacies of their souls, 
so as to establish a very close relationship with them. A relationship that is personal 
and exclusive, capable of reflecting in the performers all the inner movements of the 
characters they are representing.  

It is a very complex process. First of all the actor must achieve a profound and 
rigorous knowledge of the character. Not for nothing did many of the great 
interpreters of the second half of the nineteenth century begin preparing for their 
roles in a new and different way. They did not just learn the words of the text on the 
page, but, like biographers who have to reconstruct a real historical figure, they 
plumbed libraries to research usages, customs and events of the period in which their 
character had presumably lived. And to work in this way seemed so important, so 
essential, that even a famous star of Parisian light theatre, Blanche d’Antigny, allowed 
herself to be surprised by her admirers while she leafed finely bound historical works 
to learn about the heroines of operettas which Offenbach and others of the same 
genre wrote for her. Only thus, she claimed, could she interpret them to the best of 
her ability. Then, having established the image of the times and the environment, 
actors began to dig deeply into the nature and personality of their characters and to 
get to know all the experiences that they could have encountered in their lives. They 
imagined how they spent their childhood, the place (in a village, in a house, or palace) 
where they might have been brought up. They fantasised about friendships, their 
possible journeys, their first amorous experiences: everything, in fact, that the 
characters could have experienced before the narrative of the play began. And just as 
we all do when we forge a relationship with someone we care about a lot, the actors 
sought to know – or at least to imagine – all the details of the events in the 
character’s life, reactions and thoughts. They would compare their own personal 
experiences to those of their character, face the pain that they suffered, and the joys, 
successes and failures they experienced so that they could better be aware of, and 
understand intimately, the secrets of their inner lives: to the point that, as actually 
happens in real life with our closest friends or with the person we are in love with, 



  
AAccttiinngg  AArrcchhiivveess  EEssssaayyss  

 
 

  
47 

they were able effectively to share their states of mind and reflect their inner 
reactions as events unfolded. 

It was only when they had reached this point of being able to co-experience the 
life of their characters that actors could project themselves into the part, translating 
the most fleeting of the characters’ inner feelings into facial expressions, gestures and 
movements on the stage. 

 
 

Techniques and Devices. The Ghost Scene 
As previously said, these practices were introduced by some of the great actors of 

the nineteenth century and in particular by an Italian, Tommaso Salvini, who was the 
greatest performer of tragedy of his time. Stanislavski then developed these 
techniques and elaborated a particularly effective acting method. This was then used 
in various countries, in particular in the United States where Lee Strasberg made 
some essential modifications, with the result that the techniques he used after the 
Second World War in his workshop, the Actors Studio of New York, became 
famous.  

Stanislavski experimented with a vast range of strategies and they are not at all 
easy to put into practice. Actors must complete a long apprenticeship and dedicate 
themselves to a host of exercises which they must continue to practise for the rest of 
their lives. Furthermore, over the years Stanislavski modified the corpus of the acting 
strategies he used. In their turn his students have diffused and adapted them in 
various ways. It would therefore be impossible to provide even a summary 
description of all the techniques which have been modified, and in any case, it would 
not serve our purpose here. 

We can, however, mention at least two essential techniques which will help us to 
understand the effects which the process of empathy produces on stage. 

The first, among Stanislavski’s favourites is the employment of the “magic if” 
which owes its inspiration to the attitude adopted by children who lose themselves in 
a game: they establish an imaginary situation (‘I was a space pilot, you were a Martian 
who saved me on your spaceship and now we must fight an invasion of monsters’). 
They immerse themselves in the game and begin spontaneously to act (they give 
orders, they hide, they shoot at monsters, they are wounded, they escape from the 
spaceship, and so on). 

The actor must do something similar, using the scene set out in the text to be 
acted as the imaginary situation. But – and this is the essential point – while in order 
to play the game the children only have to establish the imaginary circumstances with 
a few rough indications (one is a pilot, another a Martian, then the monsters arrive 
and without more ado they can begin), actors, on the other hand, have to imagine in 
the most detailed way they can every tiny detail of the situation. 

Let’s suppose an actor has to take the part of Horatio, Hamlet’s friend, in the first 
scene of Hamlet. The scene in Shakespeare’s play takes place at dead of night on the 
gun terrace, in front of the walls of the royal castle at Elsinore, just after the changing 
of the guard. On previous nights a ghost has appeared on the terrace and Horatio is 
accompanied by an officer, Marcellus, to keep watch with the sentinel on duty and to 
observe the phenomenon with his own eyes. On this night, too, the ghost appears. It 
looks like the King of Denmark, Hamlet’s father, who has died recently. Horatio, 
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terrified, questions him and asks him who he is. But the ghost does not reply and 
disappears. Horatio discusses his impressions with Marcellus and the sentinel. The 
ghost reappears. Horatio questions him again, but a cock crows and the vision slips 
away. Horatio then decides that Prince Hamlet must be told of the strange 
phenomenon.  

Now, in order to interpret his part, the actor must first of all establish every tiny 
detail of the situation. Starting first of all with the actual place, what is the gun terrace 
like? He must imagine it precisely, with the help perhaps of illustrations of medieval 
castles. And then he must establish the surrounding environment. It is dead of night, 
but will there be any stars shining? Will his sight be confused by a wisp of mist which 
could suggest ghostly appearances which in reality are not there? It’s bitterly cold. 
But what kind of cold? Damp, dry, biting? And how will Horatio notice it? Has he 
come from a warm and comfortable place, cheered by the fire inside the castle, or 
has he had to walk for some time in the night air to reach the terrace? And how will 
he be dressed? Will he be bundled up in heavy clothes to withstand the cold, and so 
be somewhat hampered in his movements by overcoats or cloaks, or has he been 
suddenly summoned and will therefore feel the cold penetrating his bones through 
the lighter garments he wears indoors? Has he had to put on a helmet and gird 
himself with a sword, seeing that he is going to a military outpost? And will he feel at 
ease being armed, given that he is a scholar? 

And then, how will his companions appear? What costumes will they wear? Has 
Horatio known Marcellus for a long time, does he have his confidence and does he 
trust him blindly? Or is he just a superficial acquaintance, before whom he needs to 
show a certain reserve? Could the story of the ghost be a joke at his expense? Or 
even a trap? And what about the sentinel? Does Horatio know him? Does he have to 
keep his distance, or treat him with warmth? Furthermore, what is it that links 
Horatio with the dead king? How will Hamlet receive the news about the appearance 
of the ghost? Will he be upset, or intrigued, or indifferent? 

It is clear that every reply to these different questions will have bearing on 
Horatio’s behaviour, how he speaks his lines, moves and turns to his companions 
and the ghost. No actor would be able to infer to order and then reproduce on stage 
this cluster of particular expressions in a way that was good enough to convey all the 
tiny details of the situation. 

By using the process of the “magic if”, the actor quickly forms lively images of all 
these circumstances in his own mind, in every detail. And then he asks himself: ‘If I 
were in this exact situation – the very situation Horatio is in – what would I do?’. 

In this way, immersing himself in the situation which he has imagined in every 
detail – as children in fact immerse themselves into their fantasy games – the actor 
will be able to assume the appropriate inner mental state, in all its detailed variety, 
which will give him the capacity to act in the most penetrating and convincing way 
the figure of his character in every detail of his behaviour. The tone of his lines will 
sound right, his gestures will naturally adapt to the subtlest quiver of his being, and 
his every expression will reveal the mind and intimate reactions of his character. 

The efficacy of this process is entrusted to two components. One of these is the 
precision with which the actor defines each detail of the situation, because only in 
this way, allowing himself to enter into the most minute and precise of circumstances 
can he succeed in evoking in himself detailed and delicate emotional reactions rather 
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than general feelings. And the second is the vividness with which he can imagine the 
situation, so as to see it alive and present before him. Otherwise he will not be able 
to immerse himself properly in his imagined construction. Then all he has to do is to 
ask himself the essential question – what would I do if I were in this situation? – and 
he will thus trigger the process which will bring him to take on in his own mind the 
attitude necessary to present the character in its every detail. 
 
 
What is “Emotional Memory” 

The second procedure is “emotional memory”, defined by Stanislavski in the early 
years of his experimentation and then taken up and developed more fully by 
Strasberg. It requires exercises which sometimes, when linked with an actor’s 
particular experiences, can be extremely intense and psychologically painful. But it 
still forms today the basis of techniques used at the Actors Studio, and works with a 
curious process of association. 

It sometimes happens when we least expect it that we experience a precise state of 
mind linked with an experience from our past. We usually cannot tell why we 
suddenly experience such a state of mind. Nevertheless it usually happens when we 
become aware of a particular sensation linked with some past experience. 

It can be the taste of a particular food, a smell, a noise, the image of a landscape. 
A child who has been attacked and bitten by a dog in a field can spontaneously feel 
again in years to come shudders of terror every time he notices the smell of newly 
mown grass. Or a couple who have exchanged their declarations of love while a song 
of the period is being played can experience again years later all the tenderness they 
felt at the time while hearing the same tune by chance. In short, our past experiences, 
with all the emotions that go with them, remain buried within us and can rise to the 
surface if a precise physical perception stimulates them, acting as a recall. 

Actors can treat their own past like a tank from which they fish out the states of 
mind most appropriate to the particular role they are playing. Returning to the 
character of Horatio in the first scene of Hamlet the actor can begin by asking himself 
if he has ever been present at the appearance of a ghost. He probably hasn’t. So he 
will then explore his memories for an experience as similar to that as possible. 
Perhaps he was once in a dark and dismal building at dead of night which seemed 
swarming with strange presences. Or he once returned home on his own on a wet 
and icy cold night with his head full of petrifying images after he had seen a horror 
film. And he can start from there.   

Having chosen the memory that can be useful to him, the actor will seek to 
reproduce in himself the state of mind he experienced on that occasion. But the 
simple memory of the episode will not be enough on its own. All of us have at some 
time missed a train, but that does not mean that when we tell some one the story of 
our missed train we experience again the frustration, the annoyance and the sense of 
impotence which assailed us at the time as we watched the carriages receding into the 
distance. On the contrary, we may make a light-hearted tale of it, to make it into a 
joke. 

In order really to recapture that first state of mind, the actor must follow a precise 
process of recovery. First of all he must try to remember all the external details of the 
situation: the appearance of the street which he was walking along as he was going 
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home after seeing the horror film, the façades of the houses, the reflection of the 
illuminated signs, the rare passers-by he came across, what they were wearing, from 
their raincoats to their shoes, their umbrellas, and so forth. 

These are all details which are well and truly buried in the memory and the actor 
has to seek them out and draw them out, one by one. This can obviously be a lengthy 
business, but the results are amazing. To get some idea of what it might be like, all 
you have to do is try a little personal experiment: try to remember your first day at 
school. If you relax and concentrate well you will be able to reconstruct, perhaps 
after a couple of hours, not only what kind of weather it was that day or the type of 
schoolbag you were given, but also the face and hairstyle of the teacher, the dress she 
was wearing, who was sitting next to you, and if you are really good at this, what was 
on the walls of the classroom.  

If the process is conducted correctly, the physical sensations you actually 
experienced will gradually begin to surface, along with the images. It is on these that 
the actor has to concentrate. As he remembers returning home on a rainy night, he 
will try to hear again the sound of his footsteps, see the light of the street lamps, and 
the precise appearance of the passers-by. And little by little, he will succeed in re-
experiencing something of those former feelings: the icy cold that penetrated his 
body, the weight of his heavy clothes and the dampness of the mist. 

Then, linked with these physical perceptions, emotions will begin to emerge 
(worry, perplexity and anxiety to get home) and eventually the whole state of mind 
experienced at the time. Immersed in this state of mind the actor will then begin to 
act the scene of the ghost which appears on the terrace of Elsinore Castle. 

It is a long and difficult process. But by repeating it several times, the actor who 
has been trained by appropriate exercises will eventually be able to achieve it in a few 
moments. When he reaches the highest level of technical perfection, he will be in a 
position to do this on stage while acting in front of an audience. What is important, 
however, is to bear in mind that the process normally develops in three phases: a 
detailed memory of the surrounding circumstances, recovery of physical feelings and 
the re-evocation of the state of mind. 
 
 
The Boleslavsky Principle and Its Effects. From Marlon Brando to Bette 
Davis 

The procedures elaborated by Stanislavski allow us to look afresh at some of the 
classical problems of acting, problems which unfailingly arise every time an actor 
steps on stage. It is therefore of fundamental importance to know these problems 
and observe how they are resolved in order to understand what basic technique an 
actor is using.  

The first problem has to do with the simultaneous representation of different 
feelings. A good part of Western drama hinges on the emergence within a character 
of two conflicting feelings. Examples abound in the great classics of European 
theatre. In Corneille’s Le Cid the protagonist is caught between his passionate love of 
a young noble woman and his duty to obey the law of honour, which places upon 
him the obligation to challenge her father to a duel and kill him. Phèdre in Racine’s 
play of that name is caught in the throes of an irresistible love for her stepson and 
the fear and horror of giving way to an incestuous love. In Shakespeare’s play the 
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trust which Othello’s love for Desdemona inspires in him conflicts with the surge of 
jealousy caused by Iago’s manoeuvres. And, coming to more recent plays, Kostia, the 
protagonist of The Seagull, struggles with the need for his mother’s love and the 
revulsion her life-choices and behaviour inspire in him. In Ellida, Ibsen’s ‘lady from 
the sea’, trust in the value and habits of domestic life clash with a yearning for 
freedom and the attraction she finds for a mysterious foreigner. 

The key scenes in European drama, the tours de force of the most famous actors, 
are constructed on feelings in conflict. And this imposes upon acting a problem of 
some complication. It can be difficult enough to act one feeling convincingly, for 
example a mother’s grief at the bedside of her gravely ill son. But to present that 
same grief, and at the same time express the worry of a mother who does not have 
the money to pay the rent and is in continuous fear of being evicted is quite another 
matter. The actress will almost always fall into representing just one of these 
emotional states and to a large extent this will do. It is always the worry and fear. 

Let us imagine the scene a little differently. The mother is not expecting the 
bailiffs but, sitting at the bedside of her dying son, she is waiting instead for the 
arrival of the man with whom she is passionately in love. He is about to return after a 
long absence and she is anticipating the joy of the occasion. The hard pressed actress 
usually has no idea what to do. The solution is pretty obvious. The mother will either 
become unnatural, staring anxiously at the door, smiling and reacting happily at the 
sound of every passing footstep, while dedicating to her son, when she remembers, a 
few grief stricken sighs. Or she gives herself to her grief, groans and laments, and to 
all intents and purposes forgets that she is waiting for the return of the man of her 
life. 

Richard Boleslavsky, one of Stanislavski’s students, analysed this problem in a 
famous text dedicated to acting which appeared in the USA in the early 1930s and 
was for a long time the bible of Stanislavskian teaching. He stated a fundamental 
principle, that it is absolutely impossible for an actor to reproduce to order the 
expression of two different feelings. The only way to act them together, Boleslavsky 
maintained, is to relive them: that is, to find in one’s own past an experience more or 
less similar to one that is to be acted (an experience in which the actor has lived 
through the conflict of those two feelings) so as to evoke again the state of mind of 
that particular occasion and then express it without more ado on stage. The 
simultaneous presence of the two feelings will then appear spontaneously in gestures 
and behaviour. 

Boleslavsky said nothing new with respect to what he had learnt from Stanislavski 
a few years earlier. But he ratified this principle firmly and unequivocally. Later we 
shall examine how valid it is and how actors who do not adopt these techniques of 
empathy resolve the problem. But the effects of his application of the principle are 
extremely interesting. 

There’s a famous example in a film of 1954, On the Waterfront, directed by Elia 
Kazan and interpreted by Marlon Brando and Eva Marie Saint: all three outstanding 
representatives of the American Stanislavskian school. Marlon Brando takes the part 
of a not very bright but well intentioned young ex boxer who just about makes a 
living as a wheeler-dealer for a mafia gang which controls the dock workers’ 
activities. Eva Marie Saint is a sweet girl who has come back home from college 
where she received a strict education. Her brother has just died, apparently in an 
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accident, but in reality killed by the mafia gang. Brando is indirectly involved in the 
murder. 

The two strike up a friendship and Brando invites the girl for a drink with him in 
a bar. It is the first time that she has been in a place where alcoholic drinks are sold 
and she feels ill at ease. In addition she is deeply upset by her brother’s death, is 
suspicious and wants to find out more. At the same time she is developing an 
understanding and a growing interest in Brando. On his side he is attracted by her 
ingenuousness, honesty and determination. He feels uneasy about knowing the truth 
about her brother’s death and begins to feel twinges of remorse. But he holds on to 
the principles of the only notion of life he has managed to learn: the one who has 
power sets the rules, the rest must obey. And he tries to explain this to the girl in his 
own way. 
 

      
 

  
 

As they come into the place, sit at the table, order their drinks, drink and talk, 
both the actors must convey a whole complicated range of feelings. Embarrassment, 
attraction, curiosity, grief for a recent bereavement, remorse and gaucheness touched 
with innocence. And they do it wonderfully. While moment to moment they manage 
to highlight one of the components of their states of mind, they constantly keep in 
the background all the gradations of the other emotional elements, without ever 
losing sight of any of them. It is as if they were permeated by a multitude of internal 
tensions held in an unstable balance. One by one these tensions surface, but always 
in the context of glimpses of all the others. Then the balance changes and another 
hint of an emotion surfaces to dominate in its turn, only then to recede into the 
background. And on it goes. The spectators are aware of two characters who are 
living in complex states of mind, ones that are delicate and rich in the unspoken, in 

Marlon Brando and Eva Marie Saint,  
On the Waterfront 
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emotional allusions and intimate reactions, of which the characters themselves seem 
often not to be fully aware. 

Naturally Marlon Brando and Eva Marie Saint are two actors of extraordinary 
ability and experience. Less able performers using the same technical devices would 
certainly not reach such heights of perfection. The composition of the emotional 
texture would appear simpler and vaguer, the interplay of gradations and nuances less 
sophisticated and subtle. But one thing is certain. When actors give more-or-less 
adequate expression on stage to two simultaneous emotions fluctuating between 
various levels of intensity, they are undoubtedly using techniques of empathy.  

All this obviously does not mean that it is impossible to portray convincingly a 
character in the grip of several emotions without recourse to empathy. Many 
performers who use techniques completely different from those of empathy act very 
well. A famous example is the key scene in the 1939 film, Dark Victory, in which 
Bette Davis, one of the greats of American film, interprets the character of a young, 
sparkling, self assured and overbearing heiress who has recently noticed worrying 
symptoms of a dangerous disease. They are, however, symptoms that she neither 
wants to admit nor accept. She is finally virtually forced, against her will, to visit a 
famous specialist. And throughout the whole encounter her mind is exercised by a 
kind of brash and worldly self assurance linked with anxiety and fear.  
 

      
 

 
 

Now Bette Davis manages to convey all this perfectly and the spectator in effect 
“sees” on the screen the young heiress overcome by various feelings in conflict with 
each other. But you only have to watch the scene with particular attention to notice a 
curious phenomenon. The actress never shows at the same time the different 
emotions which exercise her character. She rather “approaches” them, ably and 

Bette Davis, Dark Victory 
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repeatedly substituting on her face and in her bearing the expression of a clear, 
sparkling ease and then a definite and unequivocal fear. The substitution, one by one, 
of different emotions is so ably and timely executed that the spectators do not notice 
and are convinced they see a whirlpool of emotions surfacing at the same time, the 
one together with the other, in the appearance and behaviour of the character. 
 
 
The “Retention” Effect. Why an Actor’s First Entrance is so Difficult 

The techniques of empathy enable a very specific resolution to another classic 
problem of acting, that of moving from one state of mind to another which is 
completely different. 

Through the course of a play the characters’ states of mind continually change 
and are transformed in relation to the actions that are represented. An event can 
plunge a character into a frantic rage, then a reassuring piece of news can calm him 
down. Or he can move from a state of anxiety and worry to happiness. Or again 
from sleepy inertia to an excited frenzy of action. And so forth. Actors must 
obviously manage to express in succession, one after the other, all these changes of 
mood. 

It isn’t easy. As early as the nineteenth century, George Henry Lewes, one of the 
most penetrating of English critics, had noticed that not all actors achieved this in 
the same way. The majority of them would act out the two states of mind one after 
the other, and often very well, without, however, giving thought as to how they were 
connected. They overlooked the moment (which can be very fleeting) when the 
expressions of one emotional state are transformed into another. They would show 
their character in the grip of anger and then quietened and calm, but not the mental 
change from anger to peace of mind.  

In real life, on the other hand, the expressions of two states of mind are always 
linked and all of us keep some trace of the former in the emotions that follow. A 
person who calms down after being gripped by an attack of anger keeps that bout of 
anger within himself for some time, albeit controlled and weakened. His is a 
particular peace of mind: that of a person in whom the traces of violent agitation 
have only recently disappeared. Like a volcano after a recent eruption, or similar to 
the calm that occurs after a storm that is still pervaded by some desultory gusts of 
wind. And this always happens, in every case and in every emotional state. The 
preceding condition lasts into the one that follows, like a kind of emotional echo 
which slowly fades away. 

It is not easy to reproduce this effect on stage. In our case, the actor must hold on 
to the traces of anger at the back of his mind while expressing in the foreground, as it 
were, a peaceful serenity. Actors who managed to do this are very rare, Lewes 
observed. And there is only one way of succeeding: to immerse oneself in the 
emotions of the character. If while playing a scene the actor is truly penetrated by a 
feeling of anger, then reaches, a moment later, peace and tranquillity, the tension of 
the previous emotion, if truly experienced – just as happens in real life – is naturally 
“dragged” into the expression of the subsequent emotion, where it hovers for a little 
while and then slowly fades away. 

By taking advantage of this completely spontaneous process of emotional 
dragging, the actor can then portray the movement between two states of mind while 
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keeping the traces of the first in the background of the second. If he does not 
empathise, however, he will never manage to gain the same effect convincingly. No 
matter how good an actor he is, his expressions will appear too clear-cut and 
schematic, lacking in the appropriate nuances. 

The effects of “emotional echo” also explain another phenomenon: the difficulty 
which confronts performers when they come on stage. All theatre audiences are 
aware that the acting often seems unconvincing at the beginning of a performance. 
The actors seem to be off form, their abilities reduced, their expressions forced and 
lacking in spontaneity. Then, as the scene progresses, the acting begins to improve, 
become more plausible and generally to function better. Usually we think the actors 
start “cold” and then gradually, through the process of acting together and becoming 
involved in the drama’s actions, they “warm up”. 

In an attempt to find a solution to this problem, several of the great nineteenth-
century actors would arrive at the theatre long before the play started. They shut 
themselves up in their dressing rooms and concentrated on the scenes they had to 
act. And in this way they sought to take on an inner state of mind appropriate to the 
part well before the beginning of the performance.  
 

 
 

In this regard the long ritual, which the Italian nineteenth-century actor, 
Tommaso Salvini, scrupulously followed every evening before going on stage, 
became famous. As soon as he arrived at the theatre he would hang up his overcoat 
and pace the stage. Then he would go into his dressing room and start to put on his 
make-up. Half way through this, he would return to the stage and test his voice and a 
few of his character’s gestures. Then he would return to his dressing room, continue 
with his make-up and put on some parts of his costume. Then, partly in his 
character’s dress he would begin again his meditative walk on the stage trying a few 
more lines and gestures. Then back to the dressing room where he finished putting 
on the make-up, getting it exactly right. Then he would concentrate and observe 
himself in the mirror for some time, while putting on the last touches. Another 
pause, after which he would put on the rest of the costume: and he was finally ready. 
The whole process took from two to three hours. 

Stanislavski insisted on the importance of this kind of procedure, which we can 
call “preparatory empathy”. He examined the problem of the actor’s entrance at the 

Tommaso Salvini, Othello
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beginning of a play at length, explaining why the acting always seems inadequate. It is 
not just a question of a generic “coldness”. The reason is much more precise. 

When characters come on stage we see them immersed in a particular state of 
mind. Then we see emotional changes in the characters, and if the actors are 
empathising well with every new state of mind, they “bring” to each one the traces of 
the former. 

When characters come on stage for the first time, those traces are obviously not 
present. We have no idea where they were before appearing before us, nor what they 
were feeling and experiencing: the text rarely tells us and actors for their part cannot 
know. But if they don’t know, they cannot introduce into their acting the effects 
produced by the “emotional echo”. So their interpretation can appear sparse and thin 
compared to the acting in later parts of the play when, before the audience’s very 
eyes, the characters’ expressions are enriched by the traces of former states of mind. 

One possible solution to resolve this difficulty is to give an “emotional echo” to 
the opening section of the play. To produce this, actors must imagine their 
characters’ situation before coming on stage. It doesn’t matter if there is no 
information in the text: the characters will have been somewhere and will have done 
something. Actors must then invent for themselves the whole situation in every 
detail. For example, in order to perform his entrance on to the gun terrace of 
Elsinore Castle, the actor taking the part of Horatio must establish with extreme care 
if his character has spent the previous minutes in his room inside the castle reading a 
manuscript by candlelight, or whether he was walking in the open air, or having an 
animated discussion with someone. He must make a decision, imagine it and then go 
over it emotionally. 

The spectators obviously have no idea of the choice taken by the actor in this 
regard, and moreover it is a circumstance that has no bearing on the development of 
the play. But in this way the actor triggers within himself the process of the 
“retention effect”. As soon as he appears on stage, the traces of his former situation 
filter into his bearing and his expressions, and the acting appears more complex and 
penetrating as a result. And the audience has the impression that the actor is able to 
convey the character’s state of mind in a particularly subtle way right from the start 
of the performance. 
 
 
How to Recognise “Emotional Echo”. Two Ways of Acting Surprises 

Spectators nearly always recognise, of course, the presence of “emotional echo” 
without even realising they do. At the beginning of the play they have no knowledge 
of the previous situation which the actor is reflecting in his bearing. And then the 
vestiges of the “emotional echo” are always dissolved in fleeting traces, often hardly 
indicated and kept in the background. Even when actors reveals them in the course 
of their performance, when the spectators know what has gone before and what is to 
come, it is difficult to pinpoint them precisely and to understand that they are in fact 
traces of preceding emotions. The audience, in short, receives a general composite 
impression of the process of “emotional echo” (the acting seems richer, more 
penetrating and subtle), but it never manages to pinpoint the presence of its 
particular characteristics. 
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To be sure that we understand if an actor is really using this process we can turn 
to a simple device. All we have to do is to see how he acts a surprise. For example, 
the character is waiting for the visit of a lover. The door is flung open and standing 
there instead is his mother-in-law, huge and threatening in appearance. A state of 
mind of joyous anticipation is substituted by one of confusion and terror. Or the 
character – and this is a classic situation – finally decides to ask a young woman to 
marry him. He is just about to declare himself but before he can say a word, he is 
informed that she is already engaged to another. From hope he plummets into a state 
of frustration and despair. In short, surprise always provokes a particularly sudden 
and immediate change from two very different states of mind. 

Now, when the actor really empathises with the emotions of his character, the 
transition always happens in a gradual way, however sudden and abrupt the 
emotional change. The second expression of emotion does not suddenly take the 
place of the first, because the second holds memories of the first and comes into 
being through gradual – though admittedly very rapid – changes in the initial 
expression of emotion. 

In East of Eden, a film directed by Kazan in 1956, James Dean is a difficult and 
rebellious youth who yearns with all his might for the love and esteem of his father, 
who is a rigid and strict moralist. The relationship is a difficult one. The father then 
loses all the family’s capital in a misjudged speculation and the son thinks he can 
finally do something that will gain his father’s gratitude and respect. Having 
borrowed the money to do so, he buys and then sells on a considerable quantity of 
vegetables. The prices go up because the country is now engaged in war and so a 
profit is guaranteed. The boy awaits the celebration of his father’s birthday and 
appears with an envelope that contains the sum of money lost in the earlier 
speculation. He intends to present it to his family. He is full of hope and expects his 
father to be moved, to recognise his ability and understand his love. Instead, his 
father has a violent reaction. It is money gained by speculating on war: it is dirty and 
immoral money. He refuses to accept it, condemns his son’s action and orders him 
to give it back. Dean is overwhelmed by his feelings: feelings of frustration, 
disillusionment and bitterness. In despair, he hurls himself against his father and 
shouts out his hatred for him. 

The boy’s two states of mind, at the beginning and at the end of the scene, could 
not be more different. The surprise is searing and sudden. Yet, on running through 
the whole scene, even several times, it is impossible to pinpoint the exact moment 
when the second state of mind takes over from the first. The spectator sees Dean 
happy and content at the beginning, in despair at the end. In the middle, we witness 
an interplay of light and shade during which the emotional equilibrium of the 
character changes rapidly without, however, a jolt or sudden turn in the actor’s 
behaviour. 

It is an amazing performance. It only takes to a high level of perfection, however, 
what is always evident every time the “emotional retention” process is in action. One 
state of mind is never substituted by another: it is transformed gradually, keeping 
elements of the preceding emotion which gradually fade into the background, finally 
to disappear altogether. 

For this reason, if a performer, when acting a scene involving surprise, uses 
techniques of empathy, it is impossible to pinpoint the precise moment in which the 
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change occurs, the moment of change from one state to the second. It we can 
pinpoint it, it means that the actor is using a different basic technique. 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 

And this is precisely what happens in another classic example of surprise, this 
time acted by Katherine Hepburn in Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, a famous film of 
1967, in which she takes the part of mother of a well-to-do family of liberal and 
progressive ideas, who is waiting for the return of her daughter, a brilliant university 
student, for the holidays. The daughter comes home with her fiancé, with whom she 
is very much in love and wants to present to her parents and Hepburn waits happily, 
eager to welcome them with a warm smile. But on lifting up her eyes, she sees the 
fiancé: he is a coloured man. Suddenly, in an instant, her smile freezes, every trace of 
the former expression disappears and her expression becomes cold, distant and icy. 

Katharine Hepburn, Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner 
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IV 
PHYSICAL SENSATIONS AND THE CHARACTER’S UNCONSCIOUS 

 
 
 
 

Physical Sensations and the Reduction Technique 
Up to now we have seen how actors, by using techniques of empathy, manage to 

play simultaneously with shades and levels of intensity in a number of emotional 
situations. But emotions are not everything. There are also physical sensations. In 
real life we are in fact permeated by a continual flux of sensations which flow along 
with our thoughts and our feelings. We can devour a book in an uncomfortable and 
worn out armchair, we can bore ourselves stiff stretched out on the beach under a 
scorching sun or again engage in a complicated discussion while it is raining and we 
are wet through and fighting with an umbrella. 

In a way similar to what happens with emotions and feelings, physical sensations 
change our facial expressions, gestures and general behaviour. If someone is trying to 
write a difficult letter in the freezing cold, the effort he makes in order to put pen to 
paper and write what he thinks mingles with his struggle to protect himself from the 
cold. He may breathe on his fingers to warm them up, or try to wrap a sweater or 
blanket around him. And this is not all. While writing the letter he may well notice 
noises which come from his immediate environment. If these noises are loud they 
will disturb him and he will even perhaps stop writing in order to close the door to 
the room. Moreover even the squeak of his chair or some other piece of furniture 
may annoy him, distracting him for a moment. And while he is writing he will 
experience the sensation of the pen between his fingers and may well notice the 
quality of the paper he is using. All these are physical sensations: some strong, others 
hardly noticeable. This network of sensations mingles with his thoughts and 
emotions and is reflected more or less clearly in his outward bearing, gestures and 
expressions. 

Most actors neglect the vast majority of physical sensations which would assail the 
character and restrict themselves to portraying just the most intense, above all, those 
which are indispensable to the development of the action. They make the character 
jump at the noise of a gunshot, they will make him groan and scream if tortured. But 
as to ordinary physical sensations, for the most part they do not bother. 

You only have to think of the Tarzan films which take place in the African forest 
in the most horrendous heat. Tarzan is obviously used to the equatorial climate and it 
is normal, therefore, that when he leaps from one liana to another he does not notice 
it, but Jane and her European companions in colonial helmet and shorts ought to 
notice it. Instead, nothing. The performers express their emotions, the feelings, inner 
attitudes and moral qualities of their characters: anxiety, fear, attention, stubbornness, 
treachery, loyalty, cunning, surprise, devotion and love. But never the heat. 

Naturally actors who work in this way they can be somewhat limited performers 
who are not fully in command of their expressive capabilities and so do what they 
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can, limiting themselves to the essentials. But very many excellent actors also 
eliminate physical sensations which are not strictly necessary and succeed 
nevertheless in portraying their character with extreme effectiveness. And the reason 
for this is simple. The majority of the sensations we experience in real life would 
translate on the stage into microscopic, virtually imperceptible expressions, as the 
tiny gestures of annoyance with which we react to a faint irritating noise or the 
irritation of rough garment, or the unpleasant feeling of a flabby and sweaty 
handshake, and so on. These are all reactions which spectators in the theatre would 
hardly notice. But above all, even when the sensation is powerful (the suffocating 
heat of the jungle), it is not relevant to the development of the action. The audience 
is not interested in seeing the explorers suffering from the heat, but they are looking 
on the love which is developing between Tarzan and Jane, or following the 
breathtaking flight in Indiana Jones among the lianas, bushes and torrents of the 
jungle. 

The kind of acting which simplifies sensations, by eliminating superfluous ones 
and limiting itself to portraying only those that are essential, produces nevertheless a 
fundamental result. All the gestures and psychological movements of the character 
stand out clearly and precisely before the audience, as they are shown to be 
absolutely fundamental to the development of the action. The performer’s every 
movement and inflection contributes immediately to the construction of the event 
on which the spectator’s concentration is fully and therefore never confused or 
sidetracked by any useless detail. 

However, the process of simplification does not end here. It also has an effect on 
the way actors link the characters’ sensations with their emotions. In real life our 
physical sensations and our emotions are closely intertwined. We notice the 
temperature of a room while we are writing a letter about some matter which 
concerns us or, again, we are disturbed by the noise of traffic which reaches us 
through the open window at the same time as we are talking with someone whom we 
dislike intensely. And in our behaviour and gestures and external bearing, we express 
at one and the same time the effort of attention which the letter demands of us (by 
frowning for instance) and the discomfort we feel by the coldness of the room (by 
shivering, or pulling our clothes closer to us). In the same way we exhibit annoyance 
at the noise of the traffic (with some baleful glance at the open window) together 
with our dislike for the person we are talking to (with an icy and distant look). 

Now, when it is necessary to produce on stage not only emotions but also 
physical sensations which are vital to the development of the action, the majority of 
actors employ a particular procedure. Rather than mix physical sensations with 
emotions, they alternate them, expressing one after the other, in a more or less rapid 
succession. In the case of the letter to be written in a freezing cold room, the actor 
may first frown in concentration, assuming an expression of being busy with what he 
has to do, then drop that expression and move on to communicating a sense of cold 
by hugging his clothes to himself, or perhaps blowing on his fingers. Then he will 
turn back again to showing concentration on the task in hand and, abandoning 
expressions of coldness, will bend over the sheet of paper or take his face into his 
hands. 

And the wonderful thing is that the audience does not notice this at all. In fact, if 
the actor attributes the right amount of time to these alternate expressions, acting 
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them in quick succession, the spectators will mingle them for themselves, 
instinctively, in their own minds, and it will seem that they effectively see the 
character at one and the same time worried and cold, without realising that the 
performer is really acting two different moments, first of worry and then of cold. 
And if the actor is really able, it is not easy even for experts to catch from the 
viewpoint of the auditorium the succession of moments in which the actor expresses 
first an emotion and then a sensation. Very often it is necessary to watch a recording 
of the scene and play it back several times, perhaps even in slow motion. 

However, there is a fairly simple trick to help us understand whether an actor is 
using this technique. To do this, observe the moments when he has to express a 
strong physical pain and at the same time a particularly intense emotion. In many 
action films for example, you see the protagonist on the ground, exhausted, bruised 
and with a rib or two broken, after taking a beating from his enemies. The performer 
obviously acts all the physical suffering, because it is evident, and almost always 
makes up an essential element of the scene. So he assumes an expression of 
suffering, groans quietly, clenches his mouth and flinches at every spasm that goes 
through his body. But often at this point another character arrives on the scene (a 
colleague, a friend) who brings the unfortunate man overwhelming news. His lover is 
in reality a spy for the baddies and it is she who has betrayed him. Or the bad guys 
are about to bomb the refuge where his four children are staying. Or, again, they 
have kidnapped the President of the United States whom it was his responsibility to 
protect. And the actor must manage to express the character’s violent emotional 
reactions to the news that hits him, continuing at the same time to act out the 
physical pain which is tormenting him. 

It is precisely in a scene of this kind when the actor is engaged in conveying both 
extreme sensations and emotions that it is very easy to observe how he is putting it 
together. We can observe whether he “forgets” all his terrible physical suffering, 
experienced at the beginning of the scene, in order to convey, according to the 
situation, anger, anxiety or terror; and then resumes his physical suffering (usually 
rendering the sudden pain by a sharp movement) abandoning the anxiety and anger, 
and then throwing himself again into his emotions while forgetting about the 
physical sensations. And so on, alternating the two states, in separate moments of 
time of varying length. This, by the way, is an acting method which does not indicate 
a lack of technical ability on the part of the actor and is adopted with excellent results 
by actors of extraordinary ability. 
 
 
A Variant 

Although this is the most widespread way of treating a character’s physical 
sensations, by simplifying them and alternating them with emotions, there is, 
however, another way of proceeding. And this is the method used by actors skilled in 
the techniques of empathy. 

At first sight this would seem absurd. Rather than simplifying sensations with all 
the advantages that this brings, the actor appears to be compulsively engaged in 
complicating them, by expressing the most unnecessary of feelings and indeed in 
such tiny and fleeting ways that they are virtually imperceptible to the eyes of the 
audience. 
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In a key scene of the famous film, A Hatful of Rain, which had its origins in the 
environment of the Actors Studio, Anthony Franciosa takes the part of a good, 
generous and loyal character involved in a disastrous family drama. Due to war 
wounds, his brother has become a morphine addict and is the victim of a dangerous 
gang of drug dealers. Franciosa, who is the only one to know his brother’s secret, 
uses all his savings to satisfy the gang’s demands. Their father turns up, knowing 
nothing of this, and triumphantly announces that he has just drawn up a contract to 
buy a bar, thus realising the dream of a lifetime. Some time ago Franciosa had 
promised to help him financially in this enterprise, but now he can no longer do this. 
And in a tense and dramatic sequence, the father becomes very angry (he is now 
compromised in his business transaction), asks him where his money has ended up, 
accuses and abuses him and Franciosa is unable to give him an answer.  
 

  
 

It is a typical situation in which an actor must express several feelings at the same 
time: frustration, due to the injustice of the accusations, repressed anger, former 
difficulties concerning his relationship with his father, humiliation and determination 
to keep the secret. But as the argument occurs in the street during winter, Anthony 
Franciosa, wearing just a simple jacket, is concerned above all to convey all the time 
during his quarrel with his father the sensation of a biting cold which penetrates to 
his very bones. And yet the winter cold seems to have no importance in the 
development of the incident. What interests us as we watch the scene is the inner 
storm which is raging within this decent young man. We become angry before such 
clear unfairness, sympathise in the embarrassing confrontation with the father, and 
react to every cruel phrase which hurts this poor young man. Whether the 
temperature is mild or freezing is something of no account. Nevertheless, Franciosa 
seems dedicated to conveying the temperature of the street as much as the inner 
torments of his character. 

With regard to the simultaneous acting of physical suffering alongside a variety of 
emotions, there is another exemplary scene, this time one acted by Lee Strasberg in 
The Godfather, Part II. Strasberg is a mafia boss, laid low by prostate cancer. At the 
beginning of the scene we see him lying on a divan in his pyjamas, dishevelled and in 
pain. Then one of his enemies comes in (another mafia boss) and they begin a 
difficult negotiation. Strasberg gets up, listens and asks questions, drops hints and 
veiled threats with a tone of voice and bearing which shows him in total control, with 
all his attention on the exchange with his enemy. And yet he never “forgets” the pain 

Anthony Franciosa, A Hatful of Rain 
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in his prostate. During the scene, he refrains from solving the double acting issue of 
expressing pain and mental discomfort by producing sudden twinges of pain, which 
would bring awareness of his illness back to his mind, and then resuming the 
dialogue with his adversary. Instead, he manages to slip into every gesture and 
expression a kind of underlying and continuous tension, which is constantly present 
and slightly feverish, and which appears like a gossamer thread beneath all his 
behaviour. Unless they are well acquainted with acting techniques, the spectators will 
not recognise this as an expression of pain and illness: but they will notice it as an 
unexpressed discomfort. 

In short, by using techniques of empathy actors can convey a whole gamut of 
physical sensations, including those which seem to be of little importance for the 
development of the action, and indeed some so microscopic and subtle that they 
remain unnoticed by the spectator. Furthermore, they do not alternate them but 
rather combine them inextricably with the emotions experienced by his character.  
 
 
The Game of Levels of Consciousness. The Cup and Music 

We will see soon what very important effects a performer can achieve by acting in 
this way. For now, we can say in more or less technical language, that in order to 
work in this way, the performer must juggle the re-evocation of physical sensations 
with his emotional memory. And this is an ability which is extremely difficult to 
achieve, perhaps the most difficult of the whole storehouse of empathised acting 
techniques. First Stanislavski, then Boleslavsky and finally Strasberg made up a series 
of exercises to help train actors in this ability. One of the best known is the one 
concerning a cup and music, which helps us to understand how an actor proceeds 
and above all what effects can be produced on stage. 

The exercise begins with a simple gesture. The actor takes an empty cup with its 
saucer and lifts it to his lips as if he were drinking. He concentrates on his physical 
perceptions of the object. He studies what the china (or whatever the cup is made of) 
feels like as he touches it, the concave form of the cup and the handle held between 
his fingers, and then the saucer. 

Then he repeats the same gestures, but this time without the cup. He takes a 
saucer and an imaginary handle, lifts the (absent) cup to his lips and seeks to recall 
the feelings he experienced before. His task is not to produce a perfect imitation of 
the situation (that is, to mime the gestures of someone who is drinking) but rather to 
reproduce in himself precisely what he had felt before when he had been handling 
the real object. 

When he finally achieves this, he will try to drink, still from the imaginary cup. He 
will begin, for example, by drinking tea. And together with the tactile sensations of 
the saucer and the handle held between his fingers, he will try now to evoke, just at 
the moment when he brings the cup to his lips, the taste of tea (hot or warm, strong, 
sweet, and so on). He will try this several times. When he has got this right, he will 
repeat the exercise, but he will change what he is drinking. This time he will try 
drinking coffee. And he will carry on doing this, drinking first tea and then coffee, 
until he manages to evoke, in an instant, and always with his imaginary cup between 
his fingers, one of the two tastes at will. 
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At this point, the actor can move on to the next phase. He repeats the exercise 
with the tea or coffee and at the same time, while handling the imaginary cup and 
tasting the (imaginary) drink of his choice, he will try to “listen” to some music, say a 
famous extract from a classical opera, this too imaginary. Then he will pass on to a 
piece of jazz music. And so on until he is able to re-experience in himself, virtually 
spontaneously, various imaginary and simultaneous sensations of a differing kinds 
(touch, taste, hearing), changing at will the focus of his attention from one to another 
without ever losing any of them. And so, without using any object or real physical 
perception, and simply limiting himself to producing within himself different 
sensations, he can, in short, listen attentively to a passage of music while sipping cup 
of coffee distractedly, almost without realising it. Or he can drink a glass of wine with 
concentration while listening to an out of tune guitar in the distance, a sound that 
hardly reaches his ears. And he can also reply at the same time to someone sitting 
near him who is questioning him about a matter of some importance. 

By this time the actor is capable of not only recalling in himself different emotions 
and sensations but also of combining them and conveying them simultaneously. But 
this is not all. The performer, and this is what is important, is capable of acting while 
deploying different levels of his consciousness. He makes certain gestures and 
concentrates on certain images and sensations with full awareness. He relegates other 
gestures, images and sensations to a lower level of his consciousness. And finally he 
keeps some perceptions, attitudes and movements in an area of semi-consciousness. 
And he can move at will his concentration from one level of consciousness to 
another. 

It seems complicated, but basically, when an actor works in this way, he does  
what we all do in normal life, when we drive a car and chat to the person sitting next 
to us. Our attention is focused on the words we are saying and listening to and we 
drive the car almost without realising it, in a virtually automatic way, that is – in other 
words – without dedicating our full consciousness to the activity of driving. And yet 
we manage to drive the car perfectly correctly, slowing down when necessary, 
breaking and accelerating, and so on. But as soon as there is a problem with the 
traffic, however small, our attention is then focused on the necessary manoeuvre, 
without necessarily stopping the conversation. At that point it will be the discussion 
that will become almost automatic, in a way that is “half-conscious”. 

The actor who is well trained in techniques of empathy works on stage in a similar 
way. He is able to produce at one and the same time, and in a most natural way, 
actions and expressions which are fully conscious, accompanied by actions and 
expressions which are semi-conscious. And while he turns to the person he is 
speaking to, and talks or perhaps quarrels, he is able to move and complete small 
activities – a network of what are called “subsidiary gestures” – which he seems to 
carry out on a low level of consciousness and which can appear insignificant in the 
storm of emotions which are wracking his being. 
 
 
“Subsidiary Gestures” and the Character’s Unconscious. Another Look at 
Objects on Stage 

Some actors have reached very high levels of virtuosity in the use of “subsidiary 
gestures”. Another famous scene in A Hatful of Rain provides an outstanding 
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example of this. In this scene the drug addict’s wife (Eva Marie Saint) by now unable 
to understand her husband’s behaviour, decides to force him to give her an 
explanation. In an extremely dramatic dialogue, he reveals his suffering, reaffirms his 
love for her and expresses his despair. At the same time, while the emotional tension 
rises and the states of mind of the two characters move from aggression to the desire 
to understand each other, then to embarrassment, followed by the perception of 
their own powerlessness, and finally to recalling the affection that binds them 
together, the actress puts on and takes off her apron, moves from one side of the 
room to the other, sits down in an armchair, removes “without noticing what she’s 
doing” a fleck of dust from her skirt, and then, always in the same way, abstractedly 
takes hold of a pack of cards from a side table, flicks through them, drops a few and 
bends down to pick them up. This is an interlocking series of “half-conscious 
subsidiary gestures” employed with extreme skill, which the character seems to do 
without being fully conscious because her attention is focused on other matters. 
  

   
 

   
 

 
 
Actors who do not use techniques of empathy sometimes use “subsidiary 

gestures”, of course, but they, on the whole, are of a very simple kind. They will 
show for example the character drumming his fingers while thinking to himself, or 
stroking his beard in moments of anxiety, or again – and this is one of the 
“subsidiary gestures” most frequently used by several actresses – playing with her 
necklace while listening and talking, thus assuming a superficial and casual attitude. 
These actors, however, not only use them very rarely; they also choose them from a 
fairly limited repertoire (they are nearly always the same); and above all they carry 
them out with a clarity and obviousness which is totally absent from the way actors 

Eva Marie Saint, A Hatful of Rain
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who empathise employ the more fleeting “subsidiary gestures” which are constructed 
in a semi-conscious form, as an impalpable and subterranean background to the 
action. In short, when techniques of empathy are not used, it is very clear that the 
actor, while performing these little gestures, is fully conscious of his fingers, his 
beard, her necklace and everything that he or she is doing. 
 

 
 

Furthermore, when it is perfectly used, the recourse to half-conscious gestures 
created with techniques of empathy makes it possible to obtain an essential and 
unique effect, which it is impossible to convey with any other technique and is 
extremely important in contemporary acting. The myriad of signs produced by the 
actor, from the most obvious expressions to the smallest movements, ones hardly 
visible and irrelevant to the development of the action, are projected in a diffused 
way onto the mind of the spectator who sees the figure of the character through a 
haze of impressions of differing consistency.  

Some of these impressions are of key significance and have regard to the essential 
things the character is experiencing or doing in a particular moment (loving, hating 
and being angry) and the majority are emotions which take possession of him and are 
followed by subsequent actions. Others are clear, but are of little relevance to the 
action (for instance, Franciosa’s reaction to the freezing cold in the street, or Eva 
Saint’s gestures when she plays with the pack of cards). Others again seem so fleeting 
and almost unnoticeable (the physical suffering of Strasberg while he confronts his 
rival). And the spectators’ attention is naturally focused on the dominant impressions 
and they hardly notice the more fleeting ones. It isn’t that they do not see them. They 
see them but, likewise, they register them in a semi-conscious form, placing them at 
lower levels of their consciousness. 

Within this nebulous collection of signs of varying consistency the figure 
portrayed by the actor then assumes a particular meaning. In everything he or she 
does, feels and says, the character seems permeated by an inner life which only 
manifests itself in part in the outward behaviour and surfaces in hints of gestures and 
movements, in fragments of expressions which waver between different levels of 
awareness and which escape full consciousness, both of the actor and the spectator. 
The character, in short, appears shot through by tensions and impulses lying below 

Subsidiary gesture.  
Claudia Cardinale,  
Il magnifico cornuto 
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the surface which it is never possible to grasp and decipher completely, in a full, clear 
and precise way. 

In conclusion, what is produced on stage is the representation of a human 
characters attributed with their own individual consciousness. Moreover, it was no 
chance that Stanislavski began lengthy research on the skill of the actor in the period 
when Freud was elaborating his theories and Chekhov was putting on stage a new 
kind of theatrical character. His characters are immersed in the ambiguity of desires 
and tendencies which emerge in their behaviour while remaining, for the most part, 
mysterious and undecipherable. On his part, Strasberg would then develop the most 
sophisticated techniques of the Actors Studio while interest in psychoanalysis spread 
within American society. 

By pausing on the ability of actors of the Stanislavskian school to work by playing 
with various levels of consciousness we can finally understand why the actors who 
adopt techniques of empathy end up using all the objects or properties on stage to 
such an extent that their continuous use becomes a sure sign of their acting method. 

When actors summon from within themselves the emotions and sensations of 
their roles, combining and ordering them in different areas of their consciousness, 
stage properties offer an essential support to help them control the levels of their 
concentration and to articulate the psychic life of their characters in striking and 
contrasting effects. Their inner sensations and emotions are in fact intangible, and 
are evoked by actors through fragile and delicate processes. Controlling them by 
balancing them in different gradations is particularly difficult and the final result risks 
becoming unstable. 

Objects on stage, on the other hand, are physical, real and unequivocally placed 
around the actors. They therefore allow actors to undertake with extreme precision 
countless little processes and semi-conscious gestures which accompany the most 
intense emotions of the character. This is why the actor touches them, uses, moves, 
replaces them and keeps them in constant manipulation. A character who reveals his 
suffering with appropriate expressions is a fine theatrical figure, simple, clear and 
transparent. A character who reveals his suffering and continues all the while to do 
the washing up without paying it much attention, becomes an individual granted a 
complex psychic life, which touches the various levels of consciousness. And in this 
way the objects on stage end up by constructing a solid and indispensable base on 
which the actors can organise the whole hierarchy of their expressions and gestures 
with which they colour the behaviour they reveal to the audience, by shading it off 
into different levels of awareness. 
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V 
PRETENDING AND IMITATING 

 
 
 
 

The Useless Strategies of Empathy and the Role of Acting Manuals 
Up to this point we have looked at the feats really good actors can achieve 

through the techniques of empathy. But it must be immediately added that their 
colleagues, followers of other schools of acting, look upon these actors with 
considerable scepticism. They do not doubt the quality of their interpretation, which, 
as they recognise without question, can be most effective. They think, however, that 
these techniques are far too complicated and force the actor to undertake exercises 
and other activities which are long, tiresome and, to put it bluntly, bizarre and 
superfluous. If you listen to these colleagues, they will tell you that practitioners of 
Stanislavskian methods complicate life to no purpose. 

In reality, once an actor is well trained, the actions required by the techniques of 
empathy are not in the least long and difficult and in some instances are not even 
necessary. But be that as it, a great number of malicious anecdotes are in circulation, 
more or less invented in competition with each other.  

One of the most famous of these relates to two big names of the screen, Dustin 
Hoffman and Laurence Olivier, while they were working on Marathon Man, a film 
directed by John Schlesinger. In a scene that has become legendary, Hoffman, stuck 
in a dentist’s chair, with his mouth wide open, is tortured by Olivier armed with drill 
and pliers. So before the beginning of the scene, Hoffman, according to the dictates 
of the Actors Studio, set about to evoke in himself the appropriate state of mind and 
began running frantically around the set so that he ended up sweating, exhausted and 
foaming at the mouth. Olivier watched him in silence and when Hoffman was finally 
ready to start, asked him with a false and studied courtesy: ‘Don’t you think, Dustin, 
it might be better if you just restricted yourself to acting?’. Then Olivier effortlessly 
assumed the sadistic expression of a mad dentist and, without more ado, began to 
drill. 

Performers who are strangers to the Stanislavskian world claim with conviction to 
be able to portray characters with extreme simplicity and to be able to start acting 
straight away, without any complicated preparation. The greatest example of this 
kind of acting is probably Coquelin, lord of the French stage at the end of the 
nineteenth century, famous also, among other things, for his very long nose. So long 
in fact that Edmond Rostand wrote one of the modest successful plays of the period 
for him, Cyrano de Bergerac, the protagonist of which is a Gascony cadet, a courageous, 
sensitive and brilliant young man, but disfigured by a huge nose. And Coquelin, with 
elegant self irony, had carried the play to an extraordinary success. 

Nose apart, Coquelin was famous for the total detachment with which he 
managed to act. He was able to portray with the utmost perfection all the states of 
mind of a character without experiencing them at all. He remained indifferent to the 
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inner events of the part to such an extent, his colleagues would recount, that between 
one speech and another, when there was quite a lengthy pause, he could take a nap 
on stage hidden behind a row of extras and then, woken up at the right moment by a 
colleague, he would pick up his role again, immediately assuming the correct 
expression and getting back into action straight away. 
 

 
 

Perhaps this was just gossip, but it is nevertheless certain that actors like Coquelin 
or Olivier have no need of psychological exercises and fairly complicated inner 
processes before they begin. In order to act they follow a path which at first sight 
seems very simple. They make no effort to experience the feelings of the character, 
but limit themselves to portraying them by arranging their faces and behaviour in the 
most effective way. In short, they do not despair or rejoice on stage, not do they 
become angry, but assume, according to the situation, the expressions and outer 
behaviour of a person who is desperate, happy, sad or angry. 

However, we must not assume that this acting method is as simple as it might 
seem. It is certainly possible to forgo the repertoire of exercises and tricks which are 
necessary if an actor is going to feel the emotions of the character within himself; 
instead the actor has to concentrate on the external attitudes and that requires using 
techniques which are in themselves fairly complicated. 

Actors must possess two gifts in order to use these techniques with any 
effectiveness. In the first place they have to acquire a perfect knowledge of the 
external manifestations of states of mind, in all their detail, and then they must be 
able to reproduce them immediately, at will and with extreme precision. For this 
reason, in past centuries a precise code of intonations, gestures and expressions was 
elaborated, corresponding to passions and feelings, such as joy, anger, disdain, 
shame, doubt, hate, wonder and so on. The instructions, which were often very 
detailed, served actors and all those who had to speak in public, such as lawyers or 
preachers, and were gradually expanded and perfected over time. Finally, in the 
eighteenth century they reached their most complex formulation through the work of 

Coquelin, Cyrano de Bergerac
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a German author, Johann Jakob Engel, who, in an important treatise, explained and 
illustrated hundreds of poses and movements to be used on stage. 
 

 
 

In this approach, acting meant reproducing a series of attitudes which had to be 
learnt by placing hands, fingers, lips, eyebrows and even nostrils in their correct 
position. To reach a perfect mastery of these expressions actors had to practise for a 
long time, repeating them again and again with the help of a mirror. When they were 
capable of portraying at will the expressions of various emotions, they then had to 
study the part they were to play and recognise line by line the feelings which the 
character was experiencing. 

At this point the most diligent actors set themselves to work with pen and ink and 
marked in the margins of the text the emotions relevant to every phrase they had to 
utter. Sometimes they would seek advice from an expert, a critic or playwright, for 
example, who would produce for them this strange collection of markings on the 
script. Finally, having learnt their lines and the successive states of mind by heart, the 
actors could come on stage and reproduce one after the other, with perfect precision, 
all the passions, affections, suffering, impetuosity, joys and griefs of their part simply 
by working with their facial and bodily muscles, without being in any way involved in 
the feelings of the character. 
 
 
How to Weep, Become Pale and Make Your Hair Stand on End Without 
Being in the Least Bit Involved 

These acting manuals were not limited, however, to indicating external signs of 
human passions, they also explained what had to be done to portray them beautifully 
and elegantly. For, while in life we become angry, despairing or joyful spontaneously, 
just as it comes, on stage the actor must become angry, despairing or joyful “well”, 
that is not only in way which is clear and understandable, but also pleasing and 
appealing. 

The means to do this was provided by a series of rules which explained how 
actors should conduct themselves in front of an audience. For example, there was 
advice on how to place their feet (never parallel but always slightly apart and turned 

Gesture of rejection in Engels’s treatise



  
AAccttiinngg  AArrcchhiivveess  EEssssaayyss  

 
 

  
71 

outwards) how to move their hands (the left one very little or not all, and in every 
case much less than the right), or their arms (normally never raised above the 
shoulders). It was also considered incorrect for actors to speak while they moved, or 
to show their profile, because the actor’s face and look had always to be turned 
towards the audience.  

 

 
 

There were occasions when respect for these rules created several problems. The 
obligation to keep face and eyes directed towards the auditorium, for example, 
presented difficulties with dialogue. How could an actor hold a conversation in an 
acceptable way with another character, implore, shout, praise, cause offence, 
convince, deceive without ever turning towards him or her and look them in the eye? 
But if he turned towards his colleague, he could not keep his face turned towards the 
audience. For that reason some manual writers advised that performers place 
themselves, if not facing the audience, at least three quarters profile, so that they can 
remain at least in part turned towards the person to whom they are speaking. Others 
suggest a kind of contortion, which was in fact widely practised in the eighteenth 
century theatre: for this, the actors had to keep their faces turned towards the 
audience, but at the same time twist their body towards their partner on stage – and 
obviously in a becoming and elegant way. 

Manuals of this kind gradually disappeared during the eighteenth century and 
today these rules can raise a smile. And yet they have not been entirely eliminated, 
they make their return in the most unexpected ways. Keeping your feet slightly apart 
and turned outwards, for example, is a norm which is not only a matter of elegance 
but also of balance, and just a few years ago Vittorio Gassman, one of the greatest 
post Second World War theatrical and cinematic Italian actors, admitted that he 
thought it was a totally personal discovery, a kind of trick that he had used for a long 
time and kept as a precious secret. And if today, in the theatre, conveying a dialogue 
between two characters seems much easier because the imposition of facing the 
audience, at least with the face, has been dropped, there are many other problems 
which no director is able to resolve. Just think of the problem of placing a group of 
characters around a dinner table. It is impossible to place them on the four sides of 
the table, as would be the obvious thing to do, because those placed nearest the 

Dialogue on stage from an acting manual of 1727 
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audience would be seen back view only and would mask colleagues sitting opposite 
them. For this reason, actors usually dine on stage in strange ways: askew, or 
strangely separated, or continually getting up and sitting down, or squashed up on 
three sides of the table and, for some strange reason, leaving the fourth side empty 
and abandoned. And if the problems of conveying a dialogue have disappeared from 
the stage, they have returned, as we shall see, in the cinema. 
 

 
 
 

 
In any case, however precise the instructions in the manuals were and however 

well trained the actor was in following them, there remained a series of expressions 
for which it was necessary to have recourse to particular tricks of the trade. Some 
were very simple. For example, an actor had to convey a sudden anxiety or a terrible 
fear? Then it was a good idea to use a strangled tone of voice, and in order to 
produce it the advice was to hold your last puff of breath in your lungs and then to 
force it out while you are saying the line. Try it and you will see that it works. 

Others were more complicated, like those concerning tears. Up to the end of the 
nineteenth century, actors and actresses produced an abundance of tears on stage. In 
a number of cases, the performers’ sensibility was sufficient: they were really moved 
while they were acting. Indeed, sometimes they were too moved and their facial 
features altered in an inelegant way, the tears flowed copiously down their faces, 
threatening to ruin their make-up, and the sobs inhibited the clarity of their diction. 
Ellen Terry, the greatest English actress of the end of the nineteenth century, 
admitted that for her the problem was not managing to weep on stage, but actually to 
restrain her tears which she could produce too easily. 

For this reason, actors and actresses had to be able to control their facial muscles, 
so as to let fall just a tear or two, when they were really moved, keeping  their cheeks 
and nostrils relaxed so as to avoid too great a distortion of their faces. Or, 
conversely, they had to achieve the ability, again through the control of facial 
muscles, to weep without being moved. And for that there were various techniques. 
One, practised until the end of the nineteenth century, prescribed that the actor or 

A spaghetti party in Scarpetta’s Miseria e nobiltà
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actress breathed not through the nose, but through the throat, keeping it contracted. 
In this way a muscular tension is produced similar to that of sobs, and tears would 
rise in a natural or mechanical way. 

Pallor was a more complicated business and in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries it was an emotional reaction much favoured by both critics and public. But 
to grow pale at will, so as to express fear, offence or some other strong emotion, was 
impossible and there was no exercise or muscular control available. For this reason a 
number of actors used an elementary trick of the trade: discreetly, at the right 
moment, they would wipe their faces with a handkerchief covered in chalk so that 
they appeared magically pale. This might seem grotesque to us today, but it should be 
remembered that in those days the trick was made easier because the lighting on 
stage produced by oil lamps and candles was much weaker than what we are 
accustomed to. And then it would not have been very difficult to hide the 
handkerchief in the folds of one’s costume and to use it when the character, struck 
by an intense emotion, raised his arm to cover his face. A similar trick of the trade 
was used to simulate the death by poisoning. The actor, again unknown to the 
audience, chewed a piece of cinchona bark which would blacken his mouth, and then 
he would open his mouth wide in agony to show the public the effects of the poison.  
 

 
 

But the most amusing trick was the one thought up by Garrick, the greatest 
English actor of the eighteenth century. His interpretation of the early scene in 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet where Hamlet sees his father’s ghost is renowned. Garrick was 
so effective that, according to one contemporary, if Hamlet had really made such a 
face, it would have been the ghost that fled in terror. At any rate, at the moment of 
climax, the spectators could see not only all the signs of uncontrollable fright cover 
Garrick’s face, but even his hair stand on end. And Garrick achieved this by using a 
special wig, linked to a little pump which he worked with his arm. He pressed the 
pump, and up went his hair. 
 
 

Garrick in the ghost scene
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Why Pretending is Not Enough 
The notion that acting was a matter of a pre-established code of gestures and 

poses was abandoned, as we have seen, during the nineteenth century. The Romantic 
sensibility could not accept that the art of the actor, or indeed any other art, could be 
a matter of rules and fixed models. Once these rules and exemplary expressions and 
gestures were eliminated, the art of acting had to be rethought based on the notion 
of natural and spontaneous ability. The task was to mould this innate ability into a 
true and genuine art to satisfy the requirements of current theatrical representation. 
And this was not so very difficult. 

Basically, we can all assume an expression without experiencing feelings that go 
with it and we do that every day of our lives. Without ever having studied a code of 
poses and gestures and practised them in front of a mirror, we are perfectly able to 
attend a funeral for someone who means little to us with a solemn expression, to 
laugh at the boss’s jokes and assume an attentive and respectful expression at an 
interview in front of an absolute fool who has to decide whether or not to employ 
us. And in all these cases all we do is reproduce the expression of a feeling suited to 
the situation: as for the feelings we really experience, our chief concern is to hide 
them. In short, we all of us possess an absolutely natural ability, and that is, to 
pretend. And without this ability we would not be able to survive amongst our fellow 
human beings. 

For this reason many people think that when a performer acts, on stage, he does 
nothing else but pretend, though, granted, in a particularly able and effective way. It’s 
not for nothing that when someone is very good at deceiving people by telling 
whoppers and feigning feelings he or she does not feel, we say that person is not to 
be trusted because they are just “acting”. And there are many who believe that an 
actor’s greatest ability is to succeed in feigning emotions in such a convincing way 
that they seem absolutely real and true. 

But this is not how things are. Otherwise we would all be very good actors, able 
to come on stage, act our parts, convince the public, draw them into a whirlpool of 
emotions and make the audience applaud enthusiastically without very much effort. 
With a bit of panache we could make a great impression, because, as we have seen, 
we can all pretend in a convincing way. 

And indeed, at least on television, this often happens. You only have to think of 
reality shows, not just those like The Big Brother but those in fashion a few years ago, 
during which, under the presenter’s tender eye, former couples would leap forward 
to meet up again after decades of separation, young lovers would make up their 
quarrels amidst sighs and tears, frantic couples would tear each other to pieces crying 
out to friends and relatives to witness their plight, and from the wings would come 
long abandoned children who would now throw themselves into the arms of aging 
parents; and then again old soldiers, teachers, domestics, kindergarten friends who 
with shy, solemn, bold, uncertain or vengeful step would discover, with much 
emotion on stage, an old war-time mate, the school caretaker, the former employer, 
the childhood kindergarten friend, all amidst the jubilation of the pubic in the studio. 
At times, on other TV shows, you would find yourself sitting in front of fierce 
arguments between relatives who had to share out modest inheritances, dog owners 
and communal flat administrators, young saxophone players and their neighbours, 
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one and all ready to plead their cases to an arbiter before the eyes of an audience at 
home. 

Now, as it is well known, almost all these matters passed off as true are, in fact, 
pre-arranged: the stories are false and those taking part are fictitious, often young 
actors or walk-ons, or simply willing young people who have received summary 
instructions about the scene to be played just minutes before the beginning of the 
show. They were definitely not great performers, with long stage experience. And yet, 
watching them they seem real and convincing, capable of deceiving anyone, even 
experienced theatre-goers. The public would hang on their every word, follow them 
attentively, take sides, get excited and be moved. 

The reason for this easy success is very simple to understand. In order for the 
show to function and the spectators to become involved, the performers only had to 
pretend, that is, to show themselves caught in a series of emotions which they were 
not feeling at all. And, as we have seen, this does not require any special ability. 

Real actors, however, have something very different to do when acting in a play 
on stage. They do not have to show themselves with a happy, sad, or worried 
countenance, but to present a character that is happy, sad or worried. An audience at a 
performance of Hamlet is not in the least interested in Richard Burton’s or Kenneth 
Branagh’s expression, when they are in despair. They want to see Hamlet in despair. 
In short, the actor on stage has to show someone different from him. 

And that is why the situation is complicated. The ability required for acting is now 
no longer that of pretending. It is the ability to imitate another person, reproducing – 
albeit with the actor’s own face, body and voice – the figure, attitudes and behaviour 
of the character. Acting that does not rely on empathy, then, is not based on 
pretending, contrary to what is often believed. It is based on imitation. 
 
 
Actors and Their Support Structure. Laurence Olivier and Richard III’s Nose 

Let’s be clear, even the ability to imitate is not a particularly extraordinary gift. In 
every school there are always some pupils who can mimic a teacher’s way of talking, 
walking, getting worked up and asking questions in class – and to some effect, given 
that they can make their companions laugh. Actors, when interpreting a play do more 
or less something similar. However, they have to solve a major problem, which 
makes all the difference between acting seriously and making the class laugh between 
lessons by imitating a teacher. 

The schoolchild who imitates the teacher’s gestures has a huge advantage. He or 
she is copying a flesh and blood person, with a face, body and attitudes which they 
can observe almost every day, while actors do not see their character at all. Of course 
actors know the words the character says, as theses are fixed in the text, and they 
know the situations the character is in during the course of the play, and, sometimes, 
something of their physical appearance is indicated in the stage directions. But actors 
have to invent all the rest – the character’s face, hands, feet, how he or she talks, 
walks, sits down, dresses himself, smiles, greets people, blows his or her nose – 
before they can imitate them. What actors have to represent on stage is not a flesh 
and blood being that they have been able to study for a long time, but an image 
which they have had to create for themselves on their own, with painstaking work. 
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So, it is a fairly complicated business. And it is right here, from the work actors do 
to form for themselves a mental image of the character, that techniques of imitation 
have evolved which still provide even today the foundation of acting which is not 
based on techniques of empathy. 

Coquelin described the essential procedure. Having read the script of the play to 
be performed several times, the actor, he said, begins to imagine the story, the 
character’s environments and situations and the way he behaves. Through this 
imaginative exercise he begins to perceive him as a close presence, one that he is 
becoming accustomed to, as in an image not yet clearly defined but nevertheless 
possessing its own consistency which he must discover and render visible. And up to 
this point his work is not so very different from that undertaken by his colleagues, 
followers of the techniques of empathy. 

But at this point, rather than concern himself with the states of mind and inner 
suffering of his character, the actor concentrates on the outer aspect and behaviour 
of the character seeking to pick out the essential characteristics and features, which 
will convey the figure in the most effective way possible. It is a determined search for 
the physical details, the gesture, the bearing that the character must have.  
 

 
 

Actors can begin where they want to, according as to how it takes them. Perhaps 
from a careful examination of the character’s down-turning mouth, which seems to 
them absolutely convincing, characteristic and indispensable. Or from an 
examination of the shape of their hands, the way they walk; actors then try to 
recognise the mouth, hands and a step which seems perfect for the character they are 
to portray. But all actors have their preferences. Bette Davis confessed she always 
started with hairstyle. Brecht, on the other hand, described a young actor, who was 
taking a minor part in Die drei Groschenoper (Threepenny Opera), frantically dedicated to 
finding a hat for his part in a theatre store. 

Bette Davis, costume and hairstyle 
in The Virgin Queen 
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Sometimes the search for an essential feature with which to portray the character 
is born of an odd association of ideas. Laurence Olivier recounted that when he was 
getting ready to play Shakespeare’s Richard III, a figure which is the very emblem of 
wickedness, he thought long and hard about what was to be the particular feature of 
his face. He then thought of another wicked character and the bad wolf in Walt 
Disney came to mind with his great heavy long nose. And Olivier began with the 
nose. He used make-up and applied a false nose of considerable proportions. From 
there he went on to create the infamous Richard. After the nose, he went in search of 
the voice and found it: something along the lines of ‘the tone of an academic’, cold 
and hypocritical. He tried it out, practised it. And so on. 

Olivier must have had a pronounced predilection for noses. Years later, while 
preparing for the part of Shylock in The Merchant of Venice, he was again convinced 
that he had to begin with the nose in order to portray a typical Jewish usurer. So he 
studied profiles of everyone he met, in trains, on buses, and from taxi windows. But 
the right nose was not forthcoming. And in the end he had a revelation. It wasn’t the 
nose, but the mouth he needed first, a mouth for his usurer that had to be 
particularly wide, mobile and sensitive. Make-up on its own was not enough, 
however. Olivier went to his dentist who made a false plate for him fit for the 
purpose. Olivier slipped it into his mouth, looked at himself in the mirror and 
immediately felt at home in his role. 

Whether it is a nose or mouth, having focused on the first elements of his 
character, the actor then proceeds to look for other characteristics which can portray 
the figure: some detail of dress, the cut of the jacket, the way he half-closes his eyes, 
or adjusts his tie, or some little, or perhaps more marked, mannerism such as the 
raising of his eyebrows or the way he shrugs his shoulders. And so on. In order to 

Laurence Olivier, Richard III
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individualise these features he can draw on the memory of someone he has known, 
or a picture, a photograph, a sculpture he has seen somewhere, or the image of a 
passer-by which he has glimpsed along the street or in a store. 

When he has found what he is looking for, the actor selects it and fixes it in his 
imagination. Then, combining all these features, he builds his support structure for 
the character, which includes all the strongest and most precise signs capable of 
fixing unequivocally the character’s face and bearing, and of portraying its presence 
effectively in front of an audience. He then places all the other details of lesser 
importance on to this structure, all the other forms of behaviour which complete the 
character. Finally he has an image as precise as he is able to make it of the character 
in action firmly fixed in his mind, so that, as John Gielgud, one of the great 
twentieth-century Shakespearian actors explained, he is able to keep it always before 
him for the whole performance. 

The image of the character formed in his mind becomes the actor’s guide, his 
indispensable point of reference. A number of performers go so far as to consider 
the image they have created as a real object so as to make it seem more real to them, 
making it easier to contemplate. Laurence Olivier saw it as an oil painting (not a 
water colour, he clarified), with voice and movements. Others see it as a statue, or a 
design. What matters is its clarity and precision and above all that it is meaningful 
and convincing for the actor, because this is the very model which he has to imitate 
when he acts his role on stage. 
 
 
Type-Casting. Why the Actor Must Not Look Like His Character 

Obviously, once the mental model of the character has been assembled, he can be 
more or less similar in looks to the actor in his everyday life. He can have similar 
gestures and attitudes which he is used to when he speaks, thinks and acts off stage. 
And this obviously has some relevance. 

Let us suppose, for example, that a thin actor, accustomed in everyday life to 
expressing himself with quick gestures and to walking with a nervous pace, has to 
represent a character of lean physique, furtive behaviour and quick, darting 
movements. At first sight it looks as if everything should go very well. Performer and 
character seem made for each other and so the acting should come across as 
spontaneous, effective and natural. And those in charge of casting, who choose 
actors for the cinema and television, often follow this criterion and seek actors as 
similar as possible to the characters they are to play: fat actors for fat characters, 
stern actors for stern characters, surly actors for surly characters, slow moving actors 
for slow moving characters and so forth. Indeed there exists a technical term, “type-
casting”, which indicates this way of working. Everything appears obvious, simple 
and quick and seems above all to guarantee, without too much risk, an end result 
which is both appropriate and decent. 

However it does not work like this at all. Certainly, as an easy option, type-casting 
works very well, and anyway the pairing of some physical characteristics helps: just 
think of the outstanding success of Coquelin and his nose in the role of Cyrano. And 
yet, however strange it may seem, actors must always sense a precise difference 
between themselves and the character they are to portray right from the start. 
Otherwise the performance cannot be fully effective. 
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It may seem strange, but just think about it for a moment. Acting that does not 
rely on empathy, as we have seen, is based on the ability to imitate. But no one, 
absolutely no one, however talented he may be, can imitate himself. For that reason, 
when the figure and nature of the character too close to those of the actor the 
performance risks becoming flat, dull and ineffective. In short, it risks falling into 
simple pretence. The characteristic features of the character lose the colour, vivacity 
and clarity which are part and parcel of artistic invention. And in the character’s place 
there remains merely the actor who does not invent, imagine or create, but presents 
himself on stage limiting himself to pretending emotions which he does not feel and 
simulating joy, pain, despair and so forth, as it happens to us, in fact, at weddings and 
funerals. 

Let’s be clear about this. In some cases, acting through pretence, which does not 
bother much with the creation of the character, not only works but is almost 
obligatory. For example, in those situations where personalities – television 
presenters or stand-up comics –, who have already gained a certain celebrity in other 
areas, allow themselves to be lured by some offer to appear in a film, television 
drama, or even a play on the stage itself, or more often in an evening serial or end of 
afternoon sit-com on television. Whether they slip into the roles clothes of a dentist, 
curate, school master or policewoman, what the public want to see under the fragile 
appearance of the character is their favourite star who pretends to be in odd, 
amusing, exciting or strange situations. A veneer of acting is what is needed here: 
indeed, more than that would spoil the result. 

But real acting, as we were saying, is something quite other. And the indispensable 
premise of all great performances is the fundamental difference between the reality 
of the actor and that of the character.  

All actors skilled in their profession, from the nineteenth century until today, are 
agreed on this point. Coquelin talked about the difficulties he experienced when he 
had to portray a character that was too simple and similar to himself: the only 
solution, he would explain, is to look for some difference and work on it. In the 
world of cinema, Bette Davis, a real colossus of acting which does not rely on 
empathy, has stated that she always accepted only those parts which had some 
profound “difference” from herself. On the other hand, the public, faced with great 
interpretations of imaginary people, so effective as to impress the collective 
imagination, always tends to notice a substantial likeness between the personality of 
the actor and his or her creation. But it is hardly ever like this. Chaplin’s personality 
in everyday life was very different from the image of Charlie. Edward J. Robinson, 
famous for his rough and brutal gangster characters, was in reality a cultured and 
refined gentleman. John Wayne was apparently a graceful dancer and loved being in 
high society. And so on. 

Naturally this does not mean that the greater the difference between actor and 
character the more effective the result. At times the character to be interpreted can 
be very different, at other times similar. What matters is that the actor’s creation is 
triggered by the differences he discovers between himself and his character. It is this 
difference that excites his imagination, stimulates his research into the character to be 
portrayed on stage and releases his abilities to imitate.  
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The Function of Make-Up  
It is this difference of origin between the character and its interpreter which, when 

techniques of imitation are carried out to perfection, gives birth to one of the most 
seductive elements of stage magic, the strange sensation that envelops the spectator  
when faced with the body of the actor who with his gestures, movements and 
expressions is transformed into a different being, which is not him, and yet belongs 
to him, and can suddenly disappear because of a wrong gesture, a missed pause, or at 
out of place movement. 

The whole theatrical performance turns, in fact, on a delicate balancing act 
between the physical reality of the actor and the image of the character, and it is very 
understandable that for many people the most fascinating moment of the entire 
performance is its end, when the actors come to the front of the stage to 
acknowledge the applause. Until then the fantastical figures of the drama have held 
the gaze and attention of the spectators; now it is possible to see them unravel and 
the actors’ faces and features loosen, and to see them emerge one by one in their 
actual, personal and daily reality. 
 

 
 

Some actors milk this effect and use the successive curtain calls gradually to 
distance themselves from the character, indicating with their expression and some 
change to their movements and bearing how their concentration is moving gradually 
from the character they interpreted to the audience, by relaxing into a smile which 
becomes gradually more natural and direct. After taking several curtain calls in front 
of the audience, Govi, a great Italian performer of Genoese dialect theatre, even 
went so far as to dismantle the essential part  of his disguise, the characteristic image 
of his character, by ripping off the skullcap which simulated baldness to reveal his 
head of  luxuriant white hair. Today several actors resort to a simpler expedient: they 
start applauding the audience in their turn, as if to say, here we are, real people, just 
like you, and we have all just finished making theatre. The characters have 
disappeared, and only the actors are left. 

Whether it’s magic or not, the fact remains that before they rid themselves of their 
character at the end of a performance, actors must have constructed it and 
transformed themselves into a being different from their own, for two or three 
hours. Now, very often it is said that the actors form in their mind an image of the 

Govi in Sotto a chi tocca



  
AAccttiinngg  AArrcchhiivveess  EEssssaayyss  

 
 

  
81 

character and then “copy” it on to themselves, more or less as painters copy onto 
their canvas the face of the model before them. 

But it does not happen quite like that. Actors do not proceed as painters do, 
because they do not expect to have in their minds the complete model to imitate. As 
soon as they find a detail which seems suitable they try it out straightaway on 
themselves. On finding a way of walking, or blowing their nose which seems perfect 
for the part, they immediately try to reproduce them waiting to put together the 
whole image of the character. After all they are actors, and to verify the effectiveness 
of a gesture, step, or a twitch, they have only one method: to test them, to “feel” 
them on their own bodies. As we have seen, Olivier imagined a nose for Richard III 
and straightway he turned to the make-up artist. He discovered the mouth for 
Shylock and went to the dentist. He chose a tone of voice that seemed perfect for the 
part, and tried to imitate it. 

The image to be reproduced is formed in a sequence of observations and 
imitations which fall into place, gradually “on” the actors right up to the final result. 
In the moment they select the physical elements which will become eventually the 
complete figure they will portray, they assimilate them into their own body, into their 
very muscles and nerves. 
 

 
 

And it is through the experience of these physical, concrete and immediate 
sensations that actors come to know their characters, understand them and portray 
them on stage. The amalgamated whole of the external elements, which the actors 
have assimilated, makes a shell, a form of cladding, which protects them in their 
interpretation, guides and sustains them. A particular movement chosen with care 
and then tried out again and again becomes a kind of life jacket: repeated during the 
performance it brings the actors back to their parts every time their concentration 
wavers. The physical feel of the costume designed specially for them in that part, cut 
and sewn to fit their body, the precision with which the make-up impresses on their 
faces the features of a physiognomy different from their own, are indispensable for 
the purpose of sustaining their work before the audience, for putting them on the 

Sarah Bernhardt, costume and make-up 
in Theodora
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same wave length as the figure of their character, in short, for guiding their whole 
performance. Sarah Bernhardt, one of the greatest stars of French theatre between 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, would tell how, as she sat in her dressing 
room before coming on stage, she would pay particular attention to details of her 
make-up, details so tiny that they could not have been perceived by the audience, but 
which were indispensable for her in her preparations to get herself inside her 
character. 

Contrary to what is often believed, make-up serves not only to cover the actor’s 
face and to mask his own physiognomy to make it “look like” the figure he is to 
portray on the stage. It serves also and above all to sustain his interpretation and to 
make him feel “inside” the character. In the nineteenth century and continuing into 
the early twentieth century actors used in the main heavy, complex and well defined 
make-up. Nowadays make-up is much lighter and in a legendary staging by Peter 
Brook of A Midsummer Night’s Dream a ball for a nose and two tweezers which pulled 
up the actor’s ears were enough to transform his face, as far as the public were 
concerned, into an ass’s head. But whether heavy or light, what is important is that 
the performer feels it on him and knows it to be right, perfect and irreplaceable.  

It is for this reason that wrong make-up, just as a wrong costume, can literally 
prevent actors from working effectively. They will perceive every other element of 
their interpretation as false, and they will feel confused and at a loss. On occasion, 
actors can become very dejected. In his memoirs Josephson tells of actors he has 
seen on stage who are suddenly taken over by a feeling of utter desperation and pull 
and tear at their costumes while frantically mumbling their lines. And he recalls a 
famous Swedish stage actor who ripped his false nose from his face in utter 
exasperation in front of the audience during a preview. 
 
 
How the Actor Changes into the Character. Tina Fey Becomes Sarah Palin  

All these external signs – from the make-up to the costume, gestures and 
expressions with which actors assemble the image of the character on to themselves 
– are not of the same importance. Some are more necessary than others and 
constitute what we have called the support structure of the part. Actors perceive 
them as essential, solid, dependable and above all decisive in defining the figure to be 
presented. They fix the character, stabilising it, making it real and unforgettable. And 
while acting, the performers keep them constantly to the fore, using them over and 
over again, and making sure they are seen. They may be the imitation of a fairly 
obvious physical defect, or a facial detail (for instance Richard III’s nose, Shylock’s 
mouth), a tone of voice, an accent, a mannerism, or an odd habit or twitch. For 
instance, the way Hugh Laurie uses his walking stick to help his limping leg fixes his 
character of the ill-mannered and sarcastic medical protagonist in the successful 
television medical drama House. Remove the limp and the stick, and the character 
disappears. 

The support structure, the strong signs which bring together the most distinctive 
features of the character, serves to guide actors for the whole performance, 
sustaining them during the development of the play and projecting them into their 
parts.  
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But they have another important function: they are indispensable in hiding from 
the spectator everything that has nothing or little to do with the character.  

Every actor is in fact endowed with a certain body, natural physiognomy and 
habits which he carries with him all his life off stage. While working on a character, 
he shapes, elaborates and modifies them. But he can never render all the tiny details 
of his physiognomy (from the top of his head to the tip of his toes) and of his 
behaviour (the way he smiles, opens a door, uses a fork or rings a bell) identical to 
the image he has created in his mind, and which must be different from him. 

Let’s look, for example, at an actress who takes the part of Nora, the main 
character in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. Many elements of the actress’s physiognomy and 
movements which have been carefully studied and developed in rehearsal will work 
very well and reveal the character and state of mind of the protagonist in an 
unequivocal way. But there will be other elements, perhaps her feet and how she 
places them, or the shape of her hands, or the way she turns her head, which cannot 
be entirely remodelled onto the figure she is presenting and will tell us nothing of the 
character’s temperament, thoughts and emotions. Probably, if the actress knows 
what she is doing, these elements will not matter, but will just be anonymous, bearing 
no significance for the projection of her role on stage. As it happens, all this is not 
very important. Because when the actor uses the network of strong signs effectively, 
the anonymous and insignificant ones will disappear, literally, before the eyes of the 
spectator. 

To understand what is happening we must now turn to great comic actors who 
specialise in entertaining the public by imitating famous contemporary people. 
However good they are, they can never make their person completely the same as 
that of their victim. They are perhaps taller, or shorter, have a higher voice, a more 
pronounced chin, or too big a head. They can obviously use make-up, but this 
cannot transform them entirely. The figure of Dana Carvey, in his famous imitations 
of George Bush and Ross Perot during the 1992 presidential campaign, could clearly 
not be identical in every detail to that of his two candidates. Just as Tina Fey could 
not reproduce all the tiniest characteristics of Sara Palin in her legendary imitation on 
Saturday Night Live. Dana Carvey and Tina Fey, as all great mimics, do not in fact try 
to convey every detail of their models. They pick out some characteristic features and 
work on them so as to reproduce them to perfection, by emphasising them and 
highlighting them. When they then appear on stage the attention of the people 
watching them is immediately drawn to these features: the audience identifies the 
person straightaway, is amused and pays no attention to other parts of the 
comedians’ bodies, their gestures and expressions which are lie outside the imitation. 
They project their attention on to the essential signals, which contain all the precise 
and unequivocal references and they spontaneously cast aside everything that is not 
relevant. In this way, the audience sees Bush, Ross and Palin, and is amused. 

Something similar happens with all actors when they reproduce the image they 
have created of the character they have slowly put together in their imagination. If 
the support structure is effective and the signs are precise and convincing, the 
audience “sees” the character in front of them and ignores everything in the figure of 
the actor which is extraneous and irrelevant to the part. 
 



  
CCllaauuddiioo  VViicceennttiinnii,,  TThhee  AArrtt  ooff  WWaattcchhiinngg  AAccttoorrss  

 
 

  
84 

 
 

In this way a really good actor can create extraordinary effects of transformation. 
A short actor can appear tall: he can reproduce in an exact, effective and carefully 
measured way the behaviour of a tall person; and the spectator will in fact perceive 
him as such. A good actor can make himself old and young, without even using 
make-up. In a famous essay Bernard Shaw explained what makes this magic possible. 
We spontaneously attribute certain expressions and movements to youth and others 
to old age. So a performer who reproduces these movements and expressions, 
measuring them out and using them with considerable ability, can make a character 
appear old or young. Certainly considerable ability is required, like that of Eleonora 
Duse, who, due to her skill took the audience with her when at well over sixty she 
acted the role of the protagonist in Ibsen’s The Lady from the Sea, without concealing 
her white hair and hiding her wrinkles. And then there is the much discussed 
question of beauty. ‘I’, declared Duse, ‘am beautiful because I want to be’. Although 
this only within the capabilities of great actors, it is possible to make the character 
appear beautiful or ugly through the simple resources of acting. 
 
 
The Chameleon Actor. From Garrick to Peter Sellers 

The secret of the actor’s transformation is fundamentally all here, in the 
elaboration of a structure of expressive signs which are so precise, clear and effective 
in conveying the character that everything else disappears. And here too we have 
alighted upon the secret of the truly chameleon nature of some actors, that is, of 
their ability to appear unrecognisable in their different interpretations. So different, in 
fact, that when acting King Lear or Macbeth, it seems inconceivable that the one and 
the same person lies beneath the two characters. 

The real magician in this area was, again, Garrick. In his time, in fact, English 
actors were considered the most able at modifying their appearance according to the 
parts they were playing. What happened to Luigi Riccoboni, a key Italian actor 
manager of the early eighteenth century, is well known. When on a visit to London 
theatre, he was convinced by the incredible ability with which the part of a frail old 

Eleonora Duse  
at the time of the last rehearsal  
for The Lady from the Sea 
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man was acted. The absolute perfection of voice, gestures, appearance and 
movements could only be the fruit of an enormous talent, of a physique marked by 
age and of many years’ experience, no less than forty years on the stage, Riccoboni 
thought.  

So, at the end of the show, he decided to go and meet the extraordinary 
performer, and a young man of no more than twenty was pointed out to him. 
Riccoboni was sure someone was playing a joke on him. The young man then tried 
to convince him, explaining at length what he did to transform himself into such a 
character, showing him the whole range of colours and the brushes of different sizes 
which he used to apply make-up to his face for over an hour before every show, to 
alter the colour of his face, trace in the wrinkles, modify his eyelashes and eyebrows 
and so on. But still Riccoboni could not believe it and other members of the 
company had to come forward and guarantee that the aged man on the stage was one 
and the same as this boy who stood in front of him. 

Just like the young London performer, Garrick too used costume and make-up to 
transform his person, sometimes massively, using expedients such as the little pump 
under his wig. But all these efforts would have been useless if in passing from one 
character to another he had not known how to transform completely not only 
himself but the whole support network, in short the network of essential unequivocal 
signs, capable of making the spectators’ attention slip away from everything which 
was irrelevant in conveying the part. Only in this way could he appear really 
unrecognisable every time he acted a different character. 

There exists a long dispute in the theatrical world concerning Garrick and his 
successors, in which two types of actors are contrasted: those who are able to act a 
number of various characters, completely transforming themselves each time, and 
those who remain more or less similar in all the parts they play on stage and who, it 
is said, stay always the same and end up with a pretty limited range of roles at their 
disposal. 

In French, moreover, there are two terms for ‘actor’: comédien and acteur and both 
of them are often used to distinguish these two categories. According to a 
widespread view the capacity to transform oneself into a number of characters which 
are completely different one from the other and in so doing become unrecognisable, 
is the defining characteristic of a great actor. According to others, the person who is 
really able to produce such feats cannot be a great actor because they do not have at 
their disposal their own original and personal creative style. If they had their own 
style their characters would not be able to be so different from each other. 

The whole dispute rests on a misunderstanding. When performers use the 
techniques of imitation, they set up a structure for the part during the acting process 
and assemble a network of essential signs, which are relevant to that character. In 
this way, they conceal their own natural person and in this sense, as we have seen, 
nobody ever remains “themselves” but is “transformed”. And obviously when acting 
different parts, it is possible to become one, two, three, or a thousand different 
persons. 

However, experienced actors of assured talent and considerable ability will 
nevertheless have their own original style which is evident in all their work, however 
different the roles might be. As indeed is the case with every artist, whether musician, 
writer or painter: Van Gogh could paint a vase of sunflowers, a country landscape or 
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the portrait of the country medical practitioner, Dr Gachet, and his style, 
recognisable in every brush stroke, remained the same and did not change when he 
chooses a different subject to paint. 

The same happens with good actors. Anna Magnani, Eduardo De Filippo, Jean 
Gabin, Burt Lancaster, Paul Newman, Glenn Close, Jeanne Moreau, or Marylin 
Monroe, each and everyone has their own style which comes through in all their 
creations and is noticeable, for instance, in the greater smoothness or quickness of 
their movements, the range of their vocal inflexions, their use of pauses and timing,  
in the calibration of their rhythms, tones and movements.  

Anthony Hopkins’ style remains unique and recognisable in the character of 
Hannibal, the mad cannibal in The Silence of the Lambs, and in the character of the 
courteous English butler in The Remains of the Day, directed by Ivory. And the very 
personal style of Meryl Streep is as apparent in the figure of the housewife 
protagonist in The Bridges of Madison County as it is in the hard and ruthless character 
of the very efficient manageress in The Devil Wears Prada. This, it should be 
understood, in no way compromises the difference and originality of the figures they 
represent, or, in more technical terms, the effectiveness of the support structure 
which the actors put in place every time. When they use techniques of imitation, all 
actors worthy of the name, transform themselves and present different characters 
while at the same time they have a constant personal style which comes through in 
each of their creations. They are, in short, both acteur and comédien. 

 

 
 
There are, however, some actors who are particularly able to create an extremely 

wide range of characters, everyone different. Sometimes, moreover, actors of this 
kind think of their transforming ability as a testing ground, a kind of challenge. And 
they engage in feats of bravura in order to use this ability to the full. In an 
undertaking that remains legendary, Alec Guinness interpreted eight different parts 
(and one of them female) in the same film, Kind Hearts and Coronets of 1949. Peter 
Sellers took on three parts in Kubrick’s Dr Strangelove, and so on. 

Guinness and Sellers are clearly actors of extraordinary talent. However, the 
amazement caused by such undertakings should not lead us into the mistake of 
believing that any actor’s ability to transform him or herself is, in itself, a sign of a 

Alec Guinness as the eight characters 
in Kind Hearts and Coronets 
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particular ability or definitive greatness. There are those performers who can produce 
short, original and delightful caricatures and thereby gain rapid popularity with 
television audiences, who then fall into a mishmash of approximations and 
uncertainties as soon as they are required to produce a character of a certain depth 
on the theatre stage. 

 

   
 

 
The number and variety of characters which form the repertoire of a performer 

does not in fact have any particular importance. There are, moreover, great actors 
who work in the main on a restricted range of characters, who are similar to each 
other through some common character traits and behaviour. Humphrey Bogart lent 
himself easily to characters who were, in the main, rough, strong silent types who 
gave the sense of having suffered and who were graced with an inner and hidden 
morality, ranging from sharp detectives, like Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon or Philip 
Marlowe in The Big Sleep, or a bearded and hairy sailor, like the owner of the broken- 
down ship in The African Queen. And then there are David Niven’s elegant gentlemen 
and the hard, honest and stiff characters of John Wayne, and so on. 

The greatness of actors who use techniques of imitation does not consist of the 
ability to make themselves unrecognisable in vast numbers of different characters. It 
consists of the ability to put together, every time they interpret a role, however 
similar or dissimilar it is, a support structure which is dependable, original and 
illuminating, and to know how to manipulate it through both comic and complex 
dramatic situations with the greatest of precision and effectiveness.  

Peter Seller, Dr Strangelove
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VI 
THE TECHNIQUES OF IMITATION 

 
 
 
 
The Actor Indicates the Character. The Effects of the Techniques of Imitation 

Since they are dependent on the use of a structure of exact signs, chosen to 
portray significant features of the character, the techniques of imitation produce 
some specific results on stage. 

First of all, every time the actor assumes an expression he tends to “highlight it”, 
that is, to make it obvious and unequivocal, so that there is no way it can fail to 
attract the spectator’s attention. As an actor, you try to find the right nose, the one 
which portrays most effectively the evil nature of Richard III, and you won’t be 
satisfied until you find a nose so effective that no one will forget it. You look for lips 
that could only be Shylock’s lips, and you won’t be at peace until you have found 
those lips which immediately capture the attention of those who see them. When you 
come on stage with those lips they must draw the attention of the spectators and tell 
them what Shylock is like. And similarly for Juliet’s hairstyle, King Lear’s gestures of 
despair and for the jealousy-ridden Othello’s movements and glances. 

Considered in this way, the actor’s expressions gain a special meaning: they are 
gestures, expressions and movements, if not exactly imposed on the spectators, at 
least “exposed” to them. It is as if the performer, while producing these gestures and 
expressions, is guiding the audience: ‘look at this, look here’. And in fact, as we have 
seen, the audience must look at this, here and not elsewhere, otherwise the whole 
construction of the character will fall to pieces, and everything that is in the actor 
which is different from the character he is representing will emerge; and there, in 
front of the spectators, will be just a person who is trying to appear different from 
who he is, and the effect of the techniques of imitation will dissolve. 

Strasberg, a fierce opponent of these techniques, would criticise his students when 
they used them with a cutting expression: ‘you are not acting’, he would say, ‘you are 
“indicating”’. And, the negative connotation of his judgment apart – because 
imitation, whatever Strasberg thought, can provide excellent acting and is only a basic 
style different from empathy – Strasberg had gone to the heart of the issue. By 
performing in that way, the actor was highlighting his character’s most salient 
gestures and expressions and “indicating” them to the audience, as if he were 
pointing with a finger.  

In short, by using of these techniques, all the expressions and gestures which are 
produced on stage tend to be emphasised and underlined in respect to the normal 
behaviour of people in real life. We are, of course, not referring here to some 
excessive use of gesture or some kind of exaggerated and grotesque movement. On 
the contrary, good actors know how to control and measure all the details of what 
they produce, so that often it is a matter of no more than a slight tendency to 
emphasise their expressions and make their movements more precise, or to shorten 
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or lengthen the timing of the action. This results, nevertheless, in an effect, which is 
emphasised, purposefully different and marked in relation to how we behave in real 
life. 

And it is here that the signs come into being which help us recognise straightaway 
the use of techniques of imitation. To start with the most obvious sign, where we 
began in the introductory chapter to this book: the use of objects. We have 
discovered that actors using techniques of empathy touch objects, move and 
manipulate them continuously. They have to evoke in their own minds a complex 
network of emotions and shadowy and fleeting sensations; and then they place them 
in different layers of their consciousness in an elusive game of inner elements. This is 
why the objects which surround them constitute indispensable points of reference: 
they are concrete and solid, and they help the actors stabilise and sustain their subtle 
inner work.  

The techniques of imitation, on the other hand, have no need of this. When the 
actor comes on stage, he has already elaborated a support structure for the part 
composed of physical, objective elements, such as expressions and external features 
relevant to the character. He has carefully selected these, clarified and rehearsed them 
over and over again, and added details of physiognomy which he has fixed with 
make-up, a particular hairstyle and costume. As soon as he starts acting he has at his 
disposal a whole network of solid points of reference on which he can depend 
without using the objects which are around him. 

For this reason, he only uses objects in two situations: either when they are 
absolutely necessary to the development of the action, as, for instance, Shylock’s 
knife in The Merchant of Venice or Nicholson’s axe in The Shining. Or when they are 
useful for the expression, in some carefully chosen moment, of the state of mind of 
the character (the glass that slips from a hand, the trembling hand that cannot light a 
cigarette). In both these cases the actor uses the objects with an obvious gesture, 
which is clear and unequivocal and capable of drawing the attention of the audience. 
So, as we have seen, what becomes clear every time he handles an object is an action 
which is underlined. And thus it is difficult to be mistaken: if an actor hardly uses 
objects at all and if, when he does use them, he draws attention to the gesture, then 
he is using techniques of imitation. 

Then there is the question of complex states of mind, when the character is 
pervaded by a number of emotions, and which may even be in conflict with each 
other, or by a tangle of emotions and physical sensations; or again the actor moves 
from one state of mind to another, retaining part of the former emotion in the newly 
felt one.  

In all these cases, as we have seen earlier, actors who empathise with their 
character draw on Boleslavsky’s principle and the effect of the “emotional echo”. 
They get themselves into one state of mind which reflects the complexity of their 
character’s condition, and then spontaneously allow an expression which holds traces 
of the previous expression to surface, or which mixes the signs of their different 
sensations and emotions which at that moment are affecting the character. 

But such an outcome would be disastrous for the techniques of imitation which 
tend to produce clear, clean, precise and unmistakeable signs. No actor who uses 
them would be able to mix with any effectiveness, in the same expression, the signs 
of two different feelings, or a feeling and a physical sensation. He would never be 
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able to portray adequately, with one gesture or one movement, hatred together with the 
indications of fear, or anger and, at one and the same time, the pain of being whipped. 
He would diminish the effect of the gesture or the movement, rendering it lifeless, 
and be unable to succeed in making the audience react in an appropriate way.  

For this reason the actor, as we have already suggested, employs a particular 
procedure when he has to convey a tangle of emotions or a strong physical sensation 
accompanied by an intense emotion. He reproduces the expressions (hatred, fear, or 
a physical pain of heat or cold, and so on) alternating them in succession, and leaving 
it to the spectators to arrange them in their own mind. It is a kind of montage of 
expressions: only in this way can the character appear pervaded by a variety of 
impulses and sensations at the same time. And the ability of great actors to produce 
this montage of very quick actions is prodigious. 

And finally, there is another problem, that of tiny gestures, gestures which are 
barely made and produced by the performer in a semiconscious fashion and which 
serve to confer an articulated and deep dimension to the character’s psychology. 
These obviously cannot be included in the techniques of imitation, since any 
ambiguity upsets the effects created by the use of clear and obvious expressions. 

So, when an actor has to portray a character who is doing things of which he is 
not completely aware, but which are essential in order to reveal their state of mind – 
nervous movements of his fingers, fidgeting with a handkerchief, fiddling with a ring 
or necklace, or pursing her lips as a matter of habit – they will execute all these 
movements clearly, making them obvious, directing them to the audience’s attention. 
They are in fact “exposed” subsidiary gestures. And their clarity will reveal the 
performers’ full awareness of the moment in which they are making these gestures. 
The actors are actually “indicating” them to the public: ‘look, the character is 
pretending he doesn’t mind but he is, in fact, nervous; or, he is making out he is 
extremely indifferent, but in fact he’s moved’. And so on. The character, in short, 
completes the actions without knowing what he does while the actors are fully aware 
of what they are doing. And everything that the character does not know of his 
motives, impulses and feelings that govern his actions, everything that makes up the 
unconscious dimension of his behaviour comes to the surface on stage by becoming 
obvious and crystal clear to the eyes of the spectator: as if the protagonist of the 
drama is presenting himself to the public holding his psychoanalyst’s diagnosis under 
his arm. 
 
 
Another Look at Types and a Definition of “Character Actors” 

But this is not the all the techniques of imitation can do. They produce another 
effect which is far and away the most important and marks their fundamental 
difference from techniques of empathy. 

As we have seen, when an actor begins to work on his part, he begins looking for 
external characteristics which will render as effectively as possible the person of 
someone different from him. At this stage the character will still appear to him in an 
approximate, uncertain and confused way: more or less a stranger, whom he has to 
learn to recognise and define exactly and completely. 

To get his bearings, the actor will do what we all do in a similar situation. He will 
try to place his character in one or more general human categories. He may belong to 
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the category of evil and cunning people, for example; then he has to ask what kind of 
evil or cunning person he is, and to what extent; or, how in another character, the 
nature of a vengeful usurer combines with that of a marginalised person subject to 
contempt and humiliation; or to what extent is uppermost, in a third creation, the 
character of a minor nobleman from the provinces used to showing a kind of 
superior indifference to everything and everybody who surrounds him; or again how 
dominant is the nature of the trusty, responsible and competent servant. 

By placing his character as a representative in a list of categories, the actor then 
researches the most incisive and meaningful external features. Features, in short, that 
can condense the essence of wickedness, or avarice, or humiliation, or arrogant 
disdain, or short sighted and competent faithfulness which makes up the pride of the 
perfect servant. Only in this way can the performer indulge and reveal all his 
creativity, and invent, for instance, the pronounced nose and hypocritical voice of 
Richard III, acme of wickedness, or the receding mouth of Shylock, paradigm of 
usury, or again the contained, silent and at the same time authoritative and assured 
expression with which Anthony Hopkins created the essence of the perfect butler in 
The Remains of the Day. 

In this way, while the techniques of empathy allow actors to create characters who 
resemble individuals, the techniques of imitation tend to produce figures which are 
exemplary types of one or more classes of humanity. But this obviously only happens 
when the actors use to the full the resources which these techniques offer. An actor 
who is not very good will produce on stage a character who is neither an individual 
nor a type, but only a mishmash of lifeless and unconvincing characteristics. Very 
similar in effect to the situation when a poor actor or one undergoing a particularly 
bad patch grapples with techniques of empathy without managing to get anything 
from them. This will not result in a merely rather ill-constructed character: the 
outcome will be a hotchpotch. 

Imitation then, when employed well, is the basic technique which leads to the 
creation of characters as types. In this sense it is a technique much older than the 
technique of empathy, at least in the development given it by Stanislavski and later 
proponents. But it must not believe that it is a matter of an outdated manner of 
working or some left over technique which is by now virtually unusable, because, on 
the contrary, it is still the most diffused and practised working procedure among  
actors today. The characters that appear before us on a daily basis, on both stage and 
screen, are, in effect, in their vast majority, types – or at least attempts at types which 
are to a varying degree successful. 

In general they are obvious and commonplace types, conveyed by a few features, 
for the most part clichés of the repertoire to which the most ill-equipped performers 
cling so as to lift themselves from the simple level of pretence and to get into their 
parts. Commercial television films and second rate soap operas nearly always 
produce a rich mine of products of this kind. 

The invention of figures which pick up and modernise already established types 
which have become traditional comes a little higher on the scale, as far as the art of 
the actor is concerned. The protagonists of Sergio Leone’s westerns provide good 
examples of this. His films of the 1960s renewed the traditional figures of the sheriff, 
soldier and gunman, which had already been delineated in works by masters such as 
John Ford. In the work achieved by Leone the facial features and the behaviour of 
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the characters became particularly lean and haggard, ready to lend themselves to 
becoming clichés which, once invented, would be repeated unchanged from film to 
film. This in no way diminishes the actor’s ability to maintain his ready made clichés 
with which he constructed his character, and to show them precisely and at the right 
moment. The very popular characters of gunmen, which have helped to create the 
reputation of a performer such as Clint Eastwood, are examples of this category. 

Finally, and this is where the creativity of the actor who uses techniques of 
imitation is revealed, we come to the invention of new types, which succeed in 
translating into a character a human category present in current society, but which as 
yet has no equivalent in the theatre, cinema or television capable of presenting it in a 
sharp and clear way. 

In order to translate a category of this kind into a character the actor has to 
choose the most significant features and combine them, thus inventing an effective 
and convincing figure. When he or she succeeds, a character emerges who is 
revealed, unexpectedly, as completely convincing. The audience recognises him – or 
her – immediately (it is a human type met in everyday life) and finds them 
illuminating because they exactly convey a figure which has not as yet found a precise 
definition; while, at the same time, they appear as original because they are new 
characters, ones that have never appeared before in such a convincing way on stage 
or screen. Types of this kind which were later destined to become very famous are 
the “Yankee” and the “city boy”, created in American theatre around the years of 
1820 to 1840. In American cinema we have the very famous figure of the fanatic 
from the suburbs. Italian cinema has created a number of such figures in this 
category: such as the woman who profits from the black market during the war, 
created by Anna Magnani in 1946 in Abbasso la ricchezza! (Down with Riches!), the 
snobbish Milanese “miss”, and  Signora Cecioni, petty bourgeois from Rome, created 
by Franca Valeri during the 1950s and 1960s, the National Health Service doctor, 
created by Sordi in 1968. One of Dino Risi’s films, I mostri (The Monsters), transmitted 
in twenty short episodes in 1963, presented in grotesque mode an entire gallery of 
types emerging in Italian society of that time. And the attempt to create characters of 
undoubted effectiveness from human categories which have coloured our daily lives 
in more recent periods has been undertaken mainly by the films of Italian actor and 
director Carlo Verdone from the 1980s. 

 

 

Anna Magnani, Abbasso la ricchezza!
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In addition to the distinction between old, well worn-types and new, original ones, 
there exits another category of actors who specialise in conveying figures which are 
sometimes of little import, at other times sharp and brilliant, but whichever the case, 
are always inspired by the intention to represent a precise category of humanity. 
These are the actors who explore to the full the most immediate possibilities of the 
techniques of imitation and concentrate all their talent on producing characters 
whose essential, and sometimes unique, value is their effective and obvious reference 
to a class of person. 

These actors are called “character actors” and they get their best results by 
creating characters that are above all, or exclusively, types. Italian theatre and cinema 
are well endowed with character actors and in many cases they are performers of 
exceptional ability. Sometimes they can manage to keep a modest freedom of action 
for themselves and over the years are at liberty to work on a fairly wide spectrum of 
characters. But when they create a character type very successfully, the pressure of 
the entertainment industry nearly always leads them to repeating it continuously, film 
after film, for years, with few or no variations. 

They find themselves, in short, fixed in the system of type-casting, but in a 
different form. Instead of using the actor’s face and natural behaviour, what he is in 
ordinary life, repeatedly to reproduce an identical character. Their particularly well 
formed creation is in this case exploited time and time again by requiring them to 
reproduce the character on each occasion a film requires that kind of character. 

 

 
 

In these conditions actors generally put together an extremely simple support 
structure, one that is schematic and makes use of a minimum of distinctive signs (not 
more than four or five, half a dozen at the most), and then transfer that structure 
from one interpretation to another without modification. Performance after 
performance, the structure becomes established, fixed and rigid. It becomes a 
composition made up of a set of clichés which never changes and is, as it were, bound 
to the actor. And it works very well for the requirements of the production, which 
offers and re-offers the public an identical figure of a character – the country maid, 
the snobbish upper class woman, the simple, sensible servant, the embittered and 
jaded police inspector on the cusp of retirement – all re-usable with different names 

Boris Karloff being made up for Frankenstein 
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in situations which are more or less different, for as long as the market seems to like 
them. They can be comic or serious, in some cases horror figures, like those offered 
by the famous Boris Karloff, a specialist in monsters and vampires. But obviously the 
original creation is frozen by repetition and it ends up by being reduced to a cluster 
of set routines. 
 
 
Emphasising and Comic Effects. A Long Discussion 

Techniques of imitation, however, are not only used for creating types. They are 
the simplest and most immediate means of producing comic effects and horror 
scenes. 

Again, everything stems from the quality of the expressive signs used by the actors 
who, as we have seen, are lead to show their expressions, as if they were “indicating” 
them to the audience. By working in this way it is inevitable that actors will tend to 
stress the gestures and movements of their character by making them more obvious, 
more pronounced. A good number of their expressions will therefore appear, if not 
actually distorted, at least enlarged, “emphasised” in comparison with the gestures 
and movements of flesh and blood of people who act normally in reality. 

This tendency to stress gestures and attitudes has obviously to be controlled by 
the requirements of each particular play. To act in a farce where blows are flying, or a 
horror scene in which a corpse is rising from a tomb and beginning to howl to the 
moon, a distortion of gestures is required that is different from what is needed in a 
delicate, intimate and allusive scene in which two young people in love express their 
feelings with unfinished phrases, brief glances and long silences. However, difference 
does not necessarily mean itself more or less. A glance that lasts longer by two or 
three seconds than what would happen in ordinary life can be a much weightier sign 
than a swear word yelled at the top of a voice, and indeed it can be so weighty as to 
make the glance appear excessive, false and unconvincing. 

The sense of measure when enlarging and underlining expressions is, then, an 
essential attribute in order effectively to use the techniques of imitation. In this 
regard one of the most difficult tests for an actor is to interpret characters taken 
from cartoon drawings and made into films, such as Dick Tracy, Superman, Spiderman, 
Batman, or Catwoman. The original figures already possess features and fixed, very 
firmly delineated expressions, according to the requirements of the technique of 
cartoon drawing. The actor has to reproduce them with a particular accuracy (the 
public wants to see those specific characters) and at the same time they have to move 
and make gestures in a convincing manner throughout the whole scene. But fixed as 
they are right from the start in an exaggerated and rigid form, the actors playing them 
can fail to find the right balance for their gestures. Either they try to avoid 
accentuating them, restricting themselves to the most natural mode of acting, aware 
that the figure’s aspect of caricature is already accommodated by heavy make-up and 
a costume identical to that of the cartoon figure: in which case the mode of acting 
clashes with the caricaturised physical figure. Or, on the other hand, they restrict 
their work into a limited quantity of basic actions lacking individuality, which render 
the character schematic and improbable.  

Only a performer of considerable ability can get it right in such difficult 
circumstances. On occasion, an actor can create a clever solution, as Jack Nicholson 
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did in Batman. He solved the problem of rendering the clown figure of the 
treacherous Joker by increasing the elements of caricature. He then projected them 
into a collection of expressive variations, gestures and movements, which were 
emphasised to such an extent as to make the original figure even more fantastic, 
terrifying and unreal. The result resembled certain nightmare characters that haunt 
the children’s fairy tales. Danny De Vito who, three years later managed a masterly 
interpretation of Penguin in Batman Returns by strenuously insisting on the grotesque, 
is another success story. 
 

 
 
 

Apart from cartoon characters which are a special category, techniques of 
imitation are particularly well suited to comic roles and horror scenes on account of 
their natural tendency to emphasise and distort gestures and movements. Whether 
the aim is to create terror in the audience by gouging out a trembling victim’s eyes 
with a knife or to make an audience laugh by showing the face of a fool contorted in 
an attempt to pronounce a difficult word, it is obviously necessary to focus attention 
on the expressive features of the character. 

However, not everyone is of the same mind on this point, at least with reference 
to comic scenes, and there exists a lengthy controversy between the followers of 
Strasberg and the followers of imitation. The Strasberg camp maintains that, if 
correctly employed, the techniques of empathy allow for superb acting of comic 
roles. The other side replies that anyone coming from the Actors Studio finds 
themselves at ease with actors of intimate and tormented psychology, riddled with 
the complicated neuroses, or involved in tense and troubling family relationships. 
For Oedipus complexes, psychological blocks, truths uncovered, in short, empathy is 
appropriate. But it is not of much use when you have to make people laugh. There’s 
a very good reason why none of the great comic interpretations have come from the 
famous followers of Strasberg. 

But here too we have to tread carefully. All actors who are good enough to act 
professionally are able to obtain the necessary effects which allow them to function 

Jack Nicholson, the Joker’s face
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properly on stage and so – whether they use techniques of empathy or imitation – 
they will be able to make audiences both laugh and experience horror, just as they 
can act convincingly being surprised, or can show a character in the grips of a 
veritable storm of emotions. As we have said, it is merely that with some techniques 
certain effects can be gained in a simpler and more direct way and with others in a 
way which is more complicated and tortuous. 

As for comic effects there can be no doubt: the techniques of imitation are the 
simplest and most effective to use because they tend to emphasise expressions and to 
translate characters into types. There are two fundamental ways of making an 
audience laugh. The first consists of presenting a funny character, marked by 
exaggerated, absurd and unusual features. In short, a caricature: a miser, for example, 
a very miserly person, incomparably miserly. But to make the character a really 
effective and comic one, it is not enough to increase his miserliness. It is necessary to 
infiltrate it into all the aspects of his behaviour. And this is not easy. Just try to open 
a door in a miserly way, to blow your nose in a miserly way, say hello, read a 
newspaper, sit in an armchair, answer the phone, greet an acquaintance, polish your 
spectacles, write a letter or scratch your head always and every time as if you were a 
miser, and you will see how difficult it is. 

And even then all this miserliness is not enough: you then have to express this 
with extreme originality. After the first few moments spectators know that they have 
before them a character who is really mean and stingy, and so they expect him to 
behave as such. But when a miser acts as a miser, it’s no longer funny. So the 
character has to surprise the audience, discovering every time, in every situation a 
way of showing his miserliness in an original and unexpected way. The same goes for 
the seducer, a seducer to such an extent he has to invent new and incredible ways of 
seducing the most unlikely women in the least appropriate circumstances. Or for the 
thief, a thief so thieving that he has to find a way to rob the police officer who has 
arrested him while he is putting on the handcuffs. Or a fool so foolish that he 
manages to show his foolishness in falling with complete ease into the most absurd 
situations. 

In this way the spectators are projected, scene after scene, into a remarkable 
mental frame of mind. Every new incident confirms their expectations of the 
character’s behaviour. And at the same time they are surprised by the inconceivable 
yet very effective way this succeeds time and time again to show the excess in the 
character’s nature. When this mechanism comes into action, it releases the comic 
effect: the audience laughs, and also ends up always feeling a certain sympathy for the 
character, whether he be good or bad, just on account of the brilliance with which he 
always finds ways that inevitably reveal his nature. 

Then there is the second strand of comedy. It consists of arranging a 
misunderstanding through which the character believes he is in a situation while the 
circumstances are in fact different. He goes into a house, thinking that is the home of 
a wealthy, pedantic and strict uncle from who he is expecting a large inheritance, and 
instead he has got the address wrong and has gone into a brothel. Or he asks a 
mother for her daughter’s hand in marriage, and the mother thinks the marriage 
proposal is for her, and so on. At the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century, 
the master of this kind of comedy was a French dramatist, George Feydeau, but it is 
a widely diffused comic mechanism. In order for it to work well, the audience must 
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be apprised of the misunderstanding and enjoy, one by one, the “mistaken” reactions 
of the character, which are all the more effective the more they appear absolutely 
obvious and precise and firmly linked to the situation in which the unfortunate 
person, without the shadow of a suspicion, believes he is in. 

To make people laugh, whether we draw on the comedy of character or the 
comedy of situation, it is necessary to turn to obvious expressions which are at least a 
little exaggerated characteristic of the techniques of imitation. And so we are left with 
the question as to how the actors of the other school, who tend to shade gestures 
and movements and avoid every form of intentional emphasis, manage to create 
comedy. 

In general they take one of two ways. Either they use some element of the 
imitation techniques which, as we will see a little later, they introduce into their style. 
In this case they can often produce comic effects of notable effectiveness but they 
rarely reach the excellence of their colleagues, who are clearly better versed in 
conveying emphasised and underlined expressions. Or, on the other hand, they can 
turn to a subtle use of timing and rhythm, bringing the behaviour of the character to 
the audience’s attention with sudden changes of pace with which they move and 
react to what is happening around them. 

Marlon Brando, an icon of empathy acting, provides an exemplary instance of 
this. Acting in various comic scenes with Sophia Loren in A Countess from Hong Kong, 
directed by Chaplin, Brando, a young and rich American diplomat, discovers a 
Russian refugee, Sophia Loren, hidden in the cabin of the ship which is taking him 
back to America. She is of noble lineage and doubtful morality and wants to enter 
into the United States of America illegally. He, fearful of compromising himself, first 
wants to turn her out, then, constrained by her threats of creating a scandal, agrees to 
hide her and in the end they fall in love. 

At least half of the film consists of a series of scenes of a comic nature in which 
the two quarrel and fight, interrupted by the arrival of various characters who knock 
at the door, enter and exit the cabin, resulting each time in a certain confusion: the 
presence of the refugee is a tricky issue and has to be kept carefully hidden. And 
while Sophia Loren sustains a good part of the comedy with a clear and emphasised 
play of gestures and expressions, Brando in his turn places his trust in sudden 
changes of timing and rhythm. 

Every time Sophia Loren exasperates him with her threats, provocations and 
ideas, or an external noise or a knock at the door threatens the arrival of an intruder, 
Brando suddenly changes the rhythm of his behaviour, rushes into his reaction or 
stops it short. While replying angrily to a barbed comment from Sophia Loren, for 
example, he hears a knock at the door and suddenly transforms his irritableness into 
a frenetic gesture, which is both instantaneous and acrobatic as he bundles the 
would-be illegal immigrant into the bathroom, then, in a fraction of a second he 
assumes a slow, calm, indifferent and relaxed attitude as he replies ‘Come in’ to the 
person who wants to enter. In this way he avoids emphasising his expressions and 
“marks” instead in comic mode the bearing of the character by transforming the 
timing of the action with extreme frequency. 
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Different Forms of Imitation. From Grace Kelly to Petrolini 
The ability to produce clear and incisive gestures and expressions, to alternate 

them and put them together to obtain a total effect, plus the tendency to create types 
that are types are, as we have seen, features of the techniques of imitation. The way 
in which these three features are treated will create different styles of acting which 
are at times very distinct from each other. 

The most recent style was formed in the twentieth century which saw a marked 
increase in plays rich in delicately drawn characters, conceived as individuals and 
animated by impulses that are not entirely clear and known to the characters 
themselves: perfect figures, in short, for the techniques of empathy. 

Faced with these works, actors mostly experienced in imitation techniques were 
not in the least fazed and in response developed a new style which reduced to a 
minimum the effects of emphasis and distortion. Obviously the actors continued to 
produce clear and precise gestures and movements and they continued to underline 
actions because they could not do otherwise. But they avoided drawing the 
audience’s attention to what they were doing and they sought to draw their attention 
instead not so much to the single gesture and movement as to the total performance, 
to the development of movements completed during a scene. In this way the acting 
gained a more everyday feel, it became more realistic and nuanced. 

Furthermore the technique of putting together a group of expressions, or 
montage, was notably improved, by reducing the pace with which they were 
alternated, and by fragmenting them. This is how it is done. The performer moves 
from one expression to the next, sustains it for a moment, just sufficient time for the 
spectators to notice it, then immediately reassumes the former expression, also for a 
very short time, so that it is almost imperceptible. Then he goes back to and fixes the 
final expression which at this point will appear inextricably linked with the preceding 
one. Though the two expressions are distinct and separated, the final effect will be 
their complete fusion, or, as in some cases, a progressive movement, knowingly 
nuanced from one to the other. 
 

 
 
Used in this way the techniques of imitation are disguised, camouflaged and at 

first sight could be mistaken for empathy. One very well known interpretation, Grace 
Kelly’s in the part of the young wife of Gary Cooper in High Noon, is an excellent 
example of this mode of acting. But almost all great actors and actresses trained in 

Grace Kelly, High Noon
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the techniques of imitation are perfectly able to achieve feats of this kind. It’s just 
that their characters keep a clarity and definiteness, and a sort of reduced 
psychological complexity which distinguishes them from the more authentic 
products of empathy. And their style remains nevertheless characterised by an 
extremely restrained use of objects and “subsidiary gestures”.  

The classic form of imitation techniques continues to be used alongside this 
method. Nowadays the classic form is used above all by character actors who, as we 
have seen, ostentatiously flaunt the clarity of their expressions, making them incisive, 
exaggerating them and linking them in such a way as to keep absolutely clear the 
difference which exists between the initial expression and the one that follows. And 
it is indeed in this way that they achieve both comic and dramatic effects in the most 
convincing manner. 

In fact, when a character actor performs a surprise he always highlights the 
difference between the initial state of mind and the final state of mind. He makes 
sure that the passage between the two is abrupt and with no attempt to shade in the 
transition. And when he decides to show a character who is suffering from the heat 
or the cold, he makes a great show of it in front of the audience. He huffs and puffs, 
fans himself, complains, comes out in a lather of sweat. Or his teeth chatter, he 
becomes agitated and shivers in the grip of the cold. In that moment he is cold, 
nothing else but cold. And if, for example, in a comic or dramatic part, fear has to be 
accompanied by greed, the character actor makes sure that the difference between 
the two states of mind is clear; each gesture is either one of fear or of greed so that 
the audience catches the tension that comes from the contrasting feelings. 

Dialect theatre has provided an excellent area for this kind of acting, above all in 
Italy. The reason is not difficult to understand. Immersed in the world of dialect, the 
character immediately assumes clear, intense and vivacious characteristics. And 
indeed, it is enough, in any kind of work, whether a stage play, television drama or 
film, to take a character, however secondary or irrelevant, give him a marked dialect 
pronunciation – Neapolitan, Roman, Venetian or Sicilian – and straightaway the 
spectators will attribute him with all their most confirmed assumptions concerning 
the ideas and behaviour which they instinctively associate with that particular section 
of the population. 

The connotation of dialect brings with it, in short, a form of restricting control. It 
inevitably colours the character with certain features and tends to translate him 
without more ado into a type, quite possibly a type of the most obvious and banal 
kind, but nevertheless, a type. The acting, in turn, suffers and reflects the immediate 
power of the dialect environment. The actor is always led to accentuate and put on 
show the features that place the character in the context of a type. He will stress the 
pronunciation and study with particular attention the gestures, movements and 
speech patterns which make a Sicilian a Sicilian or a Neapolitan a Neapolitan. 

Finally, we arrive at the last style, that of the caricature, which works by 
exaggerating even further the acting style of character actors. The acting procedure is 
similar: it involves realizing a character by presenting it as a characteristic type, by 
highlighting all its obvious features. But the caricaturist takes emphasis of the 
features and expressions to an extreme, making them particularly concentrated and 
marked so as to transform the character not only into a type but into an obvious 
caricature. And the result is extraordinary. While the creations of character actors 
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seem effective and convincing because they represent typical figures taken from real 
life (the fop, the superman, the flirt, the drunkard, the coachman, the thug, the inn 
keeper or the professor), the caricaturists distort them, making of them figures of 
fantasy for the use and consumption of the stage. Every gesture, movement and 
grimace originate from the imitation of some expression or mode of real behaviour 
but is worked on and modified, stylised into a kind of autonomous form, both 
grotesque and unreal.  

This manner of acting was particularly well received in variety theatres during the 
end of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth century. The performer 
provided a caricature in a kind of monologue, in verse or in a language rich in 
assonance and rhyme. He would often sing some of the verses and would move in a 
strange way. Later the verses and songs were abandoned and substituted by prose. 
Some of the great performers of Italian twentieth-century theatre, such as Viviani 
and Petrolini, the latter a comic actor much admired by Gordon Craig, are amongst 
the most celebrated creators of caricatures. 

Because of the intensity of the caricature, the products of this acting mode 
function very well within the limits of brief monologues or short scenes, usually with 
two people, one of them the straight man. They are constructed so as to release the 
public’s enjoyment in a quick and immediate way. They are unable to sustain long 
scenes or ones with even mildly complex episodes. If the character is transferred 
from a monologue or from a short and schematic scene into situations which are 
more detailed, the intensity of the features and expressions immediately drops and 
the acting style begins to look like that of a character actor. 
 

 
 

Finally, in various cases, this exaggerated and insistent acting style, with its broad 
use of distortion and over elaborated effects, is employed in horror films: basically, 
the technique needed to create the monstrous figure of a murderer, of a zombie, 
ghost or vampire is very similar to that of the caricature actor who produces a gross 
exaggeration of some figure from daily life. But in using this style of extremes to 
produce nightmares and dread, the actor and director run a huge risk. If the actor is 
not good enough and the scene does not reach the necessary level of intensity the 
result can backfire, and the whole set-up dissolve – once again – into a very 
convincing comic moment. 
 

Fredric March, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
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Dario Fo and the Creators of Objects  
The essential modes of techniques of imitation are, then, three: the minimal, with 

its reduction of the emphasis of gestures and movements, the character actor and the 
caricature. Today the mode used by the vast majority of actors can be placed 
between the first and the second, and moreover every good performer versed in the 
techniques of imitation knows in general how to move without much difficulty 
between the minimal mode and that of the character actor according to the demands 
of the part. 

There is a fourth extremely specialised mode within the range of the techniques of 
imitation, working alongside the three mentioned above. And today its most famous 
representative is Dario Fo. 

Usually techniques of imitation use the actor’s body to present to the audience an 
entirely imaginary figure, that is, the character. Gestures, movements and expressions 
conjure an imaginary being, one different from the performer’s real and ordinary 
appearance of. To do this the actor selects, as we have seen, a few salient features of 
the character he is presenting, reproduces them and “shows” them so as to attract 
the spectators’ attention to them. 

However, in the same way, the actor can also evoke objects as well as characters 
for the audience, objects which in reality are not there: for example, a car (into which 
he climbs), a chair (on which he sits), a hammer and nail (which he uses to hang a 
picture on the wall), a cigarette (which he lights and smokes with long and contented 
puffs). 

These objects are very rarely depicted object directly. The performer tends rather 
to create signs and movements with his own body which indicate the object to the 
spectators. He does not, in short, try to reproduce the form of the hammer with his 
hands, but he will complete all the gestures needed to grasp it, raise it and aim it 
carefully to knock in the nail. If the gestures catch what is most characteristic in the 
handling of a hammer and show this precisely, the audience will unfailingly “see” the 
tool in the actor’s hands. 

This particular way of acting is used mostly during a play, television drama or film 
when a character has to narrate in comic mode something that has happened to him 
to or a situation where he has been present. A scene in Nino Martoglio’s Aria del 
continente (Mainland Air) played by a Sicilian actor who was very popular between the 
two World Wars, Angelo Musco, illustrates this very well. In a bravura piece of 
acting, Musco, on his return to his homeland, tells his relatives of an appendix 
operation he has just undergone, with much handling of scalpels, scissors, saws, 
knives, plus graphic details of gut extraction followed by the use of needle and thread 
in the final stitching. 

This technique has been developed and perfected by Dario Fo in his renowned 
monologue-shows. In these, alone on a bare stage, without make-up and costume, 
and facing the public directly, he “tells” of facts, events and historical and legendary 
matters, picturing with his body and movements not only a crowd of diverse 
characters, but also a host of objects that surround them. To do this he deliberately 
makes no attempt to represent these situations, things and people in their every detail 
but concentrates exclusively on their essential, characteristic and unmistakeable 
features, those that are capable of evoking them as effectively as possible. In other 
words, Fo selects gestures and expressions to render the presence of a heavy, an 
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incredibly heavy cloak that bears down on the shoulders of Pope Boniface VIII in 
Mistero Buffo (Comic Mystery), or Johan Padan’s hammock, swaying between two trees, 
or the flight of a flock of birds formed with earth by Jesus in Primo miracolo di Gesù 
bambino (The First Miracle of the Infant Jesus). And he selects them in the same way as 
Laurence Olivier chooses the curl of his lips or the form of his nose to make the 
audience “see” the mean and cruel character of Shylock and the wicked nature of 
Richard III. 

It’s no coincidence that in the majority of the scenes acted with this technique of 
evocation of objects that Fo does not even use a language that the audience can fully 
understand. He sometimes speaks in “grammelot”, an imaginary language which 
reproduces the sounds and cadences of a foreign tongue. At other times he uses a 
kind of dialect which picks up the constructions and basic lexicon of the Lombard, 
Venetian, Emilian, or Piedmontese dialect, but largely modified and reinvented, and 
often mixed with spates of “grammelot”. So, while the actor speaks the monologue 
and makes the gestures, movements and expressions, the spectators do not 
understand everything they are hearing but pick up just the meaning of some key 
word – one that is exact, characteristic and essential – knowingly inserted in the 
speech to guide their attention in the right direction. 

 

   
 

   
 

   
 

 
 
 
 

Dario Fo stirs the polenta, pours the oil, adds an egg, 
breaks the chicken’s neck, sees the fly, catches it,  
pulls off one of its wings, tastes it, What a feast! 
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Prompted by these precise signs, part gestures, part words that stand out at 
intervals from the continuous and evocative flow of sounds, the audience’s 
imagination takes wing and sees the imaginary world pictured by the actor in the 
empty space of the stage. And sometimes it is a rich, complex and extremely fast-
moving world, as in the monologue of Fame dello Zanni (Harlequin’s Hunger), in which 
the famished character, ravaged by hunger, dreams of making a gigantic banquet, 
with one, then two, then three cauldrons into which he pours a sack of maize flour, 
stirs it with a spoon, melts the butter in frying pan, flavours it with rosemary, slices 
and fries an enormous piece of meat and in the meantime chases after a chicken, 
catches it, wrings its neck, hurls it into the pot to boil, burns himself, throws a 
tomato, then an egg into the pot, and so on, moving, cutting, cooking, mixing and 
preparing until everything is one huge mass which he happily swallows, only to wake 
up and realise in despair that it is only a dream. And then he notices a fly buzzing 
round him which then alights on his nose: with a sudden movement he snatches it, 
shouts for joy, observes it greedily, tears off a leg and gazes at it ecstatically, bites it, 
chews it, delicately takes off the wings, one by one, tastes them, swallows them, looks 
at the remaining carcase between his fingers, sprinkles it carefully with salt, brings it 
to his mouth, tastes it, moans with joy, and triumphantly explodes: ‘What a feast!’. 
 
 
From Chaplin to Totò. Creators of Language 

There exists a very small number of actors whom it seems impossible to classify 
within the range of the techniques of imitation. 

These are the great comic actors: Chaplin, Buster Keaton, Stan Laurel, Oliver 
Hardy, Groucho Marx and, in Italy, Totò, a very famous Italian comic actor working 
between the 1920s and 1960s. They came from the circus, variety theatre, or music 
hall and gained wide recognition thanks to the cinema, becoming legendary figures, 
canonical models of the twentieth-century comic scene.  

Technically they each had a wide range which stretched from the very contained 
style of the character actor to the most exaggerated and distorted forms of the 
caricature actor. They also had at their disposal highly developed acrobatic skills 
which allowed them to bend their bodies into absurd and impossible positions. And 
as to their use of objects, they could do virtually anything: as did Keaton, when 
improvising as a bar tender in College, he manipulated bottles and glasses like a 
juggler; or Chaplin, who with two forks and a couple of bread rolls created the two 
legs and feet of a ballerina, then guided her through an amazingly convincing ballet in 
The Gold Rush; or again Laurel and Hardy who created out of thin air a long series of 
plates, dishes and condiments for an elaborate supper during Oliver the Eighth. 

But what is even more surprising is the final result of their acting. Each of them 
seems to have created an original, stable and characteristic figure, who possesses 
gestures and movements which are absolutely unique, and who acts in the most 
varied stories and situations while keeping intact the essential features of their 
behaviour and identity. Yet they are the strangest of figures: as soon as you try to 
define what they are, you fall into a heap of difficulties. 

From many angles they appear to be type-characters which are particularly 
successful. The most famous figure of Chaplin, for example, is the tramp: you only 
have to think of a tramp and immediately there comes to mind the image of Charlie. 
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But then straightaway there is something that does not add up. If you examine one 
by one all the features, gestures, reactions and general characteristic behaviour of 
Charlie, you become aware that no tramp in the world could even distantly resemble 
him. The same can be said for the characters of Groucho Marx: they reproduce a 
middle class figure which has no resemblance whatsoever to any middle class person 
we could meet in the street. Or the characters of Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, who 
while they evoke the features and behaviour of the American petit bourgeois, mix with 
them forms of childlike behaviour, removing any possible relationship with an actual 
class of human being. They look about thirty of forty. Psychologically they hover 
between four or five years of age for Laurel and seven or eight for Hardy. Keaton, 
for his part, created a constant figure, a sad and lanky man, absolutely precise in all 
his features and behaviour, who however could transform himself into characters in 
the most diverse human and social situations. 

In short, it is a matter of types of a very odd kind: contrary to the stage types to 
which we are generally accustomed, the young dumb blond of Marilyn Monroe, or 
the femme fatale, the hard and cruel detective, the snob etc., they preclude any precise 
reference to a category of human being. 

The art of Chaplin, Keaton, Groucho, Totò, Laurel and Hardy could also then be 
said to depend on a heavy use of the techniques of the caricature actor, who, while 
he imitates behaviour and mannerisms taken from real life, distorts them into 
strange, fantastic and unreal depictions. But the characters created by Chaplin, 
Keaton, Groucho, Totò, Laurel and Hardy have a power and vitality completely 
beyond that of simple caricatures. They are so crazy, absurd and improbable, they 
come to us with an incredible reality, rigorous coherence and perfect autonomy. 
Within their simple and schematic stories, which are often ingenuous and weak in 
terms of narrative and for the most part haphazardly put together, these characters 
always function, without fail, as true and real theatrical mechanisms capable of 
making something of every event and situation. And they have found a place in the 
collective imagination, where they occupy a consistent and lasting space, in the same 
way as the most famous literary characters, putting themselves forward as absolute 
models of the creativity of the actor. 

In order to reconstruct the strange alchemy which enables their creation and 
explains the incredible power they command on stage, we can begin with a particular 
case and observe Totò’s technique. To begin with, at least according to what he tells 
us, Totò behaved as a normal character actor. ‘As soon as I notice someone who 
impresses me on account of a few characteristics’, he explained, ‘I link myself to this 
person’s personality, to their gestures and manner of expression by means of an ideal 
umbilical cord. I become that person’s double’. 

However, as soon as Totò begins working, the information he started with is 
radically altered and the initial figure assumes the appearance of a caricature, with 
basic essential features which are emphasised and compressed. The movements, 
gesture and physiognomy of the original model become simple springboards for the 
production of an imaginary being who has no place in the real world but lives instead 
in the stratosphere of puppets and marionettes. And so various caricatures are born: 
“the zealot who prays compulsively”, “the zealot who follows a procession with a 
candle in his hand”, “the short-sighted person who reads a newspaper”, “the 
bureaucrat addicted to rubber stamps”, or “the man who meets a beautiful woman 
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for the first time and scrutinises her carefully from head to toe”, which Totò has 
repeatedly used in farces and variety shows. 

To create these imaginary and abnormal beings, Totò did not stop at exaggerating 
their features. He transformed their behaviour – and here lies the essential key to his 
acting – into a kind of curious physical exercise, a sort of mechanical and stylised 
dance. In the famous number of the man who examines the woman, for example, 
Totò places himself sideways on stiff legs, his body leaning forward and his face 
lighting up, his nose on a level with the knees of the actress placed in front of the 
audience. Then he unbends slowly and turning his head upwards and, while keeping 
the inspired expression on his face, explores the feminine figure before him starting 
with her ankles, moving up along her legs, sides, arms, neck and face. 

In this way the reproduction of real-life behaviour, even something as simple and 
obvious as looking attentively at an attractive woman, is translated into a 
composition of gestures and movements capable of rendering the substance of 
common and widespread human behaviour without directly imitating it.  

Still on this subject, the manner in which, some time in the mid 1920s, Totò 
represented a character caught in the fear of an imaginary earthquake is well known. 
Rather than trembling, becoming confused, stammering, losing his voice etc., Totò 
represented fear through a strange dance. He lifted up his arms, folded his hands 
towards his shoulders, then thrust his body backwards but with his head in a 
different direction, while he made his Adam’s apple whirl round and round so as to 
make his black bow-tie move. On another occasion he acted fear with a series of 
frantic movements, such as the action of someone rowing a dinghy, the frenetic 
movements of a puppy waving its forelegs, the gesture of someone flushing a toilet, 
and then the movements of a marionette manipulated by unseen hands.  
 

   
 

   
 

 
 

All this was obviously possible through the perfect mastery of the acrobatic use of 
his body which Totò had developed in variety halls from the beginning of his career 

Totò adapting behaviour to a physical exercise
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becoming, as it has been said, ‘an actor made of rubber’. In shows he could achieve 
feats such as his monkey-like climbing of the curtain, or produce a series of 
movements which reproduced a kind of walking on walls. But this acrobatic skill was 
not exploited in the usual way of variety theatre, to produce a simple repertoire of 
skilled routines. It provided the foundation from which he elaborated his own 
expressive language, based on conveying human behaviour in the form of physical 
exercise, to be used as he pleased, so as to interpret a variety of different roles in an 
amazingly original way, first in a wide range of theatrical forms, then later on the 
cinematic screen. 

Within this language, Totò made use of yet another technique, that of “the 
confusion of expressions”, which consists clearly and simply of reproducing a 
characteristic attitude, by using gestures and movements which are not in the least 
compatible. 

Let us take another look at a recurring theme in his repertoire: the character’s 
irresistible attraction for the stunning figure of a woman. Totò has portrayed this 
behaviour dozens of times, in brief skits and plays and films and we have already 
seen how he explores this in the figure of the “man who examines a woman”. 

This was not just a one-off routine. When he employed an acting style closer to 
the modes of everyday life, Totò rendered this attraction with a perfect timing of 
gestures and movements. If the character’s arms and body are leaning towards the 
woman, his eyes do not look at her (as it would be the obvious thing to do) but turn 
to the right or left, or are raised heavenwards. If his eyes are looking at her, his head, 
body or arms are turned elsewhere. In short, the set of gestures is contradictory and 
unreal. But this confusion then seems to be put right by the total figure of the actor: 
the absurd divergence of the eyes from the arms, or the arms from the head or body, 
in an odd way manages to create a strange but perfect form for the spectators, 
completely plausible and convincing, rendering the attraction felt by the character.  
 

   
 

And it is here that the secret of Totò’s art lies. His acting, which brings together 
the techniques of the character actor with those of the caricaturist, the technique of 

Totò, “confusion of expressions”
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expressive confusion with that of the collection of gestures in a physical exercise of 
skill, results not in the production of an interesting and bizarre standard character-
type. Totò, like Chaplin, Keaton, Groucho Marx, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, 
succeeded in inventing with his techniques and his abilities an autonomous and 
personal form of acting, consisting of expressions, gestures and movements which, 
without resorting to the direct imitation of reality, conveyed immediately to the 
audience the essence of human behaviour. In short, it is a matter of a language 
unique to the theatre, capable of radically re-elaborating the contents of real life for 
the use of the theatre and cinema. And this language has the power to convey in an 
extraordinarily effective and original manner the figures and the actions created by 
these legendary actors of twentieth-century theatre. These completely unreal ways of 
walking, speaking, laughing, looking, eating, running, quarrelling never fail to impress 
themselves upon the eyes of the audience, to capture their attention and free their 
imagination. 
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VII 
INTERTWINING OF TECHNIQUES, THE ATTENTION  

OF THE AUDIENCE AND THE ACTOR’S TIMING 
 
 
 
 

“Factitious Feeling” and Stanislavski’s Moustache 
Having considered the complexities concerning the techniques of imitation, we 

now find ourselves facing a fundamental question. Is it not ever the case that these 
actors, who use techniques of imitation and are therefore meant to remain distant 
and lucid while they are presenting the most thrilling and moving of scenes in front 
of an audience, occasionally empathise, even only just a little, with the feelings they 
are expressing? And conversely, does it never happen that their fellow actors, who 
are followers of techniques of empathy and who act deeply immersed in the 
sentiments they are portraying, imitate deliberately, from the outside, the gestures 
and expressions of their characters? 

The answer is ‘yes’, this happens and moreover, it happens often. The two groups 
of basic techniques, though different and distant from each other, can never operate 
without some contact between them. Certainly they each require talents, preparation, 
systems and abilities which are very different, but then when it comes to the real 
work of the actor, they end up by becoming interconnected, even if only in a small 
and sometimes almost imperceptible way. The basic technique adopted by an actor, 
in short, remains one, with all its characteristics, limits and opportunities, but it rarely 
will remain untouched by other techniques. 

There are many reasons for this. First of all, it is impossible for actors to perform 
“cold”. Indeed, the more able they are at imitating the characters’ feelings from the 
outside, the more they risk being touched by them, even if only in a minimal, 
attenuated way. 

 

 
A slap and “factitious feeling”. Sophia Loren and Aldo Giuffrè in Ieri, oggi e domani 
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Lessing had already understood this in the eighteenth century. If we start walking 
up and down in an agitated way, like an agitated person, all of us, whether on stage or 
in ordinary life, will end up feeling agitated. If we assume a disgusted expression and 
maintain it for some length of time, it will not be difficult to feel disgust for 
something around us. If we arrange our faces into an expression of anger, we will 
finish up replying with real anger to people who talk to us, and so on. And in any 
case it is practically impossible to imitate a violent gesture effectively without 
producing a corresponding reflex in our minds. Later Coquelin observed that when 
actors imitate a person and copy not only their external features but also their way of 
moving and walking, speaking and listening, they will in the end find themselves 
“thinking” as their model person thinks.  

For this reason it is easy for performers to feel at least something of the gestures 
and expressions of their characters through the mere fact of imitating them. The 
French eighteenth-century thinker, Diderot, even gave this phenomenon a technical 
name: “factitious feeling”. The most rigorous of theorists on imitation have often 
denounced this as a defect, as an obstacle against which actors must guard 
themselves because the emotional oscillations stimulated by the simple action of 
producing them can distract and disturb them and thus compromise the 
concentration which they need to reproduce faithfully the model they have in their 
heads of their characters. 

Not all theorists, however, have looked upon “factitious feeling” with suspicion. 
For a number it is harmless, for others it can even help the interpretation. During the 
twentieth century some avant-garde experimentalists, in particular Meyerhold, 
elaborated on the notion of “factitious feeling” and on the emotions derived from 
physical movement, coming up with various acting techniques which are quite 
different from the empathy techniques devised by Stanislavski.  

But leaving aside “factitious feeling” for the moment, the followers of the 
techniques of imitation sometimes intentionally turn to the techniques of empathy 
for support even if only in a very simple and approximate way. Faced with task of 
acting a scene in which the character is sad, they can, for example, think of some sad 
incident in their own lives. Vittorio Gassman told of how he used the memory of 
particularly painful moments, linked to his father, to enable him to weep more easily 
on stage. However, we should not confuse an expedient of this kind with the 
authentic techniques of empathy of the Stanislavskian school and in particular with 
the technique of emotional memory. That is a matter of the actor seeking to arouse 
in himself a precise and absolutely definite feeling, which is perfectly suited to the 
unique nature of the character and situation, and on which he must base his acting. 
In the case of Gassman and other actors using imitation techniques, the sentiment 
evoked remains generic (something sad) and is only an aid to the work the actor must 
undertake “cold” based on the external expression of his role. 

Then, of course, there is the other half of the question, the help which actors who 
empathise can draw from imitative acting. And the matter becomes even more 
complicated. First of all for a very simple reason: it has never been said that actors 
can succeed in experiencing the feelings involved in their roles every evening, at the 
exact moment they have to come on stage. Sometimes they can do it and sometimes 
they can’t. All the aids and exercises in the world, the “magic if”, the “emotional 
memory”, can certainly help actors to evoke the feelings they need. But they can 
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never guarantee that these feelings come into being at the moment they are needed 
because no system exists capable of evoking emotions to command. 

So, when the right feelings don’t come into being the performer has no option 
but to act cold, taking refuge in techniques of imitation. And this was admitted as 
early as the end of the eighteenth century by the most tenacious supporters of 
empathy, such as Luigi Riccoboni. Faced with a character whose personality we 
cannot feel because we can find no affinity with his nature, or in the course of an 
evening in which everything goes wrong, or even in some moments of a 
performance of a play where the role’s feelings just disappear and the actor stands 
there, alone and fixed on the stage with nothing else except himself, there’s no other 
way of getting out of the problem except by pretending and imitating. 

But there’s more to it than that. Even when the appropriate feeling comes at the 
right time, it is not certain everything will go right. Lewes, the great nineteenth-
century English critic, observed ironically that performers can reproduce in 
themselves the deepest and most complex of states of mind but this is no use if they 
cannot externalise them so that the spectators are aware of them. A rough and 
graceless gesture or an excessively grim expression, Lewes would insist, are much 
more effective on stage than some refined emotion the actor experiences but does 
not translate into visible movements and expressions. 

In short, it is just not enough to have the ability to evoke a feeling in one’s own 
mind: it has to be brought out so that the public see it. After all, it happens to all of 
us in our everyday lives that we experience feelings that we cannot express. In many 
particularly important situations we will have so many things to say yet we remain 
tongue-tied and cannot voice them. For actors it is worse, they have to express 
themselves in an unnatural environment, in front of hundreds of people, making sure 
they are seen and heard by everyone in the audience, and they also have to speak, 
move and communicate without encroaching on the acting of their colleagues on 
stage and thus hampering their performances. So, if an emotion generally tends to 
emerge spontaneously on the face and in the gestures and bearing of the person 
experiencing it, it does not always follow that it will always emerge, and above all, 
that it emerges in the best way to have the appropriate effect on the public. 

Faced with this problem the different schools of thought based on Stanislavski’s 
methods divided into two. In the USA Strasberg concentrated on the elimination, or 
at least the reduction of the psychological obstacles which actors encounter when 
they show what they are experiencing. To this end he set up a series of exercises to 
remove internal blocks produced by social and educational pressure and by the 
relationship with authority both in the family and beyond, or by the repressive 
experiences which each of us goes through in childhood and adolescence. In this 
way, he thought, the actor’s state of mind would find a clear path which would 
facilitate the emergence of immediate and spontaneous expressions in front of an 
audience. 

Russian theorists, on the other hand, worked on the performer’s physical activity, 
seeking to develop a kind of sympathetic link between the production of states of 
mind and the execution of external actions which would be perfectly suited to the 
character’s nature and situation. Once triggered, this link would establish an 
immediate, automatic and reciprocal relationship between the actor’s inner being and 
outer expression. 
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But there is yet another problem to do with the techniques of empathy, and this is 

probably the most important of them all. It is Stanislavski’s moustache – or rather all 
of his facial hair, whiskers, beard and the various ways he styled his hair. The ways, in 
short, in which he presented himself in order to interpret a character. You only have 
to look at photographs of him – they are incredible. The make-up is very heavy, 
strong and emphasised. Hidden underneath the ridges of false eyebrows and the 
sideburns stuck to his cheeks, Stanislavski is completely unrecognisable.  

We know for sure that putting on make-up can be a very important moment for 
actors who use empathy techniques. As Stanislavski explained, it is an essential 
procedure to enable the actor to get inside the character psychologically, and we have 
seen how Salvini used make-up, spending two or three hours preparing himself 
before going on stage. But there is more to it than this. Beneath the signs of the false 
eyebrows, beard and impressive sideburns, the figure of the actor literally disappears: 
Stanislavski’s face no longer exists, it vanishes. 

The heaviness of the make-up appears then to be a reply, still only a partial and 
provisory reply, to a fundamental observation which people often raise. It has been 
frequently noted that techniques of empathy, in and of themselves, can never allow 
actors to interpret a character. They will always constrain actors to act themselves. 

When for example actors use the “magic if”, they are in fact imagining how they 
would behave confronted by the situation in the play. When they use “emotional 
memory” they delve into one of their own past experiences, bring out their own 
feelings with their relative expression and present them without more ado to the 
audience. In this way obviously they can never convey to the audience anyone 
different from themselves. And they will end up producing the same effect as 
performers who limit themselves to techniques of pretence, but by following a much 
more complicated path: the spectators would just see the actors, always the actors, 
with their natures and personalities, with their ways of moving, walking and 
gesturing, they get into a number of imaginary situations, but it is always themselves – 
and not Othello, Hamlet or King Lear – who weep and despair as required. 

Heavy make-up which hides the actor’s face is certainly not the solution, and 
Stanislavski clearly knew this. It is not by resorting to a mask that actors can convey 
the movements, gestures, expressions and general behaviour of people who are 
different from themselves. And so Stanislavski dedicated a large part of his work to 

Stanislavsky in Aleksei Tolstoi’s Tsar Fiodor and Griboedov’s Woe from Wit
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adapting to the processes of empathy some of the techniques of imitation normally 
used to construct characters based on external observation, techniques, that is, 
capable of catching the physical features, the ways of moving, walking and speaking, 
characteristic of the role. Having adapted them, he would then seek ways of bringing 
them on to the stage. 

In his memoirs Stanislavski recounts how he had constructed the part of Othello 
through imitating the figure and attributes of an Arab whom he had met by chance in 
a restaurant in Paris. He also recounts how gestures were fundamental for his very 
famous interpretation of Dr Stockmann, an Ibsen character: a telling gesture of the 
hand, with the second and third finger projected forwards, observed in a scientist he 
had come to know a year earlier, and a particular way of stamping his feet 
encountered in a musician of his acquaintance. Later, in Building a Character, a 
canonical text on acting, Stanislavski dedicated several pages to the way external 
features of the character are conveyed, discussing what he defined as the process of 
“characterization”. 

And so today, in the wake of the teachings of Stanislavski, actors well versed in 
the techniques of empathy also possess the means necessary directly to construct, 
with their own body and external expressions, a particular figure, adapted to the 
character and different from their own. Not only actors of the Russian school but 
also all the great performers of the American school are extremely competent in the 
construction of the external features and behaviour of their characters, and have 
produced some characterizations which have remained very famous. Those of 
Marlon Brando, for example, not only in the role of Don Vito Corleone in The 
Godfather, which has always been considered somewhat exemplary, but also in the 
character of Colonel Kurtz in Apocalypse Now. Or the extraordinary characterisations 
provided by Hoffman, of the lame Italo-American in Midnight Cowboy and of the 
autistic young man in Rain Man. And then again Al Pacino as the gangster in Scarface, 
De Niro in Taxi Driver or Paul Newman as the billiards gambler in The Hustler. 
 
 
Conquering the Audience and Kean's Defeat 

The basic techniques of acting always contaminate one another, if only slightly. 
But this does not mean that the only thing actors do is to assemble a hotchpotch of 
styles and procedures to the point of making them unrecognisable. It is usually only 
inexperienced performers who do this. In the work of really good actors, all the 
technical aspects of the art are carried out in a very precise and effective way, 
exploiting all their possibilities to the full. But this is not all: experienced performers 
inevitably gain support from a basic technique which they find sympathetic and they 
construct their own style, turning to contamination as an accessory. If the basic 
technique is empathy, however much they may work at the creation of the 
appearance and external behaviour of the character, they will nevertheless tend to 
shade expressions, mix feelings and physical sensations, translate the characters into 
individual people and grant them an unconscious dimension which filters through 
their behaviour. If, on the other hand, imitation is the chosen technique, however 
much they may notice and use the effects of “factitious feeling”, they will always tend 
to delineate types, expressing themselves with obvious and clear signs, and thus 
produce effects of comedy and terror in the most direct way. 
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However, at this point, it is important to add a clarification. All the procedures we 
have been talking about up to now, from “emotional retention” to the Boleslavksy 
principle, from the support structure to emphasising expressions, from the portrayal 
of physical sensations to the construction of the character-type, are of no use on the 
stage unless the actor possesses an essential ability which has to do with the 
procedures of both empathy and imitation. It is the question of the ability to guide 
and manoeuvre the attention of the spectators. A superb actor who presents himself 
before spectators who are thinking about something else is no good at all. 

From the very beginning, from the moment they appear on stage, actors must be 
capable of drawing the attention of the audience not necessarily on to their character 
or story but on to themselves and what they are doing. And to keep it there, and 
bring it back every time something disturbs and distracts it – perhaps an interruption 
from a latecomer, a mobile phone that rings or something that goes wrong on stage 
(a window that doesn’t open, a chair that falls over, or a minor character who forgets 
to come on). 

From this point of view the theatrical representation is a kind of battle between 
the actor and the attention of the audience which has to be conquered. Peter Brook, 
one of the greatest living directors, distinguishes three ways in which spectators sit in 
their theatre seat. The three ways correspond to the level of attention given to the 
actor. They go from lounging (minimum attention) to the bolt upright position, torso 
thrust slightly forward, with hands grasping the arms of the seat (maximum 
attention). It is the actor’s task to take the audience from the first to the third 
position. Gassman used to observe that in Rome the spectators sat leaning a little 
sideways, sitting diagonally in relation to the stage, as if placing themselves in a kind 
of sceptical view point in relation to what is happening on stage. The challenge for 
the actor is to get the audience to turn in their seats and to persuade them to sit 
straight facing the stage. 

There are also many other signs that indicate the level of attention in the 
auditorium, such as the unwrapping of sweets, coughs and the squeaking of seats. All 
these sounds indicate a very low level of attention. As it increases, all these noises 
cease and by some strange miracle even those spectators with real colds stop 
coughing. 

Every actor can tell many a story about easy audiences and difficult ones, those 
loath to be won over. There is a whole anthology of anecdotes about audiences at 
avant-garde shows, aggressive and pitiless, lording it over the poor wretches who are 
presenting their piece on stage from their seats in the stalls. But without going that 
far, you just have to think of a hall full of secondary school children on a school 
outing to understand that to capture the audience’s attention, to guide it as the actor 
wants to, is no easy matter. 

The most dreadful thing for an actor, however, is not a difficult audience. 
Provided the performer knows what he is about, once the play begins, the audience 
will eventually succumb. Always assuming, of course, that it is not a question of so 
hostile an audience as to prevent the actor from acting at all. This happened once in 
Boston to the great Edmund Kean, who as soon as he appeared on stage was 
overwhelmed by an avalanche of shouts and screams which prevented him from 
uttering a word. After a few attempts, he beat a hasty and inglorious retreat through a 
side door of the theatre. 
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Apart from these extreme cases, the greatest difficulty for an actor is not a hostile 
audience. It is a heterogeneous audience, one made up, for example, of unruly young 
people and rather bored respectable middle-aged members of the bourgeoisie, or an 
auditorium of knowledgeable and sympathetic spectators with, however, all the front 
rows filled with local dignitaries in official dress. Every trick of the trade which will 
seduce one section will distance the other. If the actor works on the local dignitaries 
he will lose the real enthusiasts, if he captures the upstanding members of the 
bourgeoisie, he will lose the students. 
 

 
 

The first thing, therefore, that actors have to do, is to make their audiences 
homogeneous. It is said that when confronted with an audience that was partly 
sympathetic and partly indifferent the Italian variety theatre actor, Ettore Petrolini, 
would go so far as to turn to the spectators and request them to change seats: the 
happy ones on the one side and the rest on the other. In this way he both 
disconcerted and amused them and then could gather them all up. The single 
applause and laughter of some sympathetic member of an audience can also upset a 
show. Dario Fo, for example, will intervene in such a situation. He will stop and turn 
with a complicit expression to the audience, point to the poor person ‘who is 
laughing all on his own and is not aware of doing so’, and ask the audience to give 
that person a round of applause, and usually then everyone else follows suite.  

In each case it is essential that the actor’s attention never focuses on one 
particular spectator or on one specific section of the audience (despite the sometimes 
overwhelming temptation to focus on those who are sympathetic, attentive and 
happy) but includes all the time the whole auditorium, from the most distant seats to 
those close to the stage, acting all the time for everybody, however well disposed or 
not they may be. 
 
 
The Actor as Narrator. The Importance of Canned Laughter 

Concentrating the attention of the audience on to oneself and gathering together 
the different attitudes within the audience is only the beginning for the actor. This 

Petrolini, Gastone
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then has to be followed by directing and husbanding the audience’s attention in 
various ways and degrees, according to the requirements of the performance. 

In some cases it is important to keep a good part of the audience’s attention 
turned towards the auditorium and feed the spectator’s sense of being at the theatre, 
of attending a show along with other people. This is an indispensable condition for 
all shows in which a comedian, alone on the stage, entertains the public with a 
monologue, amusing them with stories and surprise comments. 

To ensure that the lines come across effectively it is essential that the reaction of 
the spectators is clear and spreads straightaway among the whole audience. There’s a 
good reason why comedians come down from the stage into the auditorium, in 
contact with the spectators, and when they do television shows, in a studio and 
without any audience, they are often accompanied by canned laughter. This laughter 
serves to evoke in viewers at home, in front the television screen, the sense of 
immediacy, of being with other spectators who are looking at the actor along with 
them. 

Comedians are not the only ones, however, who have to hold steady the 
spectator’s sense of being in an auditorium, alongside other people, and to observe 
and listen to someone talking to him. A similar situation can also be observed in the 
recitations of actor-narrators in which a performer, playing solo, turns to the 
audience and tells a story or a factual account, or evokes his own real or reworked 
memories. 

In this kind of performance, it is essential that the actor gives the impression that 
he is on stage in his own everyday clothes, showing his usual personality, his 
everyday character, without in any way striking an attitude in front of the audience. 
The audience’s attention is not meant to focus on his appearance but be projected 
principally on to the images evoked by his narration. The figure of the narrator must 
appear neutral and irrelevant and it is important that his words are accompanied by 
changes in tone and that his expressions and gestures become simple instruments to 
link the audience’s imagination to the content of the story. 

Such an actor must furthermore not wear any particular costume. And he must 
avoid becoming too involved in what he says, however dramatic and moving the 
elements of his story. Should he become moved in an obvious way, or act out a 
particularly intense emotion, even to the point of beginning to weep, he will become 
ridiculous or, at the least, embarrassing. This is because the spectators, who are aware 
that they are in a theatre listening along with others to someone who is talking, are 
certainly taken up with the images of the story, but do not lose themselves entirely in 
it. They are, after all, not present at the scene: they are listening to a description of it.  

In some cases, however, it happens that it is not an actor as narrator who tells a 
story as a monologue but a real character within a play. Often it is a messenger who 
comes on stage to describe some events which have happened off stage. On other 
occasions it is the protagonist or one of the main characters who launches forth into 
a detailed story, as for example, Don Rodrigo in the fourth act of Le Cid by Corneille 
who gives a detailed description to the king of the victorious battle which he has just 
waged against the Moors. In Othello the protagonist tells the Doge and the Venetian 
Senate the whole story of his love for Desdemona, how it began, developed and 
revealed itself. These monologues are set pieces, written to allow the actor to claim 
his space in front of the audience and show how good he is: rather like the solo 
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passages in a jazz concert. And frequently they have little or nothing to do with the 
action that is happening on stage, as in the famous tale of Queen Mab, the fairies’ 
midwife, which Shakespeare gives Mercutio in the first act of Romeo and Juliet. 

Relevant or not, the fact is that these passages are told by a single character during 
a play. And for that reason things become more complicated. In the same way as the 
story-telling actor, the performer must focus the attention of the audience on what 
he is saying and fill their minds with images of Christians and Moors in battle, of the 
first approaches of a valorous and mature general to a young woman of patrician 
family, or of Mab’s constant flitting from place to place. And he must also attract 
attention on to the imaginary figure of the character, whom he constructs with his 
own body and movements. 

A delicate balance is created which the actors must know how to manoeuvre with 
considerable ability. With words, gestures and expressions they must sometimes 
direct the main attention of the audience on to the story, by lessening their interest in 
the figure of the character: for example, in all those monologues in tragedies when a 
messenger tells of some terrible disaster which has recently happened. It is the 
disaster that is important, not the messenger. At other times, as in various farces and 
comedies, it is instead the figure of the character who must attract attention, and 
what he says is essentially of use to highlight his nature and state of mind. And if the 
amount of attention is imprecise, or just inaccurate, the scene collapses and loses its 
effect. 
 
 
The Stage as Playing Field. Why an Actor Must Not Be Upstaged 

However, situations that have to do with the story-telling character are by no 
means the only ones. In most dramas and comedies, the characters don’t tell stories, 
they don’t launch themselves into accounts of adventures but make dialogue with 
other characters and represent a story. For that reason there is no image conjured up 
by their words to impose with particular force upon the spectators’ attention. What is 
of interest is their presence, what they think and feel and do in front of the audience, 
either on their own or with others. 

And at this point we can note a curious phenomenon. If the show is not an 
absolute disaster the spectators will concentrate immediately on the stage, eager to 
see it as the place where the action of the drama is taking place, and likewise on the 
actors whom they see as characters in action. Obviously the spectators observe 
everything that happens, from the wings on the right to the wings on the left, both 
ground level and above. But at the same time they will be looking at a particular spot, 
and then another, and then yet another, struck by what is happening. Their gaze is a 
kind of moving and unsettled ray of light which moves continuously over the picture 
of the stage looking for the most important element, the one that offers most 
meaning. 

Usually this ray is drawn towards the character who is at the centre of the action 
and the audience spontaneously concentrates on the character’s face, eager to work 
out the expressions in order to understand what the character is thinking and feeling. 
Often, however, the spectators’ gaze will move from the character’s face to their 
gestures and body movements. When of Dario Fo’s Zanni stirs the polenta or 
strangles the chicken, when a hurt and betrayed girl-friend makes a despairing 
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gesture, or again when a fiery young man just stops himself in time from thumping 
his rival with the intention of beating him up, the audience’s attention will certainly 
remain glued to the facial expressions but will also widen out to catch the 
movements and tensions of the whole figure of the actor. And if the performers do 
not manage to use their bodies in the exact way and with the timing required by the 
scene, the acting will lose momentum and become ineffective. 

In the course of a play actors must juggle in a thousand other ways with the 
spectators’ attention. In some situations they must take it away from themselves, 
displace it on to some distant point of the stage, then pick it up again, move it from 
the face to the hands or the entire body and again send it off to some distant point as 
the action demands. 

Let us look at a scene in which a character with a wounded hand is anxiously 
waiting for a telephone call, but without revealing his anxiety to the other characters 
who stand around him. For the scene to work properly the actor must first of all 
draw the audience’s attention to the anxious expression on his face, hiding it with a 
false and studied casualness (the others must not know that he is worried), then 
project this attention with a just perceptible gesture, a glance or a small movement of 
the head, towards the telephone, perhaps placed on the opposite side of the stage, 
then bring it back on to himself so as to show the pain in his hand and finally bring 
back the attention to the telephone which continues to ring. 
 

 
 

The typical moment when actors turn away and draw attention back on to 
themselves is, however, during dialogues. After one character has spoken his lines, it 
is the turn of another character to intervene. The actor who has just spoken must 
then encourage the passing of attention on to the next speaker without however 
totally losing all the attention. And so he engages in what is called by-play, that is, he 
shows with the expression on his face and his general attitude the effect which the 
other character’s words are having on him. He becomes irritated, or amazed, he is 
moved or bursts into spontaneous laughter, or else shows a studied indifference, 
according to the situation. 

Anna Maria Guarnieri in Racine’s Fèdre 



  
AAccttiinngg  AArrcchhiivveess  EEssssaayyss  

 
 

  
118 

Then it is his turn to speak again, and so on. It is necessary for the two characters 
to create a kind of tension in which each of them takes, cedes and takes again the 
attention of the spectators without ever losing it completely, balancing speaking and 
by-play as effectively as possible. Only in this way can the relationship of the two of 
them become a real magnet which draws the whole auditorium to them. But 
controlling the audience’s attention working with just one other actor within a 
dialogue is still fairly easy. During the performance of a play the actor has to come to 
terms with a number of other elements. First and foremost with the scenery, which 
on it own account directs and orientates the spectators’ gaze, and then with the 
lighting. It is enough for a spot to light up and illuminate an area of the stage for the 
audience’s gaze to turn immediately in that direction. 

And then there are the little things that go wrong. An actor interpreting a 
character who smokes does not extinguish his cigarette in the ashtray properly and a 
thin strand of smoke continues to rise for a minute or two, and straightaway the 
tension of the scene is ruined. Everyone in the auditorium will watch the strand of 
smoke. Usually this eventuality is provided for by pouring a little water into the 
ashtray before beginning but of course it is impossible to foresee all unexpected 
problems. 
 

 
 

However, spotlights and strands of smoke apart, the most complicated issue is 
that every performer has to compete with all the actors on stage with him. Each of 
them, whether in dialogue, speaking monologues or remaining silent, is working on 
the attention of the spectators and attracting it to some extent. On stage, the glances, 
expressions, movements, attitudes and gestures of various actors create a field of 
tensions which cross, meet and intertwine as they compete for the audience’s 
attention. 

Thus the theatrical stage ends up being comparable to a playing field in which the 
public’s gaze bounces continuously from one place to another kicked by various 
players; just as in football matches, where it is the greater or lesser ability of the 
player with respect to his companions which allows him to gain possession of the 
ball and keep it. 

Clearly the ability to attract attention created by the gestures and expressions of 
every actor ought to be perfectly measured and coordinated with that of all the 
others, because only in this way can a scene work properly by guiding the spectator’s 
gaze in the most opportune way. But it is not easy. All performers tend naturally to 

Peppino De Filippo and Nico Pepe 
in Per me come se fosse 
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impose themselves on their colleagues and to steal the show, and are not always 
drawn to controlling this tendency for love of the show. In centuries gone by there 
have been known to be ferocious rivalries, even if hidden from the eyes of the 
public, as to who would take centre stage and still today the greatest disgrace for an 
actor is to be ‘upstaged’ by a colleague, that is, to allow a colleague to take all the 
attention away from you and to render your presence on stage lifeless and inert. 

Sometimes up-staging can happen very easily, even unintentionally, and then it’s 
easy to put right. But in many other cases up-staging is willed and assertive to the 
point of cruelty. In order to destroy a co-actor and dissipate the effectiveness of their 
acting, actors can, for example, unexpectedly change the tone of voice of their 
replies, cut in on the co-actor’s monologue or even on just a repartee which is 
particularly brilliant, move about the stage to force them to act from a 
disadvantageous position, or even take over one of their characteristic expressions to 
prevent them from using it in their turn. Naturally to commit all these sins 
successfully in such a way to allow the scene to run requires a consummate ability. 
It’s not enough just to switch the cards during the game, you have to impose a 
different game with different cards which is as effective and amusing as the first. 

To be up-staged is the worst thing that can happen to you as an actor because, as 
we have seen, the ability to attract the attention of the audience is the prerequisite of 
every form of acting. As an upstaged actor you not only disappear from the 
performance, in which you wander about like some lost soul, but you are made to 
disappear by a colleague who, and there’s no denying this, shows himself to be better 
than you are. At the height of his career Gassman expressed just one wish: that the 
inscription on his tomb would read ‘Here lies Vittorio Gassman. He was never up-
staged’. 
 
 
The Plumber and the Actor. The Purpose of Concentration 

At the opposite end from the up-staged actor are those who seem very blessed. 
As they come on stage they are able immediately to impose themselves on the 
audience’s attention and the spectators literally hang on their every word, expression 
and movement.  

This gift is usually called “stage presence” and there are many who maintain that it 
is natural gift: there are those who have it and those who don’t and there’s nothing to 
do about it. Joseph Chaikin, the founder of the Open Theater, one of the most 
refined actors and directors of the 1960s and 1970s, spoke of the “actor’s presence”, 
a quality that enables a performer always to give the impression of being vital and 
very close to members of the audience, even to those spectators a long way from the 
stage, right up in the balcony of a vast auditorium. 

There is nothing mysterious about this gift. It derives exclusively from a 
particularly effective use of concentration, sometimes instinctive, at other times 
premeditated and honed. It is the actor’s most powerful weapon. To understand how 
it works is fairly simple. There are plumbers or electricians who come into our house 
to repair something and as soon as they begin work, they gain our confidence. They 
remove a pipe, replace a fitting and we are immediately convinced that there is no 
other way of removing the pipe and that the replacement fitting is exactly right. 
Perhaps it’s not true and the plumber makes a mess of it. But at that moment we 
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have faith in him. And the reason is simple. The plumber appears not only capable of 
using his tools but more importantly, confident and immersed in what he is doing. 
He is not hesitant or distracted. In short, he is concentrating on his work. 

A similar thing happens with actors. Actors who come on stage fully 
concentrating on their roles and the actions they have to perform appear convincing 
straightaway. Let’s be clear about this – this does not mean that the actor has to 
empathise immediately with the feelings and thoughts of the character. This may 
happen when empathy techniques are used. But it could be the technical aspects of 
the interpretation that bring about the level of concentration. For example, thinking 
hard about the support structure sustaining the character, counting the number of 
seconds in which to be still, or looking to time exactly the glance away or the precise 
instant to come in on cue. Concentrating intensely on delivering the characters and 
their actions, and lowering the level of attention on everything that has nothing to do 
with what is currently happening, that is what is important. 

When actors manage this, the spectators are spontaneously brought to believe that 
what they are doing is right and exact, and if they, the spectators, do not understand 
something, or something seems odd, it is their fault. And so they focus even more 
intensely on the actors and their actions in order to understand. 

Of course the audience does not grasp the mechanics of this: they just follow the 
actor with particular intensity without knowing why. And in any case, to know at first 
sight whether an actor is concentrating is not easy and requires a certain experience. 
But we can use a fairly simple trick. Focus your attention on a performer while he is 
acting, taking account of nothing else, neither the scene nor his co-actor. Let’s 
assume that he is presenting a character who is reading a newspaper early in the 
morning, after breakfast. Try thinking to yourself ‘This man is not reading the paper, 
he is just holding it in front of his nose and turning over the pages because it says so 
in the script and the director has told him to do it’. Then, if this does not work and 
you feel that despite everything he really is reading the paper, then this means that 
the actor is concentrating perfectly. 

This is obviously valid for any other action or activity, whether it’s a character 
who is levelling his machine gun, or another who is nervously counting his money, or 
another who is not doing anything other than standing amazed and absorbed in a 
melancholy flow of thoughts .To check on performers’ concentration, try while you 
are looking at them to “gainsay” them mentally. When they are concentrating there’s 
nothing to be done about it, their actions and attitudes remain clear and convincing 
and you cannot destroy them. 

But this is only the beginning. Once actors have imposed themselves on the 
audiences and have absorbed that attention within themselves, they have to direct 
and guide it, as we have seen. And here again, what is essential is concentration. 
Because, however beautiful, carefully presented, well balanced and precise their 
gestures and expressions, the audience can never focus on something that is not at 
that precise moment at the centre of the performer’s mind. 

It’s a basic rule that brooks no exception: the spectator’s beam of attention always follows 
the actor’s. An actor can indicate in a thousand ways a door through which someone is 
about to enter, a telephone that will ring, a pistol placed on a stool, a knife, an axe, or 
halberd, or the head of an elk hanging on the wall, but nobody in the auditorium will 
look at it unless the actor does focuses his attention on it. 
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This can seem odd, but it is true. And to understand why, all you have to do is 
turn for a moment to the question of dialogues. Every acting manual has always 
advised actors taking part in a dialogue to listen carefully to what their co-actor is 
saying. And this is because actors, especially after a long series of interchanges, tend 
to take no notice at all. They know everything by heart, so they just concentrate on 
the lines they have to say and then just wait until their colleague has finished their 
lines, before taking the initiative again. And if actors are concerned about anything 
while they are silent, it’s about the expression they should assume while the co-actor 
is speaking. 
 

 
 

In this way, by withdrawing the focus of attention from their co-actor’s words, 
they weaken the audience’s attention on the development of the dialogue. The 
spectators, it is true, do not realise what is happening: they cannot know what an 
actor is thinking, and for the most part tend to see the character paying attention to 
the words they are hearing. After all, the actor is talking to someone, and is replying 
appropriately. However, more or less unconsciously, they notice a drop in tension. 
The conversation seems less incisive, less sparkling or dramatic, the relationship 
between the characters loses momentum and the scene tapers off. 

To tell whether actors are really paying attention to what their companions on 
stage are saying, we can use a little test here too. Again all you have to do is to think 
intensely ‘That actress is not really listening, she is just pretending’. And if you think 
you are right, then you are: the actress is not listening, only pretending to. And then 
you will understand why the scene is not working. 

Dialogues, of course, are only one situation. Every time, and really every time, the 
actor’s attention is not focused on what he should be attracting the public to look at, 
the acting will weaken, the hold on the auditorium will slacken and the performance 
will lose in tone and intensity. 

In short, the ability to concentrate and control the focus of attention is the key 
which allows the actor to communicate in the most direct and immediate way with 
the spectator. Through concentration, in fact, actors not only guide the spectators 
but make contact with them and end up by coordinating the movements of their 
mental processes. And it is precisely this power which constitutes the entire stage 
presence of actors: their ability to appear near to, and impose themselves on, the 

Dialogue with co-actor listening. 
Marino Masè and Valeria Moriconi 
in Testori’s L’Arialda 
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spectators even when they are physically very far away, right at the back of a vast 
auditorium which can accommodate two thousand people. 
 
 
Timing and the Device of Expectation 

Having established this direct communication with the minds of the spectators, 
actors must then look to the use of time. Time on stage is in fact an artificial 
construct: the seconds or minutes which an actor takes to light his pipe or tie up his 
shoes while interpreting a character have little or nothing to do with the seconds or 
minutes which each of us takes to do the same things in real life. 

The reason for this is simple. In our everyday lives the speed with which we 
dispatch our affairs is due to many factors of differing kinds and only in a few cases 
we do something to delay or amuse someone. Everything that happens on stage, 
instead, is directed towards the spectators who are watching. So the timing of the 
actions is exclusively controlled by the timing of the audience reaction. If what is 
happening – a phrase, a gesture or a repartee – is too quick, the audience won’t grasp 
it while if it excessively slow, attention will fade. 

The first person to highlight this problem was a sixteenth-century Italian writer, 
Leone de’ Sommi, a Jew from Mantua who hung around the Italian theatre world as 
a kind of amateur and who staged productions at the Gonzaga court. Amongst his 
many undertakings was the writing of four dialogues on theatrical representation, and 
in them, amongst other things, he included a valuable recommendation to actors: 
they should speak slowly. Only in this way, de’ Sommi explained, would the audience 
understand and appreciate what they were saying. And if someone wanted to object 
that the dialogues and monologues would seem strange and false because spoken 
considerably slower than in real life, de’ Sommi replied that the spectators would not 
even notice. Intent as they would be on following the characters’ discussions, they 
would find, if anything, the lines spoken too fast. 

On its own this piece of advice could seem banal. But de’ Sommi had homed in 
on a vital question: in the theatre it is not real time that is important, it is the 
audience’s perception of that time. And at this point things become fascinating. Of 
course the actor cannot just do and say everything slowly, so that everyone in the 
auditorium can understand everything, every word and gesture with no possibility of 
misunderstanding. If actors just did that they would bore the audience stiff. Try 
telling a joke like that and see what happens. 

Actors therefore have to use another device, and that is the device of expectation 
and this conditions the way in which spectators watch what is happening on stage. 
While the spectators watch a play, placed as they are in front of the stage, they are 
always waiting for something to happen. When in everyday life we watch from our 
window a neighbour who is reading or working or sitting in front of a computer, or 
sleeping or washing up, and several minutes pass and nothing happens, we do not 
feel in the least frustrated, because we are not expecting anything to happen. 

In the theatre it’s another matter. The audience is convinced that something must 
happen. They expect it. And if, as it is sometimes the case in some piece of avant-
garde theatre, nothing happens and only one actor appears on stage who just stands 
there without moving and without saying or doing anything for ten minutes, then the 
situation is immediately taken as a provocation, and the audience is in uproar. 
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Now, acting controls its timing precisely on this sense of expectation. If the 
curtain rises and there is a character on stage who is tidying up papers on a table, in 
the auditorium they are expecting what he is doing to be interrupted or at least 
altered by something. That character cannot go on tidying up papers for a quarter of 
an hour, which in real life is quite a possibility. To make sure that the spectators do 
not begin to boo and hiss and end up by lynching him, the character must find a very 
important document pretty quickly and stop to read it eagerly; or someone must 
knock at the door; or perhaps another character, who was half hidden from the 
audience, sitting quietly in a corner will unexpectedly interject with a line. And 
everyone will be satisfied. 

Put like that, it seems simple enough. To make it work properly the time given to 
tidying the papers on the table must be perfectly calculated. The spectators must 
have sufficient time to look at the character, understand what he is doing, take it in 
properly, and wonder why he is doing it and then wait for something to happen to 
clarify the situation. Only at this point, not before or after, will the discovery of the 
document have its effect. If the actor just tidies the papers for two or three seconds, 
the next action will lose out in importance and value. And if he were to go on for a 
quarter of an hour he would wear out the audience’s attention, as we have seen. 

Then, as soon as the character begins to read what he has found, the audience will 
begin to wonder what on earth that piece of paper is, and above all what importance 
does it have for the story. They will look at the actor’s face to discover some sign; 
they will sketch out mentally two or three rough hypotheses and begin again to wait 
for something else to happen. And then, and only then will the actor rip the 
notebook in disgust, or fold it with care and hide it somewhere, or perhaps start to 
laugh raucously. Given the necessary time, whatever the actor does will inevitably 
impress the spectators and appear important and significant. 

So the device used by the actor is none other than this: produce a situation, make 
it comprehensible, stimulate a question in the audience and then resolve it by 
producing a new situation, and so on. 
 

 

Walter Matthau and Jack Lemmon, The Odd Couple 
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But to maintain the right level of tension in the auditorium, actors cannot just 
control every action on the basis that it is neither too long nor too short. They have 
to play continually with the expectation of the audience. They must surprise the 
audience, and provoke it by continuously by varying the length of time assigned to 
their reactions. In certain cases actors will prevent the feeling of anticipation from 
settling in and cut it short so as to surprise the audience. It is a kind of sudden 
acceleration which is generally used in the comic mode. An unexpected event takes 
place and the character reacts in a flash as does Marlon Brando in A Countess from 
Hong Kong. The audience laughs faced with the actor’s immediate, cheeky and almost 
mechanical change of expression and the speed of his reply. 

On other occasions, still in the comic mode, the actor lengthens the timing to the 
point of it becoming unnatural. The audience knows that the character must react in 
an amusing way, with a gesture, action or line which is, at the least, a little 
unexpected. And then the actor holds the moment, letting the anticipation increase. 
Walter Matthau, a great American actor, was a master of this kind of device and the 
length of the time it took for him to react, giving the impression of long inner 
wrangling and resulting in a strikingly comic effect, became legendary. 

But it is especially in scenes involving clowns that lengthened reactions are used to 
the full. Something happens, the clown stops, thinks, then thinks again and yet again, 
reflects, with an inner mechanism so slow that it reveals all the ingenuousness and 
obtuseness of the character. And he finally acts with a tiny gesture, or a huge 
reaction, and whichever it is, it takes the audience by surprise. It is always over the 
top, too much or too little in respect of what it is humanly possible. And thus the 
comic effect is released. 

A variant of this technique is the slow motion quarrel, with two or sometimes 
three participants. They quarrel and one attacks, for example by clenching a fist. The 
other, the victim, lets this happen, taking the punch without even trying to dodge it. 
Then there’s a pause, a long one of several seconds while they think about it. Then 
the victim moves (slowly) and reacts. He grasps his assailant by the shoulders, for 
example, turns him round (still slowly and with care) and then kicks him. Another 
pause. Then another action, this time from the last victim. 

The absurdity of the situation, utterly plausible but grotesquely slowed down, with 
the characters exchanging roles of victim and aggressor in perfect equity, colours the 
whole scene with a comic effect. And it is a procedure which has its roots in the art 
of clowning and has been fully explored by Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy in their 
films, with slapstick involving cream cakes and omelettes, heads shoved into cooking 
pots, sink plungers on foreheads – and all carried out with perfect calm, long pauses 
between actions and with a kind of indifferent and passive collaboration on the part 
of the alternating victim. 
 
 
The Art of the Pause and the Actor’s Rhythm  

Apart from these specific procedures any self respecting actor must be able to 
slow down the running of the scene by means of fairly lengthy pauses. The co-actor 
will say a line and the actor will allow some seconds to go by before responding 
either by word or action. 
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It is a basic device and a realistic explanation of this procedure will say that the 
actor wants to give the impression that the character is thinking about it, before 
reacting. But the effect of the pause is quite other. While allowing time to slip by, the 
actor becomes, in fact, master of both the stage and of the minds of the spectators, 
he concentrates attention upon himself and sharpens anticipation, with the result that 
the line or gesture which he produces at the end of the pause will gain in 
considerable weight and importance. Of course, the delayed timing has to be exactly 
right and above all it is essential that the gesture or line which resolves the pause be 
executed to perfection, so as to appear essential and decisive. 

In the history of acting some of the great performers are remembered for their 
use of the pause. From what has come down to us it seems it was Lekaïn who 
introduced this technique to tragic acting, developing it on the stage of the Comédie 
Française during the eighteenth century. And at the end of the nineteenth century 
Eleonora Duse’s pauses were legendary: her perfect timing and the tension the 
pauses succeeded in transmitting on stage took the spectators’ very breath away as 
they waited for a gesture, sign or word. 

The results that can be gained with the manipulation of the timing of the action 
are so powerful that there exist some simple devices, all of them mechanical, which 
are unfailingly capable of provoking a sure response on the part of the audience. 
They are tricks that are common knowledge and much abused, real ‘cliché acting’. The 
most well known in Italy for example is the carrettella, very popular above all at the 
end of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century and still used today 
with some variants. It can be applied to tirades – and to great effect. The actor begins 
by speaking in a normal tone and at normal speed, then, as the speech proceeds, the 
voice rises in tone and increases in volume and speed as if chased by an impetus 
which becomes increasingly powerful and uncontrollable. On reaching a high point, 
the actor breaks off into a slight pause, and then begins again in a normal tone, 
simply and slowly. If it is done at least adequately, the audience is taken in by the 
trick and bursts into applause. 

But it is only a cliché. In truth any good performer will know how to control the 
timing of his actions on stage and to be able to employ to the full the feeling of 
anticipation which pervades the audience throughout a performance, without 
resorting to these hackneyed tricks. An actor will excite the spectators, check and 
surprise them, jolt them with an unexpected reaction, curb them by withholding a 
fact, motive or description, rush them again with a sudden change of tone and 
expression, and so forth. 

By working with timing, in short, the actor behaves with the audience rather like a 
cat plays with a mouse. If the cat makes a mistake, the mouse escapes, likewise the 
audience’s attention lapses and the scene’s tension dissolves. A timing error 
invariably destroys the success of a scene. If the audience does not laugh at a funny 
line, for example, it is always the result of wrong timing. In general it will be due to 
what goes towards the build-up of the line; it is too long or too diffuse and ends up 
by slowing down the tension, or too short so then the audience is not ready for the 
surprise. 
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For this reasons Dario Fo records all performances of his shows, listens to them 
again, makes cuts and adds and controls the timing, pauses and laughter. And with 
regard to laughter every performer of comedy knows that you must not allow the 
spectators to laugh when they want to, but only when you, the performer, want them 
to. Ill-timed laughter, or laughter that is too long and dispersed alters the timing and 
slackens the tension. For this reason you see performers of comedy who are really 
experienced block laughter when they don’t want it and silence the audience so as to 
be able to proceed according to re-established rhythms and timing. 

When an interpretation, whether it be comic or dramatic, is perfectly adjusted and 
executed, with all appropriate changes of tempo and breaks and pauses, a particular 
rhythm emerges which characterises that actors’ style. All actors of distinction have 
in fact their own rhythm, on which they base how they plot the timing in each of 
their roles, as if it were a musical score. As we have already seen, Walter Matthau 
follows a slow rhythm in the main, punctuated by long pauses, but at times 
punctured by sudden rushes, while Dustin Hoffmann, for example, prefers a quicker 
tempo with brisker reactions. 

When two great actors work together, Matthau and Jack Lemmon, Hoffmann and 
De Niro, or Meryl Streep and Jeremy Irons, for instance, their personal rhythms 
meet and this results in a particularly effective joint score of timing, pauses and 
resumptions which reinforce the effects produced by each of the two performers. 
And when the rhythm of the action is controlled by a really good actor, or by two 
excellent actors who perform in harmony with each other’s timing and reactions, the 
audience is invariably caught by the cadence of the scene: the audience “breathes” 
with the movements and lines of the performers and follows them rather as they 
might jazz sessions, pervaded by the inner succession of sounds, pauses and 
resumptions. Thus, along with the ability to concentrate and direct the audience’s 
attention, the creation of the scene’s rhythmic pattern ends up by becoming the other 
essential element of acting, something spectators are rarely aware of, but which acts 
in the most powerful way on the inner reaches of the minds of all those who watch 
the performance in the darkness of the auditorium. 

Eleonora Duse in Ibsen’s Rosmersholm 
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VIII 
THE SCREEN AND THE STAGE 

 
 
 
 

The Cine Camera Learns to Act 
Actors do not always appear in front of spectators who watch them from the 

darkness of an auditorium. They frequently work in front of a camera, either for film 
or television, and acting for these different media changes a number of factors. 

However, it is not easy to say how and to what extent these factors change. If you 
read a number of acting manuals for the cinema or television, full of rules and 
recommendations, you would think that everything changes and what works well on 
stage will become useless or even counterproductive in front of the cameraman.  

Yet many actors go from the theatre to the cinema without much trouble at all 
and then return for quite a long period to the stage and then again to film or 
television. Others begin with television, then perhaps are signed up for some roles in 
film and finally risk going on stage. In these cases, it is true, the results are generally 
less successful, nevertheless the performers live to act again and sometimes the 
audience appears pleased enough. And then, if you read the memoirs of some of our 
most respected actors who have divided their time between film and stage, it is 
difficult to find any reference to the vast chasm that separates the two forms of 
acting. They note various differences, but no unbridgeable divide. 

For this reason we would do well to be sceptical and not put our trust in over- 
specialised manuals on the one hand or actors’ memoirs on the other, but try to 
understand things as they really are. We should begin with the reels of the first period 
of cinema, when a vast crowd of performers from the most diverse of backgrounds 
appeared in front of the cine camera – from established and famous stars who, for 
huge sums of money, conceded to a new form of engagement of doubtful dignity, to 
minor actors, who nevertheless brought with them a solid experience of the theatre, 
and plucky young people who threw themselves into this new world of 
cinematography.  

Apart from a few exceptional cases, the images of those first years reproduce a 
more or less generalised style of acting, which appears schematic and elementary in 
gesture and expression and, at the same time, heavy and emphasised and, above all, 
containing long sequences of ‘cliché acting’. 

We have already noticed that the clichés of yester-year leap out at us with particular 
clarity and we also know that at the end of the nineteenth century the style of acting 
was also undoubtedly more marked and emphasised than the style we are currently 
used to. But performers in early films seemed to have had one overriding concern, 
that of making themselves understood, of ensuring that the audiences saw in the 
clearest way possible what their characters were doing, thinking and experiencing, 
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and this to the exclusion of any movement or gesture which smacked of the least 
complexity. 

 

 
 

We usually think this all happened because the films were silent and actors could 
not use words. They opened and shut their mouths, but the audience could never 
know what the characters were saying: they had to guess from their expressions and 
gestures, and from the situation and some written information that appeared every 
now and again on the screen. In these conditions it was obviously understandable 
that performers entrusted themselves to emphasised gestures, forced expressions and 
every possibility of ‘cliché acting’. 

But this not the whole story. Lack of words did not only limit the actors’ ability to 
express themselves. From the very start it weakened the characters and the situations 
available to them. The characters, deprived of precise lines, remained hazy and the 
situations in which they were placed obvious and hackneyed, offering no starting 
point for deeper and better developed acting. The information the actors had at their 
disposal was far too little to enable them to give any depth to the scene: it was 
something like ‘Now you are in a room, she enters, she is overcome and declares that 
your relationship is over. You protest and ask her why’. Then the actor had to place 
himself with his co-actor in front of the camera and act for a couple of minutes 
without getting too near or far from the lens. All he could do was to pretend to listen 
to the terrible statement, be horrified, despair and gesticulate.   

The main problem, however, was not the lack of words. A couple of decades 
later, towards the middle of the 1920s, films continued to be silent and the acting 
appeared at this stage to be much less exaggerated and the images of the reels seem 
more acceptable today, or perhaps we should say more similar to an acting style we 
are used to. As they move on the screen the actors seem better able to convey well 
rounded characters and explore more complex situations. 

In many cases it was clearly a matter of accumulated experience linked with the 
ability of those actors who had learned to use the new medium and to convey 
credible figures that made gestures, moved their lips but did not utter sounds. But 
the most of the merit was not theirs. What had happened was that the camera had 
learned to act: it now worked as the main performer among the actors on the set.  

In early days, during the period when the cliché reigned supreme, the camera was 
placed on a tripod, at a medium distance from the actors, it framed a precisely 

Leda Gys, Fu la sorte! (1914) 
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measured space and remained there during the whole scene. Then, over the years, 
framing was gradually developed. By modifying both the distance from the camera 
and the focus, the figures of the performers could be taken from head to foot (full 
length), from head to knees (three-quarters length), from waist upwards (half length), 
from head to shoulders (close-up), or with just the face (extreme close-up). In 
addition, the camera could be directed on to an object, or on to a detail of the actor’s 
body (a hand, arm or foot). 

 

 
 

And straightaway, the actor’s body face, the object or detail of movement, 
acquired a special significance, according to how it was framed. First of all they 
would be enlarged (on a screen three metres high a face in extreme close-up is also 
three metres high) and then, through the very fact of framing, they were 
automatically “pointed out” to the attention of the spectators. The object in the 
foreground became, at least for that moment, the centre of the story. And the 
gestures chosen by the camera noticeably increased their capacity to attract. 

Naturally this attribute of the camera was noted and used right from the early 
years of cinema. But only later was it developed further by increasing the number of 
framing devices used to film the same scene and by thinking up ingenious methods 
for achieving particular angles. According to the situation the camera could, for 
example, be placed on a raised tripod, on a level with the heads of the performers, to 
catch the action from above, or fixed on the boot of a moving car to take in close-up 
a character who is driving along the road snaking off into the distance, and so forth. 

Then over the years cine cameras became lighter and more manageable, easier to 
shift and more able to follow the actors in movement. They were able to focus on 
details and therefore could offer a greater variety of solutions. At this stage the 
camera did not jut register what the actors were doing, but was able to explore the 
scene, guiding the spectators’ eyes and pointing out to them authoritatively what to 
look at: a slight change of focus and regardless of what the actors could or could not 
do, the whole significance of the action would change. 

To realise the power of this change in camera work, you only have to think of a 
crime scene. A character in the foreground discovers a corpse on the floor, and in 
the background there is a table with a telephone on it. In this situation, the audience 
will identify undoubtedly with the character, it will see everything through his eyes, it 
will concentrate on the corpse and pay no attention to the telephone relegated to the 

Il fazzoletto rivelatore, 1913
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background. But if the camera angle changes and the telephone appears in the 
foreground, the audience will “abandon” the character and will see things from the 
viewpoint of an observer of the scene and understand how important the telephone 
is for the development of what is happening: it has just rung, or is about to ring, or it 
was silent and the victim did not receive the warning that would have saved him. 
And all this regardless of what the actor on set could do or say. 

The choice of an object, the pinpointing a gesture or the angle of a scene in order 
to establish a hierarchy amongst the elements chosen, have thus come to make up a 
complex language, based on the variation of framing devices. This developed in the 
years straddling the first and second decades of the twentieth century and has 
remained unaltered in its essential features right up to the present day. And it is a 
language which etches itself in the most secret and intimate way on to the spectators’ 
mind, from the most dramatic scenes of action films to the most innocuous and 
bland takes of television chat shows and news anchormen. 

 

   
 

 
 

 

Stanely Kubrick’s The Killing (1956)
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The camera angle, as all chat show participants know, defines the appearance of 
the person speaking. It is enough to bring the camera down a little, with a slight 
adjustment so as to look up at the half portrait of the speaker and straightaway the 
person talking gains an immediate authority, what he says becomes more important, 
substantial and trustworthy. But care has to be taken – it is not always advisable: it 
will accentuate a double chin and if the subject has a high forehead he will risk 
looking bald. Taken like this, should he then adopt a slightly sententious tone, he can 
be transformed into a crashing bore. 

Another trick has to do with the way the person is paced in front of the TV 
camera, so that the image of the speaker appears perfectly aligned with the surface of 
the screen. It is the position we normally assume when we have a passport photo 
taken. The result, as we well know, is upsetting. However much we fiddle about in 
the booths we come across in stores and supermarkets and rotate the chair to the 
appropriate height, touch up our hair and face and assume a pleasant and intelligent 
expression, what comes out nearly always is the face of an idiot with the 
expressionless features of a half-wit. 

The reason is simple. For centuries, ever since reading became widespread in the 
western world, we have become used to moving our eyes over surfaces that are in 
front of us by moving our gaze from left to right. A figure perfectly aligned in the 
frame allows the eyes to move without offering anything to focus on and therefore 
reduces the expressive capacity of the features. Turn the figure slightly to the left or 
right, instead, and you have an angle which enlivens the image and it immediately 
appears more interesting. 

Furthermore there are different positions to choose from. If the subject to be 
shot brings his right shoulder forward a little he forms a line which catches the 
observer’s eye and creates the impression of an individual who is introducing himself 
on his own initiative into our presence. If he brings the left shoulder forward, then 
the observer’s eye catches the figure’s chest, which appears to be welcoming the 
spectator. Thus the first position is perfect for a journalist who is “imparting” news. 
The second works well for transmissions in which an expert or politician replies to 
questions from the audience whom he “welcomes” and to whom he very often 
offers himself as a target. 

But mark this: various anchormen and television journalists are very careful not to 
place themselves, face on, in front of the camera. Either they are taken at a desk 
sitting sideways with respect to the camera lens, or they stand and continually move 
about, or they thrust a shoulder forwards. 
 
 
The Wonders of Editing 

Whatever the problems of TV anchormen, those of actors are quite different, 
whether they are acting in film or television. They have to contend not only with the 
language of framing but also with a no less powerful technique, that of editing. 

Editing in itself consists of an operation which is completely obvious, that is, 
selecting and arranging one after the other the segments of reel which have been shot 
on set. But right from the very early days, it appeared obvious that the simple fact of 
putting together two segments influenced their meaning, just as it does when we use 
words. In a hundred or so words, always the same ones, we can put together stories 
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which are very different from each other. We only have to write: ‘Charles killed 
Michael’ or ‘Michael killed Charles’. The words are the same, but the event is no 
longer the same. A similar thing happens with segments of reel, by ordering them in 
one way or another we can create scenes which are completely different. 

And in any case, without going to this extreme, one fact immediately struck the 
attention of the pioneers of cinematography: the joining of two images influences the 
way the spectators perceive them. If a monster appears roaming the streets of a city, 
followed by a family having a quiet supper at home, the spectators are certain that 
the monster will arrive to disturb their supper and so will begin to look at the 
mother, father and all their children with an anxious and worried gaze. If instead of 
the monster a carriage had appeared, bringing back home the eldest child after a long 
absence, the spectators would be looking with a different kind of attention, preparing 
themselves to participate sympathetically in the happy event. 
 

 
 

Put like this, it seems a minor matter. In reality, the juxtaposition of two images 
manages radically to transform the reality perceived by the spectator. And in this 
regard an experiment conducted by a Soviet director Lev Kuleshov has remained a 
classic. He placed in the foreground some old frames of Ivan Mozzhukin, a famous 
Russian actor known outside Soviet Russia as Ivan Mosjoukine. The images of the 
actor were all identical with Mosjoukine appearing expressionless and in a relaxed 
pose. Kuleshov then linked these images with others in three different ways. 

In the first combination Mosjuokine’s face was followed by the image of a bowl 
of soup on a small table, in the second by the corpse of a woman lying in an open 
coffin and in the third by a young girl playing with a pretend bear cub. Kuleshov 
presented these three combined images to a group of spectators. And all of them, 
with no exception, were delighted by the ability of the actor: they were struck by the 
thoughtful intensity with which he had looked at the bowl of soup, then by the deep 

Marion Leonard with Gladys Egan, Adele DeGarde 
and Mary Pickford in The Lonely Villa 
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compassion with which he had looked at the woman lying dead in the coffin and 
finally by the open smile which he had given the girl with the bear cub. What was 
acting, in fact, was not Mosjoukine, it was the montage. 

But this is not all. Montage can be combined with another technique which has to 
do with the organisation of different times. The first to use this technique in a 
particularly effective way was the great American director, David Griffith, in The 
Lonely Villa, a film of 1909, in which three baddies try to get into a house where a 
terrified mother seeks to protect her little girls. Meanwhile the father, informed by 
telephone, is driving desperately home trying to arrive in time to save them. So, by 
alternating the images of the baddies who are roaming around the house with the 
images of the desperate mother and those of the father in his mad rush, and above all 
by progressively shortening the length of the sequences (longer to start with, 
gradually getting shorter and shorter) Griffith managed to create a mounting tension 
in a way which was entirely dependent on mechanical means. And the procedure 
then became one of common application. Every assault on the stage coach in every 
type of film, shows highwaymen galloping, then the stage coach fleeing, then again 
the galloping highwaymen (but for a shorter time), then the stage coach (for even less 
time) and so on. From this point it is a general norm. The longer the segments in 
succession, the less the tension created in the spectator. By lessening the duration, 
the tension rises. If the decrease of the same alternating segments is progressive, a 
rise in tension is created which overwhelms all the spectators. 

So, to sum up, playing with framing and the resources of montage gave cinema an 
extremely powerful means of expression, a kind of new language, capable of 
modelling scenes and situations, making them complex and transforming their 
meaning in a way which was much more immediate and penetrating than the 
information added by the lines and words pronounced by the characters. 

For this reason things did not have to change substantially when sound arrived, 
and despite the traumas experienced by stars of the screen at the appearance of the 
“talkies”, which challenged their technical ability and constrained them to struggle 
with the use of their voices, the basic elements which characterise screen acting with 
respect to theatre acting remained more or less the same. 

Apart, that is, from the business of dubbing. 
 
 
The Lunacies of Dubbing 

The trick of linking the image of one actor with the voice of another was 
employed very soon, from the earliest period of sound, indeed in the very first 
talking film, The Jazz Singer of 1927. One of the actors, Warner Oland, took the role 
of a cantor of sacred hymns and at a certain point was required to sing. Singing was 
not one of his talents. And so he was “lent” a voice by a real singer who during the 
shooting of the scene, sang the hymns outside the frame while Oland mouthed the 
words. 

Then as the market required, dubbing was extended to giving sound to some of 
the silent films and in 1929 the news that the lines pronounced by a famous star, 
Louise Brooks, in her new film, The Canary Murder Case, had actually been spoken by 
another actress caused quite a sensation. On her return from Europe, Brooks had, in 
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fact, refused to travel cross the USA again, from New York to Los Angeles, to add 
some new scenes with some spoken dialogue to the sequences already prepared. 

But the recycling of the more recent silent films was not the only problem that the 
Hollywood industry had to confront. The business of export to foreign countries was 
much more demanding. The audiences in Spain, Germany and Italy obviously could 
not understand what the actors on screen said in English. 
 

 
 

So, in the early days, the cinema houses had looked at all solutions and had come 
up with ones that today would seem to us particularly stupid, such as that of shooting 
the film in several versions with troops of actors speaking different languages. With 
no change to the scene, technicians, cameramen, or musicians, the same scene was 
shot several times with groups of actors who spoke English, Spanish and Italian. And 
it is easy to imagine the chaos that was created with film studios transformed into so 
many Towers of Babel where crowds of interpreters, leading actors and walk-ons in 
costume, transferred from one set to another in an incredible melange of languages.  

Even funnier was another solution; that of making American actors speak in the 
target language, even if only a few lines. Once the original version had been filmed, 
some scenes were shot again to be inserted in the copies for export. A huge 
blackboard was set up in front of the actors on set, bearing the words to be 
pronounced in the foreign language. And the performers set their minds to it with 
great good will. 

These experiments achieved some unexpected results. Stan Laurel and Oliver 
Hardy launched into a brief dialogue for the Italian version of Pardon Us which 
arrived in Italy in 1931. The two actors, of course, with their pronounced American 
accents obviously could do no better than mangle the words. It was from this 
experiment that their typical speech was subsequently kept by Italian dubbers. Their 
pronunciation became, in fact, one of the pair’s comic characteristics – years later 
Alberto Sordi, destined to become one of the most important Italian 
cinematographic actors, used Ollie’s voice in curtain raisers, around the year 1937. 
He did this so well, in fact, that he was taken on to dub Ollie in a film The Flying 
Deuces which came out in Italy in 1940. 

All these were nevertheless bizarre attempts and in a few years they were dropped. 
Two solutions came to the fore. The first, the simplest and the most economical, was 
that of inserting into the original reel a series of titles which translated at least some, 

Louise Brooks, right, in The Canary Murder Case 
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if not all, of the words pronounced by the actors. It is a system widely used today for 
films with subtitles. Apart from the economic advantage, it allows the spectators to 
see the actors in the original performance with body language, expressions and voice 
fully integrated. The disadvantage is that the reading of the words, which are much 
more numerous than in silent films, distracts the spectators from observing the 
images and furthermore requires an audience sufficiently literate to be able to read 
quickly. 

The other solution consisted of the complete dubbing of films. This was rapidly 
developed with the fine tuning of a more advanced technology and then adopted by 
Twentieth Century Fox. And this was an ideal solution for the Italian market because 
a Fascist law passed at the end of the 1920s forbade the distribution of films spoken 
in a foreign language. Therefore to show a film produced abroad, it was not enough 
to insert titles, the original voices of the actors had also to be removed. The result 
was particularly odd, and after a few hundred films had been doctored in this way, 
the system was abandoned. 

Italy was thence destined to become the land of dubbing and within a few years a 
category of specialists was formed who dedicated most or all their time to lending 
their voices to film images. To this large group of professionals was added another 
category of dubbers, that is, regular theatre and film actors who took on dubbing on 
a more sporadic basis. Several actors who would later reach pinnacles of success in 
their own right had pledged much of their youthful energy to dubbing the acting of 
others.  

Dubbing was used not only for foreign films, it was also employed in the 
production of Italian films. Rather than fix the voices of the actors while they acted 
in front of the camera, various directors and producers preferred to record the voices 
afterwards, following the shooting of the film. 

And indeed, these two procedures, that of direct takes and that of dubbing 
afterwards, continue to co-exist today in the field of international cinema. The direct 
take, according to many, keeps the acting alive and fresh. While dubbing, for its part, 
allows for a better transmission of sound and a greater attention to the final 
construction of the character, in all its details, both visual and vocal. And in any case 
dubbing has become indispensable in all international co-productions, in finalising 
the reels in which performers of different nationalities act. 

In Italian cinema, however, films with dialogue recorded after filming are in the 
majority by far and this system has given rise to a new phenomenon, that of self-
dubbing, in which performers dub themselves after they have acted in the film. And 
this is not a simple matter. It not only puts actors in the position of standing in front 
of a lectern looking at their own image and speaking the lines they have already acted 
in front of the camera. It also requires them to synchronise perfectly what they say 
with the movement of the lips which is fixed on the film, while repeating their words, 
with the correct emphases and intonations. And this synchronisation is particularly 
difficult because the actors in front of the camera are acting in their own language. 

This will seem odd, but it is, nevertheless, the case. In dubbing a foreign actor the 
movement of the lips on screen is different from the pronunciation of the Italian 
sounds, and the audience will let pass various discrepancies in the synchronisation 
without really noticing them. If the original is in your own language, on the other 
hand, every discrepancy leaps out at you. And that is why, when Italian dubbers 
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provide voices for an Italian actor, they receive a much higher remuneration than 
when they are dubbing foreigners. 

In any case, as we have said, in the majority of Italian films dialogues are recorded 
at the end. And very often self-dubbing is not used either: one actor plays the role in 
front of the camera and then in the dubbing room another performer acts it again. 

There are several reasons for favouring this way of making a film. The official, 
and often the real reason, is that once the shooting is finished the actors almost 
always disperse and many are employed in new productions, and to bring them back 
for the voice recording would be both difficult and costly. For this reason it is much 
simpler to turn to professional dubbers, or to other actors who are available at the 
time. But on other occasions the reason is a different one: it is a matter of the 
inexperience of the actors, who, however good-looking, attractive and photogenic 
they may be, indeed, actors perfectly suitable for the parts, are absolutely unable to 
dub. 

Hordes of young people turning up in the world of the cinema by various routes, 
for example from the casual discovery by a director after a lucky win in a beauty 
contest, have been able to make their debut only thanks to the help of dubbing. 
Numerous actors destined to become top-ranking stars have had to act in several 
films and acquire a solid recognition before spectators were able to listen to their 
voices. For years, Sophia Loren recorded her own dialogues only in those parts 
which required a precise dialect or popular characterisation: in Arabesque and 
Cassandra Crossing, for example, she came to the Italian public through the voice of a 
dubber. Claudia Cardinale interpreted a good fifteen films before she could make her 
own voice heard. In Luchino Visconti’s Il Gattopardo (The Leopard) of 1963, she was 
still dubbed: the Sicilian inflections of the character of Angelica were provided by 
Solveig D’Assunta, an expert dubber who several years later would lend her voice to 
Sally Spectra in the television episodes of the Italian version of The Bold and the 
Beautiful. 

So, for a number of reasons – the difficulty of re-employing actors after they have 
finished shooting, the immaturity of the performers lacking in solid experience in the 
use of their voices, the fear of engaging with the specialised techniques of dubbing, 
the simple and sometimes excessive diffidence on the part of producers and directors 
– the practice of mixed dubbing spread in Italy. It gradually created a mass of 
overlapping and superimposing procedures in which the final association of voices 
and images seems often quite mad or, in some cases, incredibly sophisticated and 
subtle. 

It has happened quite often in a film that an actor has not dubbed himself, but 
another actor in the same film, and he was in his turn dubbed by a third actor. In 
other cases, an actor can be dubbed by more than one voice, by different actors. And 
then there were opposite cases, in which the same dubber provides a voice to several 
characters in the same film. At times it is a question of authentic virtuosity, as in 
Pietro Germi’s Divorzio all’italiana (Divorce, Italian Style), in which Rita Savagnone 
dubbed both the female protagonists: Daniela Rocca, wife of Baron Cefalù, and 
Stefania Sandrelli, the very young cousin for whom the baron plans and executes the 
murder of his wife. 

Several of these acrobatic feats are clearly dictated by the need to finish the film in 
one way or another; others, such as Rita Savagnone’s feat, are probably suggested by 
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much more convincing reasons, but it is clear that every case of dubbing follows 
more or less precise working criteria. 

Simple technical ability is obviously not enough, to reach a really effective result, a 
certain amount of sophistication and creative ability are required. Dubbing a film, 
just like staging a play, calls for a kind of direction, entrusted to a figure who has 
become ever more important over the years, that of dubbing director. This is the 
person who assigns the parts, engaging in a real casting of voices. And this is also the 
person who provides the essential line of interpretation, and who together with the 
director of the film is responsible, and sometimes obsessively so, for the perfect 
realisation of the work, attentive to its every detail. 
A number of dubbing sessions have remained legendary, such as those of C’era una 
volta il West (Once Upon a Time in the West) in which the person dubbing Claudia 
Cardinale worked for several hours on one line, or to be precise, on one word, 
‘stazione’ (railway station), repeating it over and over again before the director, Sergio 
Leone and the dubbing director, Lauro Gazzolo, declared themselves satisfied. Or it 
can be for the search for the right voice that no trouble is spared, for the perfect 
dubber for the part, even if only for a few lines of dialogue. For one line in C’era una 
volta il West, one that had to be said with a particularly hollow and resonating voice, 
Leone and Gazzolo insisted on Cesare Polacco, an actor on tour in Italy, and they 
got him to come to Rome. 

In reaching this kind of refinement, dubbing, born in 1927 to substitute the voice 
of an actor who could not sing and then that of an actress who did not want to travel 
across the whole of America, completely changed its nature. At this point, when it is 
used to the peak of its capacity, it no longer “substitutes” the voice of the original 
performer, rather it “elaborates” the images filmed of the characters by completing 
them with words. It does not merely add the finishing touches to a work, it brings 
that work to fulfilment. Fellini stated that he could not do without dubbing. At the 
initial shoot, he maintained, the voices of the characters were still rough and ready, in 
a neutral state, and only in the dubbing rooms could they be manipulated, stimulated, 
coaxed and modified into the final creation of the work. 

 
 

The False Realism of the Stage 
Whatever the marvels that can be created in the dubbing studios, it does not alter 

the fact that someone has to be dubbed. And so we turn our attention now to the 
performers who act in front of the camera, interpret a character, express what they 
experience, move and speak their lines. They speak their parts: even when their 
voices are to be substituted, their words have to be recorded in order to produce the 
trace of sound that must guide the work of the dubber.  

The environment in which film actors work, however, is complicated. It is not set 
up to take into account their needs but those of the cameras. These can vary in 
portability and in number, from one to three and in certain cases even more. Scenery, 
accessories and props have to be placed so as not to produce unwanted shadows, 
and in the same way the trajectory of the actors, when they have to move, is 
established to a millimetre. Often this is marked on the floor with chalk and if a 
performer makes a mistake, even a small one, the effects are ruined and there has to 
be a retake. One of the most important things for actors, therefore, is to concentrate 
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fully on where to put their feet. Sometimes you can notice this when you watch a 
film. On occasion, you will see Clark Gable or Spencer Tracy looking downwards 
before moving during a scene: they are looking at the marks on the floor to see 
where to go and where to stop. 

Placed at the point of intersection of a number of cameras, or followed at close 
range by a cameraman who is looking at them through a hand-held camera and by 
another person who is holding out the microphone arm, with a mass of lights at their 
feet, surrounded by teams of technicians, film actors are in the situation of being 
caught in the mechanism of a device over which they have no control and which 
threatens their every movement. The technical apparatus in front of them is powerful 
and bearing down upon them. In the days of the silent film when the movie cameras 
produced a substantial noise, a small orchestra was often used which accompanied 
the action with appropriate music – merry, melancholy or dramatic according to the 
circumstances – to help the performers find the appropriate state of mind. And this 
happened both in the studio shoot and in the more acrobatic and improbable action 
scenes shot in the open. 

In any case, whether helped by light music or not, whether performing in silent 
films or talkies actors have to regulate their whole performance on the needs of the 
complicated mechanism of the cinematographic production. And the first most 
obvious effect of this is that the actor never performs the whole story of the 
character, scene after scene, from beginning to end, as it usually happens in the 
theatre. Work on films follows a programme dictated by practical exigencies, first the 
indoor shoots, then the outdoor ones, or vice versa. First the scenes with performers 
who at a certain point have to leave the sessions for other engagements, then those 
with actors who are only free later. And so forth. This means that an actor in a love 
story may well begin with the beloved’s death scene and finish with the first meeting. 

But even this is not all. The death scene may well require both an internal setting 
(the unfortunate woman’s bedroom) and an outdoor one (the garden to which the 
protagonist is suddenly called with the consequence that he abandons the death bed 
for a moment) and then again the internal scene of the room. And the sequences of 
the internal and external scenes can be shot several days apart.  

Alongside this first process of the fragmentation of the role, which divides the 
scenes into short time-slots and upsets the chronological sequence, there is another 
process, that of repetition. Normally every shooting sequence, which can be a mere 
few seconds and rarely lasts longer than a few minutes, is repeated several times, to 
change the camera angle so as to be able to decide later, when cutting, which frame 
to use, or also just to have available more material from which to choose. So the 
actor repeats and repeats the tiny scene until everything works to perfection and the 
possibilities of shooting which interest the director are exhausted. 

But even with all of this they have hardly started. The biggest problem comes 
from the relationship with the camera. The actor, as we have seen, can be taken from 
a distance or near to, indeed right in the foreground. But the closer the image gets, 
the more restricted is the space in which gestures can enter into the camera frame 
and can therefore be seen by the spectator. 

Let us suppose that a girl has to greet a friend by waving her arm from afar, let’s 
say ten metres. In real life she lifts her arm spontaneously above her head and her 
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hand distances itself from her body. And on set an actress, shot from a distance, has 
no difficulty in completing such an action completely naturally. 

However if the frame changes and the gesture moves from a long shot to close-
up, it would become invisible, if performed naturally as described. On the screen you 
would only see a face, a simple face, and the greeting would disappear entirely. 

 

        
 

        
 

 
 
So the actress has to modify the movement, increasing it or decreasing it in 

relation to the type of frame. And in the end, in an extreme close-up, she will make 
the greeting with her hand at the height of her eyes, almost touching her face, as if 
she were looking through a tiny window. Clearly this is a completely unnatural action, 
but the framing allows the spectator to be perfectly persuaded and satisfied. 

This, of course, does not happen only with greetings from afar. There is a 
multitude of very normal gestures which are forced to change to allow for framing. 
Try standing up and drinking a cup of something and then chatting with the cup in 
your hand. Take note of the height at which you hold the cup and where you put 
your elbows. This can be fine for a middle ground shot, which takes you from the 
waist upwards. But if the frame is restricted further the cup disappears. For that 
reason, as soon as the camera approaches the foreground, actors have to raise their 
elbows and cup and assume a position different from the one they are used to in 
normal life. And if they forget the audience will no idea of what they are doing. 
 
 
 

How the actress has to modify her gesture for the camera 
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The Construction of Dialogues  
At this point we come to a fundamental rule of film acting. Very often an action 

completed as one would do it in normal life will appear invisible, absurd, or just 
wrong, and to be convincing actors have instead to conduct themselves in a 
completely unnatural way, beginning with the very way they arrange themselves on 
set. If a group of people talking amongst themselves, perhaps commenting on 
something that one of them is reading, were to appear in front of the camera as they 
would in real life, the spectators would not see their faces properly, nor their gestures 
and attitudes and would therefore think that the scene was forced and lacking in 
expression. 

 

     
 

 
 
The same thing happens with dialogues. To be able to see the faces of two people 

in conversation it helps if they conduct their conversation turned a least a little 
towards the public, but then they wouldn’t be looking at each other. To do this in the 
theatre, as we have seen, actors often place themselves three-quarters profile with 
respect to the auditorium. In the cinema, so long as the performers are taken from 
far enough away everything is more or less plain sailing. However that rarely 
happens. In dialogue what matters is usually in the foreground, the expression of the 
actors who speak the words, their reaction to those that they hear. But inside the 
frame, in the foreground and facing the camera, if you don’t want to force things too 
much, there is usually only one character. So nearly always only one of the 
performers is shot (nearly always the one speaking) and the other appears with part 
of his head, from behind and sometimes reduced to a simple outline of a shadow 
which could be anything. Then the camera angle changes and the positions are 
reversed. The second person speaks, and the first is seen from the nape of the neck. 

This procedure clearly suggests the splitting up of the parts to be acted. It is 
possible to film one of the two actors first, face-on (the nape of the neck can be 
anybody’s), who says all his lines, and then do the same thing with the other actor, 
and this can be done over several days. Putting them both together, alternating them, 
is an editing task. For these reasons, it frequently happens in a film that a dialogue 
takes place between two actors who have never met each other on set. And it can 
also happen that the two parts of the conversation are filmed in different places, even 
places at some distance apart. Marcello Mastroianni remembers the takes of a film in 
Macedonia in which the backgrounds for the two speakers were set in two places at a 

A group of people behaving naturally and how actors have to position themselves for the camera 
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considerable distance one from the other. Filming the lines of the first speaker and 
then those of the second involved travelling some several dozen miles. 

Of course, there are other ways of filming a dialogue in close-up. On certain 
occasions, particularly when it’s a question of very talented actors, it can be 
important to see both of them together: the face of the person speaking, as well as of 
the by-play of the one who is listening. And so cinema has invented a rather strange 
way of making dialogue, with the actors placed in front of the camera one behind the 
other. The advantage is that the spectators can see their two faces turned towards 
them at one and the same time: the disadvantage, that one character speaks staring 
into the space in front of him while the one behind stares at his neck. This rarely 
happens in real life, indeed practically never. In the cinema, please note, very often. 
But by now we are used to it, even in those cases where the requirements of the 
direction  succeed in making not only two actors speak one behind the other, but 
even three, or four, on four different levels of depth, each one serenely holding a 
conversation with the neck of the other. 

 

 
  

 
 

While we are on the subject of conversations we should mention another 
solution, that of placing two faces right in the foreground by compressing the space 
which should separate them. The spectator, who sees just the two faces on the screen 
and not how the actors are positioned, thinks the dialogue perfectly realistic, 
completely natural. But in order to appear like that the performers have to act very 
close to each other, virtually on top of each other, at a distance which would be 
thought of as quite unacceptable in such a conversation in real life. 
 

A Countess from Hong Kong 
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This solution, placing two people together and eliminating the space which should 

divide them, and then carrying on as if it were nothing, is in fact quite frequent. The 
framing alters the perception of the images, making two subjects placed at a normal 
distance appear too far away. So just bear this in mind: when you see two or three 
people on the screen walking together along a road, taken from the front, they are 
nearly always walking one slightly behind the other, so that the shadows of their 
bodies are at least superimposed. 
 

 
 

 
If they walked side by side, separated by the normal amount, the space between 

the two shadows would appear disproportionate to the spectators. And here too the 
actor has to behave in a way that is totally unnatural, walking with the toe of his shoe 
virtually touching the heel of the person next to him, taking great care not to stamp 
on him and looking all the while relaxed in his whole being. 

Art Garfunkel and Jack Nicholson, Carnal Knowledge. 
The position of two actors to allow for framing.  
How the people would be in normal life 

William Hurt, Tom Berenger and Kevin Kline, The Big Chill
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IX 
THE FINAL TECHNIQUE OF THE ACTOR’S ART 

 
 
 
 

The Stage and the Set 
After this consideration of the conditions, effects and devices required for acting 

for the cinema screen and the changes to gestures and positions imposed by the 
presence of the camera, it might well seem at this point that acting for the screen has 
little to do with acting for the stage. It may well share the same aims, to convey to an 
audience a character in action, but it is constrained to use completely different 
techniques. It is somewhat like kung fu – it shares the same objectives as a boxer, to 
floor an adversary, but it succeeds in doing this in quite a different way. 

In reality the situation on the stage and on the set are not always so different. Let 
us begin with the conditions in which an actor has to work. On the set, as we have 
seen, the actors work in a difficult environment, one that is cluttered and false, 
absolutely artificial, among clusters of lights, chalk marks on the floor and teams of 
technicians following the action. 

 

 
 

 
The stage at the Drottningholm theatre: ropes, winces, pulleys, platforms, wings and clouds over the stage 
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But things are not easy in the theatre either. If during a performance the actors 
look up into the space above the stage, they will see ropes, pulleys, platforms, lights 
and counterweights, a veritable mass of machinery hanging over them with all its 
impressive weight which has little to concede to the film set. And if they look 
towards the wings it is likely that they will see a number of persons who have 
nothing to do with the situation of the character. And then there is the scenery in the 
midst of which they are performing: its effects, whether more or less realistic or just 
evocative, have been made to impress the audience who watch the actors from the 
auditorium as they move amongst materials which to them are so obviously false and 
artificial. Everything that surrounds them is false, utterly false: the terraces of 
Hamlet’s castle, made of plastic, wood and cardboard, according to circumstances, 
false the perspectives, the noises, the rain and snow, false the armour, you name it, 
it’s false. 

There is only one thing stage actors can do if they are to perform successfully in 
all this confusion. They have to be absolutely in control of their concentration, 
turning their attention moment by moment to what is useful and relegating to the 
background everything that could be disturbing. And it is the same thing – exactly 
the same thing – that the film actors have to do when on set in front of technicians 
and the camera. 

And the other problem – chalk marks on the floor and the absolute accuracy of 
movements on set – is not all that different either. In the theatre, the situation varies, 
according to the production. In some the actor is very free; in others much less so. 
And in some productions the stage actor too will find marks on the floor to be 
followed without the smallest of errors. But in every situation, the truly professional 
actor, whether of film or theatre, must be able to control gestures, steps and 
movements with extreme precision, repeating them when necessary without a 
fraction of difference. Actors that do not manage this, who stray, are not capable of 
working whether in front of a camera, or in front of a row of spectators who are 
watching them from the auditorium. 

And all this holds too for the cardinal rule of film acting: the need to obtain 
realistic effects while acting in an unnatural way, of getting together in an odd way to 
make a group of people, or of conversing as if were normal with the back of the neck 
of the person you are speaking to, or to be at ease while uncomfortably close to 
another actor, or almost treading on their feet. 

On stage things can be even worse. Performers have to know how to murmur 
something to themselves so that everyone can hear what they are saying except the 
other character who is standing a couple of metres away, or whisper something in the 
ear of a character while they are in fact talking in fairly loud voice, projected to the 
back row of the auditorium; or – and it is this that perhaps makes the most 
impression on inexperienced actors – to move and walk on a raked stage, higher at 
the back and lower at the front towards the auditorium (as it is often the case even in 
theatres today), as if it were a perfectly flat surface. 
 
 
The Absence of an Audience and the Camera’s Eye 

Having to undertake totally unnatural working methods, gestures and movements 
to create an effect of spontaneous naturalness is not, then, what can alarm an actor 
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most when moving from the theatre to film. After all, actors on the film set are often 
using, if only in an extreme form and stretched to their limits, forms of acting which 
they would use in the theatre, in a simpler version and less often. 

In front of the camera, for example, actors have to control their gestures in 
relation to the frame, from long shot to middle ground, from close-up to extreme 
close-up. Theatre actors have to do something similar. Performing the same play on 
tour, actors will have to enlarge and emphasise gestures in a theatre with an audience 
capacity of two thousand, even more so in an open air environment watched by three 
thousand spectators, and then make them lighter and more restricted in a little 
intimate eighteenth-century theatre with a capacity of two hundred spectators. The 
difference is, however, that stage actors will establish their gesture pattern as soon as 
they have seen the size of the theatre while their colleagues on set will have to vary 
their movements and gestures several times during just one scene. So what is an 
almost automatic reflex in stage performers on seeing their working space becomes a 
somewhat more sophisticated technique in the cinema actor. 

Or we can take two further processes as examples of similarity between the two 
kinds of acting: fragmentation of the part and repetition of the same action several 
times in front of the camera, considered as characteristics of film acting. But this is 
just how rehearsals are conducted for stage plays where actors rehearse scenes and 
sections of the play in separate units, often with no reference to where they come in 
the play, and go over them for a long time, sometimes for hours, and then again the 
next day, even pausing on one gesture or a brief dialogue sequence. But what in the 
theatre forms a point in the preparation of the part, on set becomes the essential 
technique of the actual acting. 

It is the case that in many of its aspects, even in those that seem particularly odd 
and typical of the genre, film acting develops abilities and procedures already used in 
stage acting, albeit in exaggerated and even new and specific ways. Film is after all 
theatre’s heir, and this means that actors can almost always move from stage to set 
without having to retrain, but by specialising in another variant of the same art. 

Not that this is always simple or automatic. As with all specialisations, some do 
better than others. And above all, beyond variations in technique, there are two 
elements which have a profound effect on the whole situation of acting for film and 
in the theatre. 

The first is the presence of the audience. For the stage actor the spectators are an 
immediate and constant point of reference, a direct participator on whom the actor 
has to work during the length of the performance. Moreover it is on the ability to 
appear close to the spectators, to have them eating out your hand by being an 
irresistible magnet attracting their attention that, as we have seen, the effectiveness of 
the stage actor is judged. And it is this that can make acting on a film set seem such 
an empty experience. It feels as if the material with which you have to work and pit 
your abilities is taken away from you or, at the least, hidden away. Gestures, words, 
movements and expressions gain no response, directed as they are to someone who 
is not there, and seem to disappear into a black hole and lose all their worth. 

In actual fact the absence of an audience is filled by another presence and this is 
not made up of the few flesh and blood observers, the director and the teams of 
technicians, who, if anything, are the actor’s accomplices, as the stage hands and 
prompter are in the theatre. It is the lens of the camera: a kind of ever attentive eye, 
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penetrating and implacable, which scrutinises the actors, following and probing them 
with a precision and exactitude not possible to the human eye. 
 

 
 

In place of a mass of spectators film actors find in front of them a gaze that is 
capable of gathering all their movements and expressions, registering every tiny 
gesture, every detail which acting manages to produce. Nothing film actors do is lost. 
And the result is a particular sensation, which excites their narcissism and in the best 
cases brings to the fore all the technical ability at their disposal. 

The performance of actors on the film set depends, then, on their capacity to 
notice the presence of the lens which is following them. The more the eye of the 
camera is felt the better the acting will be, which otherwise will be lifeless. It can be 
correct, precise and accurate but it will not succeed in truly capturing the audience’s 
imagination. In the cinema, and above all in television, people speak of actors or 
personalities who burn a hole in the screen, or leap out of the screen, that is they 
appear before the spectator who is watching their artificially produced images as alive 
and immediate. Well, the most important gift to enable actors to leap out of the 
screen is none other than the ability to feel the eye of the camera on themselves, in 
the most exact and penetrating way. And actors best suited to cinema and television 
develop, in effect, a kind of sixth sense which animates them and guides them, 
keeping them in constant touch with the action of the cameraman. 
 
 
The Overkill Effect 

It is this sixth sense along with adequate training, which allows an actor to avoid a 
characteristic mistake, that of overdoing it. It is a mistake often held against stage 
actors when they turn to film acting. They interpret their character well, but then 
when they are seen on the screen they seem to be overacting: or put differently, it 
looks as if they are giving themselves too much to do, that they are making gestures 
and movements and assuming expressions in an excessive way. It is all a bit much 
and if only they did a little less, everything would be fine. 

Usually it is thought that the reason for this is their difficulty in handling the 
foreground and close up shots. The face of actor in the foreground on the screen is 
hugely enlarged, the spectators notice a host of little details which in real life they 
would not see. Or rather, they would see them only if they were placed at half a 

Absence of the audience and the camera’s eye: 
Nina Soldano e Valentina Pace on the set of  
the television serial Un posto al sole 
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metre’s distance from the actor, indeed only they were sitting on the actor’s lap or 
perhaps gazing at them through magnifying glass with desperate attention. 

For this reason a mere trifle, a slight rotation of the eyes or a tiny movement of 
the lips is enough for the character to send a clear unequivocal message to anyone 
watching. Stage actors, however, usually act for an audience at some distance from 
them. So, according to a widely accepted opinion, they will keep their expressions 
and gestures bigger and more marked than the closer framing of film requires. And 
this causes the sense of excess, the overacting on the cinema screen. 

This, however, is a misunderstanding of the situation. Any actor for the theatre is 
in fact perfectly capable of regulating gestures and expressions according to the 
variations in distance of the spectators. It is true that usually they are not half a metre 
away and hardly ever sitting on their laps. Nevertheless, accustomed as they are to 
moving from spaces of three thousand seats to rooms accommodating fifty people, 
they are certainly not incapable of reducing their expressions to accommodate a good 
foreground shot. 

So if it seems that they act too much and overdo it, it will be for another reason. 
It is because in the cinema a large part of the actors’ work is done by the camera, and 
it is a very important part of the work which has to do with the ability to capture the 
attention of the spectators, to guide it and pace the timing and rhythm of the actions. 

All the ability which stage actors employ to make the spectators look at them, to 
fix their attention on their faces, or focus on a particular part of their bodies, a hand, 
an arm, their feet, or on a near or distant object, on another character, becomes for 
the most part useless when the actor is on the film set. It is the framing that does all 
this. The camera only has to take a shot of an actor who is looking at something, 
somewhere, and then frame an object, a chair or ashtray, and the spectators see the 
character looking at the chair or ashtray. 

But above all the camera works on the network of tensions which in the theatre, 
as we have seen, pervades the whole stage. If the stage is like a playing field where 
the performers vie with each other for the spectators’ attention, making it bounce 
amongst them, then the camera comes in heavy, directing kicks from all areas and 
making the ball go only where it wants it to go. There is no actor, however great their 
command of their craft, who can hold out against the effects created by cutting and 
the sequence of frames. Any detail, once put in a frame, becomes important, while 
the most expressive face in the world, outside the frame, remains invisible. 

The actors’ problem at this point is not so much that of capturing and keeping the 
audience’s attention as attracting the camera’s lens and keeping it focused on them, 
to their best advantage. And in this regard there are a few ploys they can resort to. 
Some of them are very low-level gimmicks and certainly do not improve the quality 
of the acting. One is crude. It consists in speaking the designated lines as slowly as 
possible. Since it is unlikely that the director will move on to another character 
before the phrase is finished, in this way the actor can gain a few seconds’ more 
camera time. 

There is another device which is less demeaning, and indeed it can sometimes be 
useful. It is to work in reaction to a co-actor. When another actor is talking, the 
second performer assumes various expressions, and all them in an emphasised way. 
If they come across as exaggerated it does not matter much: the director in any case 
tends to use the frames of the character who is speaking, and not those of characters 
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who are standing around. But at times, during the montage process, the director may 
find it useful to insert a second or two of the face and expressions of the person 
listening and then he will undoubtedly prefer a clear and direct expression. A neutral 
face will not serve the purpose. And here we notice a curious fact. Doing this in the 
theatre, where the audience sees and hears both the speaker and the person listening, 
would be seen as overacting, too heavy and obvious, while on screen, with the use of 
framing, it can seem clear cut and incisive. 

And there is another resource which is far superior and perfectly acceptable, and it 
is a device normally used in the theatre and is frequently advised in acting manuals. 
When actors intervene during a conversation they should first express with face and 
gesture what they are thinking and feeling and then give it verbal expression with the 
lines. The mimed expression, that is, should precede rather than follow the words. 

Acting manuals justify this with a variety of reasons. But on screen the reason is 
more than obvious. Usually the frame passes to another character as soon as the first 
has finished speaking; if the actor assumes the facial expression at the end of the line 
it is very likely no one will see it: it can be a very fine one, but it will be thrown away. 
 
 
How This Can Be Avoided 

Framing tactics have an effect on the audience’s attention, they construct the 
internal tensions of the scene, underline the importance of an object, draw attention 
to one character’s action and obscure the presence of another, and so on. But that is 
not all. After the camera has done its work there is the major issue of montage. 
Cutting the sections in one way or another and putting them together, the montage 
controls the length of the actions, prolongs and shortens the time of the pauses, 
intervenes in the timing and rhythms, and reorganises with its own means all the 
mechanisms of waiting which hold the spectators glued to the event being 
represented. 

There is no gain saying this. A great part of the work which is the actor’s 
responsibility on stage belongs in the cinema, as we have seen, to the director and 
camera person. And this explains too why the cinema can sometimes use performers 
taken off the streets, or at least people with no acting experience. If with the use of 
framing and montage it is possible to make an object the centre of attention, imagine 
what can be done with a beautiful young woman, with the unique achievement of 
winning a recent beauty contest. It is enough that she is photogenic. She stands 
around, does something very simple (walks, sits down, talks, quarrels, kisses 
someone) and the camera thinks of all the rest, making all her gestures look 
interesting and highly significant. 

The problems can come later, when the character has to be given a voice. At this 
point the camera person and director can do very little so they have to make do with 
dubbing and, if the performer is to become successful, wait until she learns over the 
years to act.  

At the opposite pole from actors taken off the street are the stage actors who 
arrive on set perfectly trained. With all their technical expertise they are used to doing 
much of the work which is normally done by the camera: underlining the action, 
directing the audience’s attention, controlling the timing and rhythms of a scene. And 
they do not always manage to hold back. Particularly in the first decades of the 
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twentieth century, great actors could be seen working on set in a way not very 
different from how they were used to working in the theatre with gestures, timing, 
expressions, movements all extremely calculated and emphasised; and above all, 
constructed without taking the camera into account. 

And there are still today situations where the director will let this happen and seek 
to limit the damage by reducing to a minimum the use of framing and montage: the 
camera moves less than usual and in comparison with the films we are used to 
watching the shooting sessions used are longer, the foregrounds less frequent and 
close-ups virtually absent. But if the actor uses a style suitable for the theatre and the 
director does not follow him and continues to exploit all the possibilities of the 
language of the screen it can result in an effect of overacting and the intertwining of 
tensions, rhythms and timing constructed by the camera imposes itself on that of the 
actor and the two work against each other, through duplication. The spectators will 
think that the performer is acting too much, and is moving and gesturing in an 
excessive way. 

Let us be clear about this. Withholding all the camera’s possibilities is not an ideal 
solution. In many cases, particularly nowadays when we are used to the rhythm and 
movements of cinematographic images, to watch films shot in this way feels very 
strange: it is rather like watching a car move without using its motor, but pulled by a 
pair of horses. 

Acting for film is something else. It is based on the ability of the performer to act 
alongside the tactics of the camera. To do this properly does not mean that actors 
should avoid constructing the timing and rhythms of their action, nor that they 
should refrain from working on the attention of the audience to manipulate, direct 
and guide it, to emphasise their movements and gestures or to produce fleeting signs 
to convey physical sensations or to reduce them according to the style they use. If 
they refrain from using their acting skills, they will fall into the trap of acting as 
someone taken off the streets, or as the young beauty queen: the camera does all and 
they just exist. And certainly this is not the way the great performers of the screen 
work. Not for nothing do we find, as we have seen, actions emphasised by the 
performer’s acting, physical sensations and semi-conscious gestures conveyed with 
technical precision; we also recognise the characteristic rhythms produced by famous 
personalities such as Groucho Marx, Stan Laurel and Oliver Hardy, Dustin Hoffman 
or Walter Matthau. 

However, while doing all of this, actors have to be always aware of the functions 
specific to the cinema and therefore experience, above all, the lens working on them, 
and then organise every effect, gesture, movement and expression with the perfect 
consciousness that this is not a finished product, but only material which is provisory 
and open to development. The task of their acting is to make this material rich in 
features and possibilities, which are capable of encouraging to the full the action of 
the camera and the resources of montage. 

In this regard, an observation made by Erland Josephson is illuminating. He was 
amused to note that at the end of a theatrical production, after the last night, the 
memory of the character still remained in his mind. The situation is different at the 
end of shooting a film. What remains then in the mind of the actors is not the 
character but the memory of the retakes. This is because what has taken all their 
commitment, what has challenged them and absorbed all their energy, has not been 
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the creation of a perfectly defined and well rounded character, but rather the taking 
part in an intermediary phase of work, which was specifically planned to continue 
without them and to produce a result removed from their control, one which when 
finished will no longer be theirs.  
 
 
Passive Acting and the Deep Technique of the Actor’s Art 

It is precisely these requirements of film acting which have produced a style 
carried to perfection by some of the great figures of the screen in the golden age of 
Hollywood, for example, by John Wayne, Clark Gable, Humphrey Bogart and also, 
in some respects, by Gary Cooper. And it is also the style favoured by Clint 
Eastwood and by several the great personalities of world of cinema. 

When we think of John Wayne, Clark Gable or Humphrey Bogart, their faces 
come very easily to mind. But if we try to remember the expressions which they used 
while presenting their dozens of characters very few come to mind. Take John 
Wayne, for example. Whether he is an airman, cowboy, soldier, the same expressions 
return even more significantly we notice that they hardly vary one from the other. 

 

         
 
 
 
Or let’s take Humphrey Bogart. In The Big Sleep of 1946 he takes the part of Philip 

Marlowe, the detective. And all sorts of things happen to him. He flirts with Lauren 
Bacall, he has to cope with crude policemen, he is shot at, abducted and bound and 
so forth. But the expressions on his face throughout the film are very few, about six 
or seven. 

And they work perfectly well. The character appears intense, convincing and also 
endowed with a deep inner life. What he says and does, his expressions, gestures and 
movements are continually repeated, but they also seem right every time, just the 
ones needed by his character and situation. And this is not a matter of ‘cliché acting’. 
Clichés are clean and clear, unequivocal, and for this reason they are decidedly 
different from each other. Bogart, on the other hand, frowns, stares passively and 
attentively, and from time to time alters his features a little. And it works very well 
for whatever he has to express and whatever happens to him. 

John Wayne, Flying Tigers (1942), Red River (1948), The Longest Day (1962)
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It is not always easy to understand how Bogart manages this. But it is at the 
beginning of one of his most famous films, the mythical Casablanca, that the 
mechanism of his technique becomes clear. 

 

    
 

 
 

In this film Bogart takes the part of Rick, the owner of a local nightclub which is 
at the hub of all the business deals in the town during the Second World War. He is 
wracked by a former love for Ingrid Bergman. Apart from a couple of scenes, Bogart 
uses the same expressions during the whole film which enable him to express to 
perfection disenchantment, anguish, worry, loyalty, scorn, confidence and heroism 
according to the situation. And above all, through these expressions he portrays the 
character’s personality in an incisive and convincing way which commands the 
attention of the viewer by conveying a deep and mysterious quality, a complex and 
anguished closed inner world behind a physiognomy which for the most part remains 
impenetrable. 

The film opens with some sequences on the streets of Casablanca. We witness a 
police round up, a pick pocketing and the arrival of a German officer who, 
incidentally, points at Rick’s nightclub and its owner. Then the scene moves to the 
nightclub and straightaway to the gaming room situated at the back. A woman 
gambler, sitting with a group of friends, asks the head waiter to invite Rick to take a 
drink with them. The head waiter smiles and explains that Rick never drinks with his 
clients; nor would he allow himself to be impressed by the importance of one of the 
group who is the owner of a very large Dutch bank. Then we see a croupier holding 
a piece of paper and passing it to someone who is sitting at one of the tables. We 

Humphrey Bogart, 
The Big Sleep 
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only see the arm of the person to whom he is passing the piece of paper, a chess 
piece of a game in progress, a glass and an ashtray. The arm moves, the hand takes 
the sheet of paper: it is the form for a credit note to a gambler. The hand signs the 
form with a flourish: ‘Ok. Rick’. 

In this way we know that he is the protagonist and at this point the camera shows 
the neutral, impassive face of Bogart, on his own, in front of the chess board. From 
the entrance to the room the doorman indicates to him with a slight gesture two 
clients who want to come in. Hardly moving his head, Bogart agrees. Immediately 
afterwards another client arrives. Bogart says ‘no’ with an even more contained 
gesture. The doorman stops the intruder, but he insists arrogantly. Bogart intervenes 
and with a few words sends him away. Then in the space of a couple of minutes and 
brief conversations between Bogart and several customers, we see Rick agree to 
participate in the very dangerous handling of transit permits but without any 
apparent benefit to himself, refuse the propositions of a shady and powerful black 
marketer, the wealthy owner of another nightclub (Rick does not involve himself 
with really dirty business such as people trafficking), dismiss last night’s mistress, an 
attractive young blond who has become too smitten and clinging. 
 

 
 
 

So, in a few minutes, from the moment the camera has come into the nightclub, 
the audience has gathered such a quantity of information about Rick – he runs a bar 
and a gambling den without being in the least accommodating and servile, plays 
chess on his own, never allows himself to be intimidated by anyone, is confident and 
resistant to feminine charms and to every temptation to benefit at the expense of 
another’s detriment – that from now on, during the whole film, however the story 
develops, all the spectators will see behind the face of Bogart the physiognomy and 
personality of his character. 

What the actor has to do, then, is ensure that he does not contradict the image of 
Rick which the audience has now formed in their minds: a neutral and intense face 
will do very well. Then a few variations of expression in different situations and the 
audience will do all the rest. Without realising it they will place onto Bogart’s face 
everything they have learned about Rick. And, from time to time, the content of the 
lines, the camera frames, the rhythm of the sequence of images, and frequently the 

Humphrey Bogart, Casablanca 
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accompanying music which intimates the emotional tone of the scene (languid, dark, 
passionate, terrifying and so forth) will suggest to them what Rick is thinking and 
feeling. What the spectators cannot recognise straightaway on the actor’s face, which 
is sparing of expression, they will undoubtedly attribute to the depth of the 
character’s nature.  

In short, the acting at this point is performed by the spectator’s mind. And as for 
the actor, say Bogart or Wayne, who is working in front of the camera, we can say 
that they are producing a kind of “passive” acting: the performer’s task is to offer, 
with their face and rare and restrained gestures, the perfect background onto which 
the audience can project the figure of the character which they have drawn from the 
indications of the dialogue, from the movement of the camera and the montage.  

Let us clarify this further. It does not mean that Bogart, Clint Eastwood or John 
Wayne remain inert, motionless and impassive; rather that they adopt a style of 
working which exploits to the full the Kuleshov effect and its spin-offs. And it is by 
no means an easy style to use because it asks for a perfect mix of expressive signs. 
While the actor’s face remains as constant as possible for the whole film, without 
obvious changes (it is the background which has to gather all mental projections of 
the audience), every expressive movement must be reduced to the minimum 
remaining nevertheless clearly understandable, and it must above all be introduced at 
the exact moment it is needed in the scene. Any deviation, precisely because the signs 
are so few, reduced and restrained, would produce a disastrous effect. 

For this reason it is particularly fascinating to look at the masters of passive acting, 
with their extreme economy of posture, movement and gesture, working with a co-
actor, whether male or female, who uses the opposite style, based on variety of 
expression, nuances and the production of a host of semi-conscious subsidiary 
gestures largely destined to escape the audience’s notice. Looking at the performers 
with attention it is not difficult to catch immediately the vast difference in their 
acting styles, to recognise the essential style of John Wayne in Red River, compared to 
that of introverted and neurotic Montgomery Clift, who touches and fiddles with 
everything within reach of his hands; or the style of Bogart alongside the symphony 
of expressive nuances in the face, the movements and gestures of Ingrid Bergman in 
Casablanca; or again the style of Clint Eastwood, with his eternal face of Inspector 
Callaghan or as the lean cowboy, in contrast to the mobility of face, eyes and hands 
of Meryl Streep in The Bridges of Madison County. 

Passive acting is undoubtedly the method which heightens most effectively the 
possibilities of cinematographic language. If stage actors who persist in acting on set 
as if they were on the stage force film directors to reduce the potential of their 
facilities, if the acting of good looking young performers lacking in any skill is totally 
entrusted to the resources of the camera and montage without any offer of the least 
co-operation, actors in the manner of Wayne or Bogart, on the other hand, produce 
material most perfectly suited to the precise requirements of film work. 

But this is not the only value of passive acting. It is not only limited to the task of 
creating films. Once defined and developed thanks to the great Hollywood 
performers, passive acting has in reality brought to light a hidden mechanism which 
is both radical and profound. It is relevant to the whole spectrum of acting in both 
cinema and theatre and involves the techniques of empathy as well as those of 
imitation. It involves the procedures for producing characters as individuals, or as 
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types, for creating a galaxy of subsidiary gestures that play with different levels of 
consciousness, or for constructing a basic structure capable of supporting the most 
effective of interpretations. 

In practice all the actions completed by actors on stage and on set are in fact 
directed towards one fundamental aim: to activate the spectators’ imagination so as 
to make them notice, there in front of them, the illusive reality of the characters and 
what they are doing. Not for nothing the most subtle effect of the techniques of 
empathy, the impression that characters are endowed with a deep and inner life of 
which they are unaware, is realised by showing a host of fleeting and ambiguously 
expressive signs, subsidiary gestures and movements, suggested without any precise 
meaning, which force the spectator to attribute to them a deep and inaccessible 
significance. While on their part the techniques of imitation manage to convey the 
sense that a number of feelings and emotions are occurring at the same time just 
because they entrust to the spectator’s mind the task of making the montage of the 
various images. And if actors succeed in becoming characters completely different 
from themselves it is precisely because they assail the attention of the audience with 
some particular detail, gesture and movement which are clear and characteristic and 
which force the spectator’s imagination to complete the characters with all their 
missing details. And furthermore, the same mechanism of expectation, which 
constitutes one of the load-bearing axes of acting, is none other than a process 
conducted by the performer, who by controlling timing and pauses, makes the 
spectator imagine different outcomes and solutions, and then find them belied or 
confirmed by the action that follows. 

In short, the whole process of acting is none other than putting into action a 
sophisticated mechanism which leads the spectators to complete or even substitute 
with their own minds what the actors are showing them with their bodies, gestures 
and expressions. 

And this finally explains the sense of a deep conviction, which is rooted in all 
actors: that is, that all their interpretations, however perfect and effective, remain 
always fundamentally incomplete, insufficient and lacking in autonomy. With 
reference to cinema this is obvious: the actor’s interpretation is material to be worked 
on by the camera and the processes of montage, and in the end will only be a matter 
of shadows and lights which it will be the spectator’s task to unravel and translate 
into characters. 

But in the theatre too the situation is not all that different. Actors can immerse 
themselves in their parts, get inside their characters and live their lives, conveying 
gestures and movements in the best possible way, not missing any effect and 
catching every nuance. But all this will come to nothing if there is no audience to 
elaborate what the performer is doing and saying. Because the actor, as we have seen, 
can never make up the complete figure of the character in action, not even in their 
simple physical presence, much less the character’s mental processes. This can only 
be a mental image, brought to a conclusion by the eyes of those who are watching. It 
is none other than the projection onto the body, gestures and expressions of the 
actor everything that the audience sees, thinks and feels, guided by the art of acting. 
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