Last spring veteran acting teacher
Bruce Miller returned to the stage as a
professional actor for the first time in
JSourteen years, appearing in a play
called White People by J. T. Rogers at
the New Theatre in Coral Gables, Flori-
da. “My return to the stage started out
less than joyfully,” be says. “My excite-
ment was compromised by the fact that
T was scared to death. I was petrified at
the possibility of failing, or embarrass-
ing myself, and especially of looking
bad in front of my peers, colleagues,
and associates. I bad worked bhard on
my teaching and directing in the years
since my last venture on stage, and a
part of me feared I could destroy a rep-
utation established through years of
committed work.”

As be worked on the role, though,
Miller gradually learned that the body
of acting craft be had acquired in four-
teen years of teaching was equal to the
challenge. In our summer and fall is-
sues he wrote about memorization, re-
laxation, and emotion as observed
through the prism of bis work on White
People. In this article, the third and
Jfinal one in this series, be discusses
how the experience gave him an oppor-
tunity to apply script analysis, an ele-
ment of craft that is central to bis
teaching.
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Script analysis

An acting teacher returns to the stage, part three

BY BRUCE MILLER

The acting process must always be-
gin with the script.

I am happy to report that script
analysis served me extremely well in
my return to the stage. For those of
you who are familiar with my writing
and teaching, you know that my em-
phasis has always been on the actor’s
responsibility for telling the story the
playwright has given us, believably
and compellingly. In order to accom-
plish this goal, T have always stressed
that it is essential that the actor first be
able to analyze the script meaningfully
and accurately, and then be able to
make and execute a series of choices
that will tell the story based on that
analysis. Instinct and intuition come
later. Of course the actor must be be-
lievable as well, but she can only com-
plete her mission by making choices
that are clear, compelling, and in line
with the script. When an actor does
this, she insures that her work will be
exciting, but never at the expense of
the overall intentions of the play-
wright. This is how I teach and this is
how I approached my own responsi-
bility in the production T was about to
become a part of.

White People by J. T. Rogers is a
full-length play without intermission. Tt
is populated by three characters who
never interact with each other on
stage. Each of the characters speaks for
about thirty to thirty-five minutes, ad-
dressing the audience but never each
other. Though each of their long
monologues is actually in continuous
time, their speeches have been broken
up by the playwright and divided into
six or seven sections. Each of the char-
acters speaks in five- to seven-minute
chunks; at the end of each speech an-
other character picks up where he or

she previously left off. Each of the
character’s monologues is linked to the
others only by the general themes of
the play and by the fact that the focus
for each character derives from a prob-
lem related to a son or daughter.

In the case of my character, Martin
Bahmueller, a son has committed a vio-
lent hate crime on a young black cou-
ple. As a result Martin, a high-powered
corporate lawyer, is forced to leave his
job and confront, somewhat obliquely,
his own veiled prejudices and his indi-
rect complicity in his son’s actions.
Each of the other characters confronts
the terrible residue of his or her own
beliefs as well, and as more and more
of the truth of their situations is re-
vealed, each tries desperately to come
to terms with the pain and grief caused
by their beliefs.

Let me say that the preceding para-
graph was a difficult one for me to
write. Without going into a lot of detail,
I wanted you to get what the play is
about, how it works, and who my char-
acter is, and give you enough to under-
stand the comments on analysis T will
soon be making. I had to select a set of
core items to share with you from the
large volume of information that’s avail-
able to me. If T told you everything,
you would have been overloaded and
not known what is important. If T told
you too little or the wrong things, you
would not understand what will soon
follow. The point here is that if T have
been successful, it is because I under-
stand what the play is about and how it
works—through its themes, its action or
story, and its characters and dialogue.
This is exactly the kind of process an
actor must go through when he pre-
pares a role, I believe, and it is this ap-
proach T try to teach my students.



The author in the New Theatre production of White People.

The good news for me was that the
necessary analysis came fairly easy to
me, much more easily than it might
have fourteen years ago. I believe this
to be the result of my years of teach-
ing analysis as part of the acting craft.
As T have already pointed out in the
previous articles of this series, mastery
of the elements of craft come more
easily when you are responsible for
teaching it to others. You really have
to understand it to teach it effectively.

There is no doubt that knowing
what to look for, knowing how to find
it, and knowing how to use what I
found made my early work on the
script both economical and effective.

In the previous two articles of this
series I noted how the memorization
process, relaxation, and emotion af-
fected my ability to first come to terms
with and then execute a series of
choices that would ultimately lead me
to my performance. Each of these
items, not normally topics in my
teaching toolbox, proved to be essen-
tial in the crafting and refining of my
work. As I explained in those earlier
articles, my actual rehearsals with the

director and other members of the cast
would consist of only one week, in-
cluding all run-throughs and dress re-
hearsals.

It was, therefore, incumbent on me
to arrive at my first official rehearsal
memorized and having already made
the bulk of my acting choices. There
would be no time for casual discovery
and refinement with a director. My
analysis choices, by necessity, quickly
merged with my memorization pro-
cess, and my memorization process
merged with my process for making
physical choices. Physical action
helped me memorize and at the same
time helped me find and more clearly
define acting moments that my analysis
might have already suggested. When I
was relaxed, everything came to me
more readily, and my imagination and
my in-the-moment sensibilities helped
make creative and useful things hap-
pen. In turn, my personal rehearsal
process further helped me discover
what I had to that point missed in the
script, and then translate any new dis-
coveries into the final choices I would
be bringing to my first official rehearsal.
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The reviews are in

At the risk of seeming immodest, I
want to share with you now what the
critics had to say about the play and
my work in it.

“[White Peoplel is, by turns, funny,
sad, disturbing and terrific,” the Miami
Herald said. “In another strong produc-
tion from Coral Gables’ New Theatre
and director Rafael de Acha, three
tiercely powerful actors are illuminat-
ing the lives of people who have little
more in common than the hue of their
skin and a racism that they struggle to
express, suppress, shape or justify.”

The Sun Sentinel called us “an en-
grossing experience that deliberately
sneaks up on you, and leaves you ar-
guing with yourself long after it's
over.”

New Times recommended the play
as “[a] chance to catch three fine per-
formances in what really could be
termed a spoken opera. The cast is
strong, but Miller is outstanding. He
plays the attorney in a fast-talking
monotone, managing the difficult feat
of making a humorless character seem
very funny, but when the scarier as-
pects of the lawyer’s tale are finally
revealed, Miller really grabs you by the
throat.”

“And there is Martin Bahmueller
(Bruce Miller),” the critic for the Palm
Beach Post wrote, “an attorney who
recently moved from the Northeast to
St. Louis, in part for the safety of his
family, which he seems to find in the
racially homogeneous suburbs. If Mill-
er stands out among [the cast], it is be-
cause his button-down, smug, almost
overtly racist character could easily
drift into caricature. He keeps the guy
grounded in reality, even as the rug
gets pulled out from under him.”
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During my years as a professional
actor, experience taught me not to read
what critics had to say, but this time
around, since I was told that all the
criticism was positive, I decided to in-
dulge. 'm including those quotes here
not to brag but to make a point. What
the critics are really referring to with
their kind words to me is the craft that
I applied in the preparation and perfor-
mance of my work, mostly a result of
script analysis and synthesis. T have
never considered myself a great actor,
but despite my nerves, despite my lack
of confidence, I had never felt so liter-
ally able to craft a performance, all
based on what I had learned about us-
ing a script specifically and efficiently
during my years of teaching.

With that in mind, let’s take a closer
look at the process I took myself
through before actual rehearsals began.

The steps of analysis

What exactly was the story I was going
to be telling? That was the question
with which T began my analysis. For
many actors, especially student actors,
finding the essential story is no easy
task. In the case of White People it is
particularly elusive, because the play-
wright’s device is to mask the impor-
tant story threads for as long as possi-
ble for each of the characters. In my
seven speeches, the first three offered
no direct information about the specific
problems in my character’s life or the
driving conflict for him. Only at the
end of the fourth speech does he di-
rectly admit that there is a problem be-
tween his son and himself. Only in the
fifth does he begin to reveal that he is
pained and troubled by his own place
in the world. And it is not until the
sixth and seventh speeches that the aw-
ful truth of his situation becomes
graphically clear. Yet it is these late-
inning revelations that fuel the charac-
ter through the entire play, and that
have given him the overwhelming need
to speak to the audience from his first
moment on stage.

Once the mechanics of the script
had become clear to me through my
analysis, the breadcrumbs that had
been dropped by the playwright and
his character in the earlier speeches
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made themselves apparent. And once
I understood the overall idea of how
the plot worked, T was ready to go
back and chart it specifically. T would
need to find the cause-and-effect step-
by-step progression of the character
through the story, no easy matter
since the playwright had intentionally
hidden so much beneath the layers of
my character’s self-denial, righteous-
ness, and ego. But I knew if T could
find and map my journey through the
story, I would have a clear arc or
throughline to enact for an audience.

Mapping the throughline or story
arc would, to a large degree, evolve
from being able to identify and isolate
any big moments that my character
has. These moments would be the
stepping stones for a clearly rendered
dramatic progression that an audience
could see, even if they didn’t realize it
at the time. I would need to find mo-
ments of victory and defeat, moments
of discovery, and any other moments
that might cause my character a
change in direction, emotion, or in-
tent. These moments, when linked to-
gether, would provide me with a con-
nect-the-dot picture of my story
arc—in each of the speeches individu-
ally, and throughout my character’s
journey, speech by speech.

With a close study of my script, 1
was eventually able to identify many
of these moments. It would next be-
come my job to find a way to empha-
size these points, where necessary, for
the audience. The audience would
need to be able to recall these nuggets
later in the play when their impor-
tance would be made clear, without
being invited to dwell on them before
that time. This would be a delicate
balance. The trick, I determined,
would be to be able to lay them out
clearly without drawing undue atten-
tion to them.

By the fifth of seven speeches, the
still-scattered patches of jigsaw parts
that make up the script start congeal-
ing, and begin to suggest a picture
that is both dramatic and ugly. The
more my character talks, the more
closely the pieces of the picture move
toward each other and toward a clarity
that precedes the climax. The accumu-

lated suggestions provided in the script
should trigger the imagination, so that
the audience will be able to fill in
much of the rest when the time comes.

As one of the critics mentioned, 1
chose to deliver much of my earlier
stuff in a rapid-fire, confident manner
that bordered on funny. Though T felt
the importance of all of what I said as
a character, as an actor I realized that
the playwright had provided in the
lines of his script most of what was
necessary, particularly in the early go-
ing. I needed no extra mustard in the
delivery. Coming to understand when
to sell and when to lay back is a mat-
ter of understanding of the mechanics
of drama, something that a skilled ac-
tor must develop. This, too, must be-
come part of the overall analysis pro-
cess.

It is my belief that getting actors to
be able to tell the story effectively
should be one of the primary goals, if
not the primary one, in the teaching of
craft. Unfortunately, this is not an opin-
ion held by all, and in many acting
classes this kind of work is not empha-
sized, or emphasized enough. Many
acting teachers feel analysis is a part of
the analysis class, and only the mo-
ment-to-moment interaction linked to
the playing of selected actions should
be the focus in scene study. I disagree.
I believe that when the student is left
to master analysis outside the acting
class, it seldom happens.

There is an analogy here to the stu-
dent who never learns to read properly
in elementary school. This lack of skill
will continue to haunt him, even as the
teachers he deals with avoid the prob-
lem because they think it’s somebody
else’s responsibility. T believe that
learning how to read a script is a core
skill that must be taught in the acting
class. The actor must discover how the
playwright lays out his story and then
find ways of providing the physical
enactment of this story through what
he does, physically and verbally.

Being able to do all this indepen-
dently allowed me to begin my first
rehearsal well prepared to work be-
cause I already understood what I
needed to do. Ultimately, every actor
must be able to do this because there is



never a guarantee that a director will
be able to provide him with what he
needs, or that a rehearsal schedule
will provide the time and opportunity
to find all the ingredients necessary for
producing the level of work the actor
wants and is expected to achieve. It
certainly didn’t in my case. That is
why so much of my own work was
done before T stepped into the re-
hearsal studio for the first time.

All right; the story was now clear
to me, and I could isolate what I con-
sidered to be its most important mo-
ments. It then became my responsi-
bility to define each of those
moments more specifically through
how T would say and color the lines,
how T would fill them emotionally,
and by the physical actions T would
ultimately select and execute. As I
described in the first two articles in
this series, the more I learned about
the script, the more I reshaped and
edited my performance.

I should mention here that all of
my preparation time was challenging,
fun, and exciting. Even the memoriz-
ing, once I got past my early anxi-
eties, became an adventure. If our
students don’t feel the same way
about their work, they are probably
spending their time in the wrong
place, and I think it is important that
we make sure they understand that.
Too often they feel they have an obli-
gation to pursue their acting, even
when it doesn’t make them feel good
to do so. Theatre is just plain too
hard if the actor’s not motivated by
love and joy. Young actors to be
aware of this and make their plans
for the future accordingly.

What was it specifically that T did
to define and refine the lines I would
be saying and the story I would be
telling in performance? First, of
course, there was the kind of analysis
I discussed above. There was also the
music of the lines. The playwright’s
use of tempos, rhythms and vocabu-
lary specific to each character was
very helpful, and since T recognized
it, I was able to use these elements to
build and shape my work. Then there
was the breaking down of the lines
themselves, looking for operatives

(that is, words that would help me com-
municate my objective, or that I needed
to stress for clarity) and clues to charac-
ter, and a shaping of the speeches to
insure they had beginnings, middles,
and ends with appropriate dramatic
builds. As one critic noted, there was an
operatic quality to Rogers’s writing. The
actors couldn’t ignore these aspects of
the script.

After all this, of course, there re-
mained the task of relating the script to
the choices I would need to make on
playing objectives and physical ac-
tions—a subject that I will go into
more deeply in a few moments. In an-
other kind of play, where I would be
sharing the stage with other actors
rather than dealing with solo mono-
logues, the issues of objective playing
would probably have been dealt with
earlier in my process. But, since I
would be working in White People
alone, mastering the words on the
page and how they would be used on
the audience was the primary task. As
I had no audience to rehearse with,
the normal order of preparation was,
by necessity, altered.

The overriding point here, if it’s not
already obvious, is that script analysis
was the source of all of my work and
of my ability to work efficiently on my
own. Though I was operating under
special circumstances for this produc-
tion, my return to the stage reinforced
my belief that the ability to use a script
efficiently is the cornerstone to a reli-
able actor’s craft. My experience as an
actor reconfirmed that we as acting
teachers must teach the subject of
script analysis, giving the subject the
kind of weight it deserves.

Action and objective

Now let’s take a closer look at my use
of one of the most basic tools of the
craft, and certainly a major ingredient
in my own teaching—the playing of
actions or objectives. Objectives refer
to what a character needs and should
be trying to attain at every moment of
his stage time. Since this need is de-
rived from the conflict the playwright
has provided, it follows that the need
or objective can only be obtained from
another character sharing the stage at
any particular time. That character will

be holding up his end of the conflict
by trying to fulfill his own need. In the
usual play, the formula is find the con-
Sflict and determine the objective.

The problem in White People is the
fact that each character is alone on
stage. There are no other characters to
provide obstacles and conflict. There is
only the audience and what is going on
inside each of the characters individual-
ly, intellectually and emotionally. But
since the play is written with the con-
vention that the characters are actually
talking to the audience as the audience,
the question became: why is the char-
acter doing that? And what does the
character need from that audience?

In some plays, and often in mono-
logue work where the actor finds her-
self addressing the audience, that audi-
ence is being used as a stand-in for a
listening friend, the psychiatrist, the
character’s mother, etc. This is an awk-
ward device where the actor has to
imagine someone who really isn’t there
and send it out through the audience
who isn’t really there for the character.
This is not the case in White People.
Each of the actors is actually using the
audience as the audience, a suspension-
of-disbelief convention that one can
only get away with in the theatre. But
during my preparation, obviously, T had
no audience to work with, so I had to
imagine what their reactions might be,
and make my responses to their reac-
tions based on my inferences. There
was no guarantee that what I imagined
was what I would get in performance. I
would need to be ready to make in-the-
moment adjustments when I finally did
get to work in front of an audience.

What I could do in the meantime
was try to determine what it was that I
wanted from the audience during my
journey through the play, and how I
could attain that goal through the de-
livery of my lines. Since the play cen-
ters on the prejudice that is a central
part of each of the characters, it would
be a logical jump to think that these
characters might be looking for ap-
proval, or trying to prove the virtue of
their beliefs, or at least trying to get
the audience to understand where they
are coming from. But each of the char-
acters in the play treats the audience
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as though everybody in the room al-
ready agrees with their belief system.
As a result, none of these choices
would work. Ultimately, T determined
that what my character wanted to do
overall was to get the audience to help
him understand why his son might
have done what he did, and to get re-
assurance that he was not responsible
for his son’s actions. Since my charac-
ter spends so little time actually talking
about his son, getting the audience to
see how great Martin is (according to
Martin) was a tactic I used much of the
time in shaping my role. Asserting and
justifying my ego was something that I
could build on. It was also consistent
with the script.

There was danger in this approach,
however. I would be building a char-
acter who is not likable. Would the
ending of the play be emotionally
powerful if the audience didn’t like
Martin? How much did the audience
need to like him to make the play
work? How would the choices I made
affect how the audience thought of
Martin, and how could I monitor the
effectiveness of my choices without the
benefit of an actual audience? I real-
ized that while working on my own, I
would not be able to determine an au-
dience’s reaction, but I knew that my
character, even as written, was not
likeable. I also realized that I would
have to find a way to give the audi-
ence enough to care about me whether
they liked me or not. Since T was using
ego as a central character choice, T de-
cided T would have to temper his off-
putting qualities with other, more posi-
tive ones. I settled on giving him a
sense of humor and a love for his fam-
ily that could be demonstrated
throughout the performance. I found
many places in the script where I
could do these things, so demonstrat-
ing these qualities to the audience be-
came part of my objective. I knew, of
course, that all my choices awaited the
eyes of a director, whose function,
among others, would be to represent
the audience. I would need him to tell
me whether I had found enough bal-
ance in my character for there to be a
dramatically appropriate payoff at the
climax of the play.
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Making these kinds of character
choices, psychological and physical, is
where the actor adds to what is given
him on the page and where his own
creativity comes into play. All of these
creative choices, however, are still
based on and consistent with what
has been provided by the script and
must be used to serve it. Here follow
a few notes on my process for finding
physical choices.

Physically serving the story
and the character
I knew from the outset that I would
have very little space to work with in
performance. The New Theatre is a
tiny space. I also knew that the direc-
tor had two options; one would be to
have all three characters on stage all
the time. The other would be to have
them come and go to deliver each
monologue. If we would be on stage
the whole time, each of us would
have one third of a small space. If we
came and went, set pieces would have
to come and go as well. Either that or,
if they stayed throughout, the small
stage would again be divided into
three smaller playing spaces. So, under
any circumstances, there would be no
need of major blocking. There simply
wouldn’t be enough space to do any.

Nonetheless, the three characters are
clearly defined in the script in terms of
their space and their costuming. The
differences would require each charac-
ter to have a specifically designed
space to play in. My space, clearly in-
dicated by the script, would be in Mar-
tin’s office in a skyscraper high above
downtown St. Louis. The setting auto-
matically suggests certain things—a
desk, a chair, perhaps some book-
shelves still partially filled as Martin
packs up. Maybe a window, since Mar-
tin refers to the outside several times.
One speech in particular begins with
his looking out at the Mississippi River.

I also knew Martin must be well
dressed. He makes many direct refer-
ences to his clothing and to the attire
of others. I would have to be dressed
in appropriate lawyer threads, top of
the line.

The logical deductions T had made
based on my script analysis gave me a

framework to use as I would rehearse
myself on my feet. Since blocking con-
sists of movement from place to place,
gestures appropriate to my character,
and any ongoing business that my
character might engage in, I already
had an arsenal of basic ideas to work
from. As I built my character physically
I would work from the fact that I had
on a suit and tie with an expensive
shirt with French cuffs always down
(which came directly from the script). I
could use that. I had a desk with all
the things that might be on it, a chair
that would give me positioning possi-
bilities and could make me look and
feel powerful, and I had the fact that I
would be packing as an ongoing activ-
ity. There was also a window and a
bookshelf to go to and from as well as
all sides of the desk to circumnavigate
or lean against. My playing field and
uniform were now defined and ready
to use.

I built my physical story organically.
If, for instance, I refer to a letter, I
would go to the letter and find a way
to use it for emphasis. If T referred to
clothing, I modeled mine to emphasize
the point, making sure not only that
what I did fulfilled my objective, but
that the manner in which I did it
showed something about me, too. I got
a lot of mileage out of looking at pic-
tures of my family. Like my French
cuffs, the pictures are referenced spe-
cifically in the script, but I was able to
use them to show how I felt about my
wife, my son, and my daughter. I
could show love, anger, and or disap-
pointment simply by how I handled
these items and looked at them.

Since I had determined that my
character was notably self-assured and
egotistical, I asked myself what ges-
tures would demonstrate that, and
when I found myself gesturing organi-
cally, I modified my natural movement
in accordance with what I knew about
Martin. I also began to make a study of
powerful and egotistical people in my
life and on television—politicians, for
instance—and stole some of what they
did physically for my character. I mod-
ified the way I stood, the way I
walked, the way I got up and sat
down, using my imagination, or what I



had picked up from observation, or
both. Molding and melding how I did
an action with the when and where 1
chose for it helped me tell the story of
the play even as it helped me reveal
my character.

I also looked for and found ways of
using my physical space that would
amplify what was going on in the story
and with my character. In my fifth
speech, for instance, the playwright
provides a mood change. My character
goes from bombuastic to reflective. The
speech starts with Martin commenting
on how he likes to watch the Missis-
sippi River late at night and what the
river has meant to him. Ultimately, I
began the section being drawn past the
window to the river. I slowly get up,
move to the window still glued to
what I see beyond it, and eventually
lean against the wall, my focus still on
the view in the distance. This reflective
sequence of actions set a tone for the
scene, and strongly affected the way I
delivered my lines. It gave me a start-
ing point in the speech that would arc
beautifully into a very powerful ending
several minutes later. But the mood
and the work grew out of my physical
choices. In a later scene I pounded the
arm of my chair in a way that reflected
the manner in which the police had
pounded my door in the middle of the
night. The noise of the action shocked
the audience and energized me in a
way that helped me feel the emotional
circumstances that fueled my character
at that moment of the play.

By the end of my pre-rehearsal
work I could check off the following
items:

e [ understood the script.

¢ | had made choices intended to
serve the play and reveal my character.

e [ could say the words and deliver
the actions in a manner intended to
make my part in the play clear and ex-
citing.

e [ had attempted to serve the play,
my character, and the playwright in all
my efforts.

The questions remained as to
whether my director would agree with
my assessment and choices, and
whether it would all ultimately work
for the audience.

There could be no question, how-
ever, as to whether I would begin my
return to the stage prepared to do so.
In spite of still being scared to death
at the prospect, I knew I was pre-
pared and ready, come what may, to
hit the beach.

Bruce Miller is director of acting
programs at the University of Miami.
He is the author of The Actor as Sto-
ryteller and Head-First Acting, and a
regular contributor to Dramatics mag-
azine and Teaching Theatre. You can
reach him at bmiller@miami.edu.
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