Sanford Meisner and The Group Theatre 
Sanford Meisner, Sandy to his friends, was born in 1905 in Brooklyn, New York. He was an actor, teacher, and theatre practitioner. Meisner was part of The Group Theatre, a company that was formed by several of theatre’s most influential figures, including Lee Strasberg and Stella Adler – both of whom would also go on to develop and write their own methods. 
Strasberg, Adler, Meisner, Harold Clurman and The Group Theatre’s early practice was built on the foundations of the Stanislavski Method. Their practice and influence rippled across America, and the world. They were pioneers, dedicated to the craft of theatre. The ethos of The Group was inspiring, they believed in the ensemble. The Group, which they would refer to as Our Group, created the idea of the American Acting Method.
There were disagreements in The Group, however. Lee Strasberg was a fervent believer in the practices of memory exercises within Emotional Recall, however The Group disagreed with the practice. It started with Stanislavski, but even he evolved his system away from personal memory as a tool to produce emotion on stage. But, Strasberg persisted, and that was the core of his method. The Group disbanded, and its members developed their own theories from the core of truth and Stanislavski. 
Meisner technique is rooted in focus, listening, points of view, perspective. Its approach is contemporary, taking Stanislavski’s work and growing it into an ideology that a modern actor can use on screen or on stage. We’ve discussed in depth over the past two videos philosophies and concepts of truth, so in this video, we’ll take a snapshot of the Meisner Technique through a selection of several practical exercises you can try on your own, with your friends or in rehearsal. 
APPLYING MEANING, POINTS OF VIEW AND PERSPECTIVE 
The exercises we will look at explore meaning, points of view and intention. They will get you to look at the simplest of dialogues and give them substance, thought and meaning. They ask you to respond honestly to another’s body language and intention. Several of the exercises will require pairing up, but you can practice them with someone at home until you are able to work with friends safely. 

REPETITION. REPITITION. 
“Repetition takes two actors and rubs them together so that sparks of life begin to happen.” – William Esper on The Meisner Technique. 
Repetition is the act of repeating lines, phrases, or statements with a partner. The exercise teases out spontaneity. When you are on stage, you can be unfocussed, waiting only for your cue line. Not listening to your partner, not responding. Your lines can become set in a certain pattern or intonation. The repetition exercise looks to solve these issues.  
To start the exercise, sit opposite a partner. Number yourselves A and B. B is the subject and A is going to start the repetition. 
STEP ONE
A, start by looking at partner B, really looking. Take as long as you need, look at B’s posture, the way they are holding their hands, the clothes the are wearing, any movements they make with their face. 
Then, once A feels ready make a statement. A completely natural statement rooted in your observation. For example, 
You are wearing a red hat 
Or 
You have brown hair 
Or 
Your eye is twitching 
Partner B is going to repeat this line, exactly. No acting, quite simple repeat. So, the exchange would go like this 
A – You are smiling 
B – You are smiling 
A – You are smiling 
B – You are smiling 
And so on, keeping that up for about a minute or so. 

STEP TWO 
For the second part of repetition, B is going to change the pronoun from YOU to I, so they are relating it to themselves rather than a simple repetition, they are starting to infuse it with a meaning. The exchange would go like this 
A – You are smiling 
B – I am smiling 
A – You are smiling 
B – I am smiling 
STEP THREE
Now you’ve got the rhythm of the dialogue, we can introduce feeling. Both A and B, without forcing a thought, during that exchange how did you feel? A, were you annoyed that they were smiling? Did you find their smile comforting? B, were you annoyed that they noticed your smile, were you flattered, was it a nice compliment from a friend? Whatever response you FELT, let that lead you into Step 3 – using the same repetition, but this time letting your feelings guide the way you deliver the lines. Nothing dramatic, no EastEnders melodrama, just subtle nuanced feelings changing your response. The idea of this exercise is to get you to react truthfully to the subtlest of changes in a person’s body language or tone. Go again, this time letting yourself get carried by observation, feeling and response. 
STEP FOUR
All of this will eventually lead to step four, which is referred to as a PILE UP of some sort – where the repetition cannot go any further, and there is some kind of pinnacle, where you can either end the repetition exercise or use it to move the exercise forward with a fresh thought created by the PILE UP. Do not overcomplicate it, the exercise is simple, and its essence is to get you to respond truthfully to your fellow actors. Noticing everything about them and using that as a force for unique and truthful delivery. Once you are comfortable with the exercise, apply it to a scene you’re working on – taking several lines from the script as your repetition. 


NURSERY RHYMES 
“As an exercise, nursery rhymes train you to take any piece of text and make it mean what you want it to mean. The theory being that if you can act a text which is completely without any dramatic intention or content, then you can act anything. In addition, as with any good acting exercise, nursery rhymes force us to focus on behaviour. Again, and again, they confront us with the actor’s great dilemma: I see what I’m supposed to say, but what do I mean?” – William Esper on The Meisner Technique 
For this exercise, you will need to choose a simple nursery rhyme. I have attached several alongside the video, you can either do this solo as a monologue or in pairs as a scene, obviously the rhymes aren’t written as dialogue so if you’re in pairs just take a line each and regardless of the text infuse it with the meaning you have chosen to create a scene.. This exercise helps actors to layer their text with meaning, subtext, and intention. The idea being if you can apply a deeper meaning to a child’s rhyme that is on the surface shallow and contentless, then you will be better equipped to apply meaning to a detailed text. 
Once you’ve chosen a text, say for instance “Go to bed, Tom.” 
Go to bed, Tom.
Go to bed, Tom! 
Tired or not, Tom.
Go to bed, Tom. 
Consider a scenario, think about who is speaking, is it Tom’s mum or dad? Friend, or enemy? Is it Tom himself? Is Tom a young boy who is getting told off because he does not want to sleep? Is Tom unwell, and his flatmate is telling him to go to bed and get some rest? Perform the monologue as a character with a point of view and relationship to Tom. 
With the famous Jack and Jill rhyme – who are they? What point of view are you speaking from? Are they kids across the street that you don’t like? Is the crown a burger king crown, and you find it hilarious that Jack has fallen and broken it, and his sister fell after him? Is it more serious, and you are talking about how tragic their death was? 

Who are you? What is your relationship to the content? What is your point of view? Have some fun with this, and you can apply the same exercise to a poem you like, then move onto a scene or a text – layer it with different meaning and intention. 
KNOCK ON THE DOOR 
With the Knock on the door exercise, we are going to be using repetition in a similar way to the first exercise but adding an environment, character and perspective. This makes the repetition exercise into more of a scene, and relies on simplicity in the dialogue so that you can focus, listen to your partner and respond. 
In pairs, come up with simple characters, and relationships to each other. You could be friends, enemies, crushes, siblings. Label yourselves A and B. 
A should think of a task that they can do, something simple, and in an imagined space that belongs to the character you have created. Bedroom, living room, kitchen. Performing a task like putting in a piercing, counting money, replying to an email. A task that requires some level of focus. A keep your focus and intention on this task even when B enters, how does that affect the feeling and response? 
B is going to knock on the door with an intention, you want to borrow money, return an item of clothing, you want to ask them what they want for dinner, or you want to tell them that you love them. B should not tell A what their intention is! That is especially important!
Now you are both set up, A with a task and B with an intention relating to A, B is going to knock on the door and the partner will let them in however and whenever they feel ready. Let this all happen naturally, if you want to let them in straight away you can, or if you’re truthfully busy with your task and want to type one last line of an email keep doing so, and see how that affects the knocker. Do they start knocking more aggressively? Do not plan it. Just let it happen. 
Once the knocker, B, is in the room the repetition can begin. B starts the repetition exercise with an observation about A. This could include 


Why are you sitting down? 
You look tired 
You seem busy 
You’re sitting slumped in your chair
Simple observations, that lead to a repetition scene playing out like so - 
Why are you sitting down? 
Why am I sitting down? 
Why are you sitting down?
Why am I sitting down? 
Focus on each other as with the first repetition, pick up on their voice, tone, feeling, body language and alter your delivery of the repeated line accordingly to establish a scene and a relationship. Again, repeating the simple line stops you from worrying about dialogue – you just have to think about noticing each other, reacting to each other truthfully. The lines you are saying are the scene.
Play about with the idea. Change character, status, intention, or location and see how the scenes play out differently. Do not forget the PILE UP we mentioned earlier, where the repetition reaches a natural peak, and changes slightly like so. 
Why are you sitting down? 
Why am I sitting down? 
Why are you sitting down? 
Why am I sitting down? 
Why don’t you just stand up! 
Who don’t I just stand up?
You get the idea! That was a shorter version, for the sake of the video, each repetition section should last longer to give it space to grow. It moves around and reaches a peak. Then the scene moves forward in some way. All of this gets you to focus on the other person, on feeling, perspective, and response. It keeps your performance fresh and alive.

FILM & TV 
The Meisner technique is a contemporary evolution of the Stanislavski method. The exercises we have discussed are useful for both stage and screen. As you know, screen requires a different style of acting to theatre. It is micro, every movement and flinch are picked up by the camera which can make it hard to act natural. This is a problem I struggled with when I graduated, I was and am very much a stage actor, and when I started working on screen, I found that I couldn’t apply the same methods to my practice. Meisner bridged that gap for me, I have used his concepts in classical outdoor theatre as well as on screen. Thinking small, focussing on the other person, listening, responding, moving the focus from outside of myself has been a great personal learning curve. Whether you are presented with a script for stage or screen, there is a technique worth trying. 
When I am given a script for screen, sides as you’ll more likely hear them referred to, I use repetition first and foremost – repeating my lines over and over, so that they are not just learned but absolutely ingrained. I do not need to think about them, the words come out like everyday speech and I’m free to be open and responsive to my screen partner. 
While repeating, I’ll give the lines different intentions like we did with the Nursery Rhymes exercise to make sure my delivery is fresh but rooted in listening and response when the camera starts rolling. And like Knock on the Door, I make sure I have an intention or focus on a task. I often find when I’m trying to act natural on camera, I become too aware of myself, and become physically uncomfortable. When this happens, I think of my intention and realign my focus – to a task, or to a person. Moving the searchlight form within myself to outside of myself. I wanted to include some thoughts on applying a practitioner to screen work, because truth is truth whatever the medium and Meisner more than most is just as useful on screen.






SUMMARY 
Alright, that is us at the end of the third and final Bitesize Practitioner Video. We started in video one talking about Stanislavski, his philosophies on truth in theatre. We discussed many of his core ideas that can be applied to acting. We then moved on to Uta Hagen, and her focus on detail and specificity. She taught us that our craft should be rooted in the detail, in depth knowledge of ourselves, character and situation. Lastly, we looked at Meisner, who taught us the power of perspective, points of view and points of focus. Truth, detail, specificity, perspective and focus are the takeaways. Remember, each video has a full transcript attached as well as a copy of the slides used. So, print them off while you can and use them in your practice.
Thank you for joining me joining me, I hope you found these videos useful – remember, everyone learns at a different pace and there are no universal rules. Use what you like, discard what you don’t, create your own method. Most of all, enjoy what you do. Best wishes to you all. 









