EPISODE THREE:
MEISNER 
Focus and Perspective 






SANFORD MEISNER AND THE GROUP THEATRE

· Sanford “Sandy” Meisner was born in 1905 in Brooklyn, New York

· Meisner was an actor, teacher, practitioner, and part of The Group Theatre from its inception

· The Group Theatre was formed by several prolific practitioners, and included Stella Adler and Lee Strasberg who would both develop their own practices and methods 

· The Group Theatre was unique, focussed on the power of the ensemble and worked intensely together to create naturalistic and authentic productions 

· Lee Strasberg was rooted in the use of applied memory techniques to produce feeling on stage, however the rest of The Group disagreed and looked to Stanislavski for answers, who concluded that personal emotional memories had no place within emotional recall in performance 

· After the group disbanded, Meisner began forming his method. The Meisner technique establishes the importance of focus, listening, repetition, points of view and perspective 






APPLYING MEANING, POINTS OF VIEW AND PERSPECTIVE

REPETITION. REPETITION.


· “Repetition takes two actors and rubs them together so that sparks of life begin to happen.” – William Esper on the Meisner Technique 

· Repetition exercises teach us to be spontaneous in the moment, forcing us to focus on our partners and respond to them truthfully

· Often on stage we can wait for our cue lines, responding mechanically as we did in rehearsal without truly being aware of the other actor 



A
B
STEP ONE 

· A sit opposite partner B
· A, look at partner B, taking as long as you need to fully observe everything about them 
· When A is ready, make a simple statement about partner B. Here are some examples of simple statements based rooted in observation 
You are wearing a red hat OR You have brown hair OR Your eye is twitching etc…
· Partner B, repeat this statement exactly 
· The exchange will look like this (PTO) 

A – You are smiling 
B – You are smiling 
A – You are smiling 
B – You are smiling 
And so on…



A      B

STEP TWO 

· For the next stage of the repetition, B is going to change the pronoun from YOU to I so that the statement is relating to themselves rather than a straight repetition 

A – You are smiling 
B – I am smiling 
A – You are smiling 
B – I am smiling 

STEP THREE

· Step Three introduces feeling and response 

· Consider how you both felt during the exchange, what did your active listening provoke? 

· Use the same repetition but this time let your feelings guide your delivery. Respond truthfully to the energy given off by your partner 

· Do you get increasingly annoyed? Are you calmed by your partners body language? Do they make you laugh? 

STEP FOUR 

· Step Four is the introduction of the PILE UP

· The repetition will reach a point or a peak where you cannot go any further, and there is an outburst or natural ending to the initial repetition that an end the scene OR move it forward with a new statement 

· The new statement resulting from the PILE UP might be Do you have a problem with me smiling? I have a problem with you smiling etc


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 


· Chose a Nursery Rhyme from the attached document, this exercise asks the actor to infuse the rhyme with meaning and perspective, acting the rhyme as if it had subtext and story 

· If you can successfully apply subtext and meaning to a rhyme, you will find the process of applying it to more complicated text more straightforward 






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. This can also be done as a scene, with one person being Tom. 

· Consider Jack and Jill in the famous rhyme, who are they? Who is speaking? Ae you telling someone the funny story of how two kids fell over after each other, or the tragedy of their death?



KNOCK ON THE DOOR



· We are using the repetition exercise once more, but using tasks, intention, and motivation to turn it into a scene while maintaining the simple dialogue structure so that you are free to listen and respond to your partner 

· In pairs, come up with simple characters and relationships to each other. Who are you, and who are you to each other? Label yourselves A and B once more




A – You will be seated in an imagined room or space that belongs to you. Think of a task that you can perform in this space, something that requires focus and attention. Counting money, writing a letter, finishing homework etc. A must keep their focus on their task when B eventually enters the scene. 
B – You are the knocker. You must think of an intention, a reason to knock on the door and speak to character A. Do not tell A what your intention is. 

B will knock on the door, and A will answer and open when they are ready, returning to their focus task. The dialogue will begin with B making a statement rooted in observation, which will be repeated as before. 

Why are you sitting down? 
You look tired 
You seem busy 
You are sitting slumped in your chair 




B - Why are you sitting down? 
A - Why am I sitting down? 
B - Why are you sitting down?
A - Why am I sitting down? 



FILM AND TV



· The Meisner technique is a contemporary evolution of the classical Stanislavski approach 

· Screen requires a different style to theatre, a style that is more nuanced, subtle, and even more naturalistic. Meisner is a great method to apply to screen, I have found that the idea of focus and listening grounds me in the subtle style that screen requires 

· Use repetition when you are first presented with a screen script, so that you eventually don’t need to recall the lines – they are just there and you can focus on LISTENING, as with the repetition exercise earlier 


SUMMARY 








