2 Observation

Acting is said to be the study of human behavior. So, in
addition to their own memories and imaginations, actors
must depend on their powers of observation. As an actor,
you must become aware of how other people feel, move,
speak, think, and behave. You must be able to recall what
you observe, and use it to build believable characters.

Theatre Terms

Project Specs W
Project Description For this assignment, you will observation
give a detailed one- to three-minute description of recall

T sense memory
GiORIStL spontaneous
Purpose to learn the skills of observation and recall subconscious

: visualize

Materials a list of the characteristics of your chosen o ¥,

object or the Observation Activity Sheet provided by
your teacher

On Your Feet

. To test your powers of observation, look around the
classroom and choose an object, such as a poster, and
quietly observe it for one minute. Concentrate on the
colors, shapes, printed words, and textures. Also pay
attention to how the item makes you feel. Now close
your eyes and try to re-create the object in your mind.
Now, without looking at the object, write down every
detail you remember. Compare what you have written
to the object. Did you miss anything?

12 Unit One Begin with the Basics

YT -1



PREVIEW

Getting Specific

Someone once said that only through
the specific can we reveal the universal.
This is true in the arts, and it is espe-
cially relevant in the theatre, where
actors are called upon to create believ-
able characters and situations in front
of an audience.

As an actor you must become a keen
observer—a student of the world
around you. That’s because to portray
any character believably, you have

to create a complex and specific
human being made up of hundreds
of key details.

That might sound difficult, but using
your powers of observation can help.
You can start off with something slightly
less complicated than a human being—
an inanimate object.

Karen Allen in a recent poduction of The Glass Menagerie.

Plays are often about people’s relation-
ship with their possessions—or their
relationship with ofher people’s posses-
sions. In Tennessee Williams's play 7he
Glass Menagerie, a painfully shy young
woman named Laura seeks refuge from
the outside world in her collection of
delicate glass animals. When playing this
character, an actor must have a specific
relationship with the members of the
tiny glass menagerie. After all, if the fig-
urines mean nothing to Laura, they
won’t mean much to an audience either.

Alan Cumming, as Hamlet, focuses on the skull
of Yorick in the 1993 London production.
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Suggestions for

Objects

* apiece of jewelry

* a photograph

* an article of clothing
* atrophy or plaque

* apiece of art

* amusical instrument

PREPARE

Your Observations and Impressions
In this assignment you will describe a
familiar object and provide your
impressions and feelings about it from
your sense memory —in which you use
all five senses to recapture an experi-
ence. You should describe the physical
object in detail and also reveal to your
audience what the object
means to you.

Suppose, for example, that
you decide upon a treas-
ured toy from your early
childhood. Using your pow-
ers of observation, you will
recall or re-create this item
in such a way that your
audience will visualize the
object you describe. But
you can also share other
details and memories, such as how
you felt when you first saw the toy or
what it meant to you at a particular
time in your life. Perhaps the toy
makes you feel sad that you are no
longer as carefree as you once were.
Or it might amuse you to think about
a time when the toy was an important
part of your life.

You can choose any object—but make
sure it’s one that means something to
you or meant something to you in the
past. In order to describe your object
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so that your audience will actually be
able to see it, ask yourself the following
questions and keep a list of your answers:

What does the object look like?
How does it smell?

How does it feel?

How does it/might it taste?

(if applicable)

How does it sound?

What does it remind me of?
What makes it important to me?

A Test Run

Set a timer for three minutes. Rehearse
describing your chosen object and its
impact on you. This is not a scripted
activity, so you do not have to memo-
rize what you will say. Because the
object has personal meaning for you,
the words to describe it should be
spontaneous. Stay within the one- to
three-minute time limit.

Theatre Journa)
Look :Z the list you have
made about your

Write a par, . m
aay i your i’ha:t ncludes
this object, Describe what the
object /ooked like then. Be
specitic. Describe it in physical
detarl, but as you write, also
pay attention to the feelings
gomg on inside You. I¥ you find

You can go on for more than
a paragraph, do so.




Here's How
To Improve Your
Sense Memory

You look at thousands of things every
day without really seeing them. You can
improve your powers of observation by
using a few simple techniques.

1 Relax. Don't strain to focus on the
details you think you're most likely to
remember. Instead, try to look at the
world around you with fresh eyes.

2 Observe in segments. For instance, if
you look at an object, an ornate vase for
example, you might focus on its outline,
then the color, the texture, the weight,
and the way it feels to the touch. Notice
the associations that you make. Let your
observation take in not only what your
eyes tell you, but also what your other
senses reveal. These associations can
be very important for later recall.

3 Use your journal to record your
impressions and observations. This gets
you into the habit of paying attention to
what you notice—and what you don't.
Writing down what you observe can
help you hold it in your conscious mind
as well as in your subconscious—the
part of the brain just below your aware-
ness—so you can use it later. You can
write about almost anything: what you
saw on a walk, what a chocolate shake
tastes like, what the air smells like after
a rainstorm, and so on.
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PRESENT

Describe Your Object

When your name is called, hand in your
list or Activity Sheet and walk to the
playing area.

Begin by telling the audience what your
chosen object is. This can be a simple,
objective statement, such as “I'm going
to describe my trumpet.”

As you begin your presentation,
remember to keep your body relaxed
and to breathe deeply to avoid excessive
nervousness. Don’t hurry. Concentrate
on specifics. Don’t worry that you're
not including everything. Speak natu-
rally and try to be completely truthful.
After all, you are talking about some-
thing you know very well.

When you have finished, ask the audi-
ence if they have questions about the
object you've just described. Set a limit
of three questions. Afterward, thank
your audience and return to your seat.
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