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Stage Five VOICE, TEXT AND REHEARSAL MEET THE STAGE 

One day after rehearsals at the Royal National Theatre I 

was lunching with two celebrated British actresses waiting 

to open that night on the Lyttelton Theatre stage. One said 

to us, 'I can't wait to get on tonight.' After she left, the 

other actress turned to me and said, 'I hate going on every night, I'm so scared. I only act because I enjoy working on 

good plays.' The fact is, there are many actors who love to rehearse but hate the moment when their work has to meet the stage and the audience. They are performers who get their purest enjoyment through the imaginative process of the rehearsal period. Equally, there are actors who hate rehearsals and just can't wait to get on stage 'to do the production' and meet the audience. Whatever the need to act - and for every actor the need comes from a different source - most actors feel very nervous about leaving the rehearsal room and presenting their work on-stage. It can be the moment when they lose the play. Their work can be cluttered or muddled by the production. Yet the intimate, detailed, subtle and private rehearsal room work has to meet space at some point. Space One of the fundamental transformations any actor has to face is working in different spaces. Every space demands a different energy. Every space has a different acoustic. Every 

space has a different point of focus. We spoke about this in 

the last stage during rehearsals. Space changes quality with 

the kind of set in place as well as an audience. An audience 

might well give the actor an energy but the sheer body 

volume that people bring into a space will deaden the human voice and create new stress and tensions. One of the most painful processes an actor can go 

through is having to share her work in a large space like the Olivier stage at the Royal National Theatre. However wonderful she is in a part, it has to be shared and seen by an audience. It cannot be kept hidden unless it means to be pure laboratory theatre. However truthful a performer might be, or indeed creative, it means nothing if she cannot communicate over space. An audience sitting in space cannot move like a camera towards the actor. The actor consequently has to move towards the audience. There are some inescapable facts regarding performing in space. Actors who do not appreciate these facts will find a space crushes and consequently defeats them. Here is a list that has to be considered if an actor wants to be heard and effective in space. The level of work required is absolutely connected to the size of the performance space. So, the bigger the space: • The more breath and support you will need. You can feel its requirements if you breathe the space. As you imagine the space and face it, you will take in the breath required. • The more you have to reach out across the space, the more articulation is needed. You must begin to heighten speech, particularly the ends of words. Every syllable of every word must be clearly defined. This can feel very false to the actor but will not sound so to the audience. • Lines must be held and sustained. Any falling line will be eaten up in a large space. Tremendous energy to work through a thought will also be required. • As the space increases, any off-voice position will sound like vocal fuzz. You will need the whole of your voice to reach the back. • The bigger the space, the more physical definition is required. In space the actor's body becomes clearer when set against the static perspective of a set. Every movement reads. So, like the word, the body also will require extra definition. Vocal or physical muddle will confuse the audience. To speak and move without this definition will mean many lost lines. • In a small theatre a pause can be thrilling, but long pauses in a big space are very difficult to hold or fill. Only a highly skilled performer can risk silence in a big space and actually sustain the silence. • The bigger the space, the more energy is required from the whole company. An actor entering a space and dropping the speaking energy can very quickly drag the whole company and play down with him. This is equally true of the one actor who is inaudible. The other actors then suffer and all risk inaudibility as the audience strains to hear their unclear colleague. The confusion and time lag this causes means that the audience misses the lines of the next speaker. • The bigger the space, the more the audience needs to see the actor's face to help understanding. If you hide or face away you risk not being heard and losing audience attention. • Words need more space around them in a big area. Audiences will disengage if you continually rush the lines. • The head resonators carry best in large spaces, so rather than push for audibility, 'think' the sound from the head. • It is always easier to fill a space and bring your voice down than to work from a position of inaudibility. Many actors forget to place the audience's bodies into their equation and will be 'under' the space rather than on top of it. • Some accents might need extra definition if the space is large. Genuine familiarity and mastery of the accent is a real benefit and necessity. • Words need to be released, so the further forward you place the voice, the better. Common Misconceptions About Space • Pushing vocally or shouting never helps. The audience might hear your voice, but they won't be able to understand what you say. It's rather like being hit over the head with a hammer. Also, you will rapidly lose your voice if not damage it in the long run. • Many actors push when they can't be heard and push their voices into their chests. This might feel strong to the actor, but the sound won't be defined in space, only muffled. 

• It is possible to speak quietly in a large space but this position 

requires exquisite control of the breath, fantastic voice placing 

and super-clear articulation. Actors earn this position with 

wonderful technique and superb emotional and intellectual 

intensity. To speak quietly in a huge space and be heard is considered the hardest vocal challenge an actor faces. • At the moment when an actor needs more breath in a large 

space he is often rendered breathless and is frightened of taking a large breath. The bigger the space, the less likely the audience will see you breathe, so take what you need. • The small theatre also has its taps. The advantage of a large space is that most actors know they must work it. In a smaller space you can forget that need. However, an audience will be more angry at not hearing you if they can almost touch you. They will not forgive laziness. Testing the Space • Does the play match the space? Some plays work better in a particular space. I suppose this is directly linked to the writer's landscape and imagination. Epic plays work very well in huge theatres. The subject matter, and probably the form and language, are opened up and released by space. A domestic play might need more actual help from the actor if it has to be communicated in a vast theatre. Verse lines can often breathe better in a large theatre, whereas Chekhov becomes lost and less subtle. From experience, I know that if a play in its form, energy and language matches a space, the communication of the play is a hundred per cent easier. • Spend as much time as possible in the performance space. I've said this throughout the section on rehearsal and I don't mind saying it again. Breathe the space. Find the space's focus where you have to look in order to communicate with the whole audience. Lock the space into your breath memory. Walk the space. Look around the whole of it. Imagine you can catch the eye of every member of the audience. Take those sensations into the rehearsal room. Imagine the audience and its energy with your back to them. Feel the space through your whole body so that you are three-dimensional and not merely two-dimensional. • Understand how the set will help or hinder your voice. The worst scenario is a completely open performance space or a very padded one - curtains, drapes and carpets soak up the voice. The best will be a set with surfaces, preferably wood, that can throw out your voice. Metal might make the space too live, creating an echo. As you do this, take note of the space above the stage: for instance, whether it's a fly space and full or empty. An empty fly will not be useful in throwing out your voice. • Test the space to find out whether it's acoustically alive or dead. Always remember that the mass of an audience will deaden the space. In a live space, if you call out or send a strong 'mah' into the audience area you will get the sense of your voice returning to you, like a mini=echo. The deader the space, the less feedback. Most modern theatres are dead. The materials used in construction are generally cement, brick and padding, which don't support the human voice. A good auditorium is constructed of wood and plaster, with many reflective surfaces to support the voice. Carvings are more than just decoration! A well=designed theatre is slightly too live until the audience enters and balances the space. A dead space requires more support, definition and voice. A live one needs more space between words - less volume, careful articulation, a finer=balanced voice. • Find the focus of the space. This will include sight lines so you can always be seen, but check in what places your face cannot be seen. Where do you need to 'think' to in order for your body and breath to connect to the space? For instance, the Olivier Theatre at the Royal National Theatre visually pulls you to the back of the stalls. The actor must consequently concentrate on thinking the whole circle, otherwise the audiences will feel left out and the actor won't breathe and imagine the space. • Test the space with other actors dotted around the auditorium. Be supportive of each other but pick any lost word, pulling line, devoicing or pushing. Play a scene, a duologue with one on stage, the other in the auditorium. Immediately after the scene, swap over, then both return to the stage and play the scene. • Try to do as much of your thinking and feeling out to the audience. • Does the space embrace you or push you away? If the latter, you'll have to think out more to befriend it. Some modern theatres feel as though they are fiat and stark. The more you do these simple tests, the more you will own the space and believe you have a right to be there and tell a story. 

Next, a few hints about tackling different configurations of theatre based on some specific theatres I have worked in 

most frequently. 

The Proscenium Arch 

The arch around these boxed-in stages creates a picture 

frame and, like any frame, it highlights the contained picture. Everything you say and do in this frame is immediately heightened and defined. Any unwanted vocal sound, movement or acting intention is clearly communicated. The arch magnifies everything. Wherever the audience is sitting, the proscenium arch will render even the smallest physical fidget or vocal grunt into an important event. So definition and clear intention is the name of the game here. Certain acting positions or vocal habits that seem interesting in a rehearsal room become silly to the audience in this framed space. Equally true is that what can feel artificial to the actors is communicated as truth to the audience. For instance, an intense interaction across a small space with the actors facing each other, which seemed fine in the rehearsal room, will appear slightly ridiculous in a proscenium arch. They will look like little stick figures. For the scene to work in the theatre, the actors will have to think, and physically turn, out. It is at this point that the inexperienced actor can feel artificial. Actors need space around them in the proscenium arch; getting too close to each other will again look like strange clumps of people in space. The proscenium space clutters easily. It is possible to play the most intimate of scenes across a large space and still look real and close to the audience. You cannot speak into the wings in the proscenium arch because it will render you inaudible unless the wings are boxed in with wood. But ff there is a decent set around you to pitch your voice out to the audience, you can speak upstage and be heard. The notion of upstaging other actors really comes into its own on this type of stage. The term comes from getting upstage of an actor so that they have to turn their backs to the audience to speak to you. On top of this obvious attention-grabbing trick is the more subtle one that works within the heightened quality of the arch. An actor can easily distract from another player by fidgeting or doing some business too relentlessly. Precision, definition and very active sharing with the audience are the clues to playing the proscenium arch and winning. The Thrust Stage The main point of this design is to throw or thrust the actors, and consequently the action of the play, out into the audience. This kind of stage revolutionized the theatre by breaking through the proscenium arch and defying the distance an audience might feel when the actors are isolated from them. The thrust hurls the acting at you and also exposes the actor to the audience. Some actors hate the thrust for this reason. The audience is too much a pat of the play. In a perverse way, the fact that the actor feels closer to the audience is where the vocal pitfalls lie. The performer getting too near the front row of the public can fall into a number of traps, both vocally and physically. Stand upstage on a thrust stage, the furthest you can get from the audience. Look out and breathe. You might feel at a distance from the audience, but you will feel you can own the whole space. Now start walking, slowing down as you reach the thrust part of the stage. You will feel immediately the moment you lose some of the audience physically. You will have lost eye contact with the right and left of the auditorium and the audience above. As you are drawn and propelled further forward towards just a part of the audience, you will be losing more and more of the house. 

The thrust can lull you into a false sense of connection to 

the audience. The further forward you are, the more you 

actually have to work for audibility and clarity. Yet because 

a portion of the audience is so close you can be duped into 

working less. When working in the thrust part of a stage, a proportion of the audience will not be able to see your face. I've 

worked on many plays in thrust and charted the reactions of an audience. The side that can see an actor's face will hear the actor's voice. The side that can't see the face will listen for a few minutes, then switch off. This is probably a note to directors, but be aware that there is a direct link between seeing a face and hearing a voice. We won't listen after a few minutes if you don't show us, in the staging, an actor's face. There is little an actor can do technically. What generally happens is, she senses an audience switching off and will begin to push, which will only alienate them more. The experienced actor will just look out and the problem is resolved. Continue breathing the whole space. The temptation is that as you get closer to the audience you close down the breath. Breathe into the whole body, if the audience has to look at your back it should still be alive. In fact, an engaged actor can communicate very well through his back. It is so easy to drop the energy, moving forward towards an audience, but you need to heighten it. You need to define ends of words, sustain lines and be on voice. You will not blow the near members of the audience out of their seats - a common fear of actors when they get close to an audience - with definition and clarity, but you will lose a large proportion of the house if you go fiat. Studio Theatres There are many vocal traps in a small and seemingly cozy studio space. The main one is that you feel you don't have to work because the audience is so near. In fact, the work required is very specific and in some ways technically harder than in a larger space. When performers step into a large space they know that vocal work will be demanded in order to be heard. As soon as they fill the space the vocal equipment can snowball and gather momentum. This sensation doesn't apply in a small theatre. The smallness of the space can reduce, stifle and suffocate the actor, particularly if the play doesn't match the space. Shakespeare in a small space might be very exciting in its intimacy but the text might lose its line power and epic quality as the actors pull back from releasing in the intimate space. A balance of power has to be found. The domestic drama will obviously work best in these theatres, but there is a new trend of placing large-scale and large-cast classics in very tiny spaces. The ingenuity of actors and directors can make this experience quite exciting. This trend has exposed epic plays to new scrutiny but not necessarily helped the form of the language which, by necessity, is often made more humble than it is. Let's think of the problem from the audience's point of view. The closer I am to the actors, the more angry I will get ff I can't hear them. After all, it seems I'm in the room with them. I can maybe even touch them. At home I would hear them across my own living-room, but suddenly that basic reality is shattered. Meanwhile the actors are thinking that they can't speak out because they are afraid of bellowing at the audience and along with that notion will often go the fear of clarity, so words are not ended. Emotions are bottled up and constipated, and the text swallowed and not released. When working in a small space: • Go back to the breath! Breathe the space. This might not be as straightforward as in larger theatres, as the audience might be so close that you don't feel able really to engage to the perimeters of the space. Also, the audience might not fill the whole space. 

There might be an area behind where the audience sits that 

must also be breathed if the space is to be filled. So breathe to 

the perimeters of the theatre, not to where the audience ends. 

You might not need much volume, but that doesn't mean that 

definition is not required. I often say that the hardest vocal technical achievement is to speak with tremendous clarity but 

quietly - finishing words, holding lines,' staying on voice and using very subtle support. All these qualities are required in a small space. You might have the sensation of truth being small and intimate but for audibility that mustn't mean you lose the vocal work and tension of release and sharing. It's hard. Theatre in the Round With the audience surrounding you, it is an inevitable fact that you will spend most of the play facing away from a proportion of it. Standing on the edge of the space and opposite an aisle there are possibilities in the round where you can be seen by the whole audience, but as soon as you enter the main action space someone will be looking at your back. More than ever in the round you have to be active throughout your whole body. All the above rules apply. Breathe the space, definition of words, staying on voice, as well as moving around in the space so that your face is seen by the whole audience at some time. The vocal hints given to me by actors who work in the round a great deal are about using their voices out of the tops of their heads. I take this to mean that they used their head resonances to pierce the space around them. This makes sense as the head resonances travel further. Again, the instinct could be to push the voice, which is not at all useful. Heightened articulation is needed and very strongly held lines are required. Acting in the round is visually intense so useless movements, like undefined speech or sound, will distract. Everything you do reads to the audience. This kind of space exposes you the most though it can be very thrilling to work in the round. The Traverse Theatre The audience is on two sides of the acting space and this placing creates an acting corridor. The traverse has the same problems and needs as the in-the-round space. You have two great advantage points. At both ends of the corridor you have a place that commands the whole space vocally and physically. Never forget the audience behind you. Again, it is a question of thinking and almost vocalizing throughout your entire body. Often the layout of both traverse and in-the-round theatre means that the audiences bank up steeply above you so be aware, ff this is the case, that you mustn't forget the height of the space. Remember occasionally to look up and communicate to the higher reaches of the audience. The Open Air This kind of space is always a tricky one for many reasons and it will always demand enormous technical athleticism. The problems with open-air theatres are often compounded by the weather (a slight wind will whisk away your voice), the rustling of trees, aircraft overhead, traffic or river noise. The theatres, sometimes makeshift, are not always defined with a solid perimeter behind the audience that will contain and reinforce the voice. The seating is often flimsy so there is no acoustic help from that quarter. Audiences will also lose attention rapidly out of pure discomfort. The best open-air theatres are nestled into rock, have water behind the audience (water is a good medium for the voice because it reflects sound), or have stone seats: the ancient Greek theatres, for example (see theatre at Epidaurus, below). All these factors are beyond your immediate control, so what can you do to help yourself?. Open-air acting will require a support system on full recovery rather like a singer's. Stillness as you speak will aid 

focus. Moving your head quickly and speaking rapidly will 

merely dissipate the sound. You will have to play out. 

Subtle exchanges across the stage will not read or be 

audible. 

Try to find a place of focus behind and around the audience so that you have some place to look, breathe and think. You must stay on voice. An off voice won't travel anywhere in the open air. The higher head resonances will 

be more effective than the bellowed chest ones. Any dropped syllable or line will disappear into space - definition, definition, definition! All this means is that your concentration has to be intense. I find it interesting that the new Globe Theatre on London's south bank of the Thames - reconstructed as closely as possible to be a replica of Shakespeare's original had acoustic problems in the run-up to its opening season. Actors and directors who tested the space discovered that the only way to be heard was to deliver the text out to the audience. The intimate forms of theatre we are now used to won't read or be useful in this open space. It seems that actors stood still and spoke out to the audience, not across the stage to each other. Maximum stillness and vocal focus is required, the bigger the space, the more focus you need. The Greek Theatre The Greek theatre was and remains the best kind of epic space. Great and important ideas and stories were performed there. It was not designed for domestic drama, but for stories that would transform and heal a whole populace. This really was theatre as a temple to performance. The audience arranged itself in a fanned semicircle around the stage and was banked up above it. I've only ever worked at Epidaurus and the Theatre of Dionysus at Athens, but I think it is true to say that the architects of these spaces got it all right. The first astonishing experience you have as you walk out onto the stage - or playing circle - is that the space not only embraces and welcomes you, but is designed for the human body. You cannot help but breathe the space. The configuration of the theatre invites you to do it. The space also centers and focuses you. The perspective pulls you up and out, you have to reach out in your imagination to the back and you feel every inch of the auditorium in your body. You become very aware of when you have physically and visually lost the audience. The space immediately touches and heightens your imagination. This type of space releases and liberates the actor. The Olivier stage at the Royal National Theatre was fashioned on a Greek model, though I'm not sure the space is of quite the same quality. It appears to be true that the acoustics of a theatre like Epidaurus are superb. The auditorium is built of stone that reflects the voice. Although I've never worked in Epidaurus with its full audience capacity, I believe it would still resonate the voice and reinforce the speaker. These are open-air theatres and need that physical and vocal focus as well as the sense of playing out, but because the relationship with the audience is so easily felt the actor doesn't get beguiled, but works with the space. Breath is required, but again the space tells you that. Lines and words have to be finished. But an actor working in such a space understands why the word and its release were so sacred to the Greeks. They designed space to encourage this connection between speaker and listener. I suspect we don't have the patience, money or knowledge to build theatres in this way any more. Theatres today are often multi-purpose civic centers, not places for special and unique theatrical happenings. It is interesting that we have taken the Greek shape, but have forgotten that it was an open-air space and that a ceiling would probably squash the whole imaginative notion of the theatre and, as that is squashed, the acoustics are impaired. 

Non-Theatre Spaces Much theatre today, particularly small-scale tours and 

educational projects, take place in spaces not originally 

designed for either performance or the human voice. My 

second-year students at the Guildhall School do a week of 

school tours each year. In seven days they perform in ten different spaces. They always report that the major lesson of the tour is how to perform in a hostile space. 

Most of the spaces they encounter are designed for one-way communication, that is, an authority figure speaking out to a gathered, silent and, perhaps at worst, submissive audience via a public address system. The amplified lectern is the appropriate symbol of this type of space since there is only one vantage point from which to speak. Many school halls and churches are very live, so the delivery has to be slow and deliberate. The speaker will get a very high energy feedback from the space, ff not an echo. You might not need much vocal power, but you will need to pace and articulate each word carefully. On the occasions I have taught members of the church - priests and vicars - they all joke that the rather caricature vicar's delivery - slow, precise, with rising inflections - comes from years of giving sermons in stone churches that echo. Who knows, but I rather like the theory. All those qualities are indeed required in a 'too-live' acoustic. In these school halls it is very hard to humanize the space. If you try to break down the formality by either rearranging the chairs or performing off the platform, you can end up with many students not being able to see. Any scene with actors sitting on the floor definitely becomes pointless. The echo can produce a rather hard or aggressive sound to the voice so as much modulation as possible and opening of the vowels will help. Throwing drapes or curtains can help to balance the echo but don't be tempted to push. The gentle vocal approach is best. Newer halls are often too acoustically dead. In an attempt to humanize the space it may have been padded with carpets, polystyrene ceiling tiles, cushions and curtains. This will often make you feel as though you are speaking into cotton wool. Again, don't push, but define words and lines carefully. Really motor through to the ends of thoughts and don't let the energy .drop. The dead space will sponge any undefined sound and smother it. Head resonances will be useful. To find focus in all these spaces is difficult. The space, unlike the theatre, will probably not have a place to play to and work can get too spread out. Physical economy will help contain the space and you might really have to think about making contact with the audience. It will feel as though the audience is pushing away from you or that there is a barrier separating you. Reach out to them to pass through these sensations. Once you understand that the space is rarely used as a performance space - in fact its normal use has little to do with theatre - you will begin to realize that your performance concentration has to be heightened. Most actors who have experience playing in these spaces tell of skidding on squashed peas left over from school dinners, visitors wandering in to look for lost jumpers, school bells, telephones ringing in the hallway or the caretaker emptying the rubbish bins throughout your performance. Take courage! This is often where theatre starts nowadays and where young audiences get their first taste for live performance. The chances are that the audience is used to such distractions and won't notice them, so just keep telling the story. There are several simple exercises you can do to enhance your work in these non-theatre spaces: • Even if you have only a few minutes, walk the space. • Sit in the audience seats so you can see what they see. • Breathe the whole space. 

• Do a few minutes of warming up the voice in the space. This 

will very quickly tell you about its acoustic properties. 

• 

Scatter the company throughout the space and one by one 

speak a few lines of the work and get some feedback from your colleagues and apply that knowledge accordingly. • Check the sight lines of the space. • Check how quiet you can go and don't go below that level. 

• Check how loud you can go before there is too big an echo and don't go up above that level. • Be aware of where the audience will begin so that you feel you can reach them all. • Few of these venues have adequate lighting, so you have to focus the action and also be aware that this means you will see your audience. Use this potential eye contact as an advantage, not a terror, • Don't be distressed if by filling the space you feel you lose subtlety. Any actor filling an unknown space will feel this. As the performance continues you might feel you can begin to explore nuances, but the initial concern is that you are heard and are telling a story clearly. Other Spaces I've been lucky enough to work in a variety of theatres around the world. What I will attempt to do is discuss a few that fit the categories I've already written about. I think you will have gathered that in general the design and building of theatres since World War Two have lost the understanding that we had for centuries. Modem theatres, with the exception of recent creations like the Swan Theatre in Stratford-upon-Avon (all wood and handsomely engineered), are often acoustically dead and not designed for the human dimension. The theatres of the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth century are compatible with the human body, voice and experience. They help the actor to share the word. All over Europe and South America you can stumble across theatrical gems, small opera houses all lovingly designed for the human voice and audience contact with the performer. This is not so true of houses built recently; padded seats and fiat concrete walls conspire to alienate the voice and the word. The architects of these theatres will often ignore actors' needs in order to design a state-of-the art structure, then call the performers malcontents when they complain. This misunderstanding frequently goes so far that the dressing-rooms are lift rides away from the stage, as they are at London's Barbican Theatre. I remember standing in a stalled lift at the Barbican full of actors dressed in armor. They were due on stage to fight a Shakespearean battle. We could hear the tannoy announcing that they were all off but we stood there powerless. That night the battle scene was merely a skirmish due to a stalled lift! Some modem theatres are so unlike a theatre that older actors have stories about wandering around backstage trying to unearth their dressing-rooms, only to find themselves accidentally on stage during another performance. The once-sacred space has no definable perimeters, just acres of technical equipment. THE BARBICAN THEATRE (THE LONDON HOME OF THE RSC) I started working with the Royal Shakespeare Company as a voice coach when they moved to their new London home in 1982. Many actors enjoy this space because it has a more intimate feel than the RSC's official home at the Stratford Memorial Theatre. The most immediate problem with the Barbican stage is that in order to make contact with the top circle you have to pull your head fight back to look up to the circle. Apart from that, the perspectives are good. Unlike the RSC's old London home at the Aldwych Theatre in the Strand, the Barbican is a padded, dead space which needs much definition and sustained vocal energy to the ends of lines. This deadness can be helped by a good wooden set, but this doesn't often happen so the 

actors never fully feel their voices return to them. It is 

therefore a hard space in which to monitor the voice. 

I remember being very shocked at how far away an actor 

could be when positioned upstage from the first row of the 

audience. With increasing technical demands, the actual staging area is expanding so actors can find themselves playing a scene 30 feet away from their first audience 

member. This expanse also means you have to play out and avoid speaking into the wings. This was first modem theatre I worked in which needed conquering. It was at the Barbican that I discovered what most experienced actors instinctively know, that there are three basic vocal demands a dead space requires: • Support. • Being on voice. • Fantastic articulation - the full definition of the word and thought. At least the Barbican mostly houses heightened plays that can release the space and encompass the strong technical attention needed to the word. THE OLIVIER- ROYAL NATIONAL THEATRE The Olivier is an epic space. Its design, as I have mentioned already, is based on the ancient Greek theatres. At best it is a liberating space for the actor's voice, imagination and spirit. At worst it can terrify and suffocate the actor because of its very specific vocal demands. The first thing I noticed when beginning to work on the Olivier stage was that there is a feeling of intimacy created for the actor which doesn't exist for the audience. Standing on stage you feel closer to the audience than the audience feels to you. A potentially dangerous misconception, this forced sense of intimacy can lead an actor into not sustaining enough or being specific enough. The second strange design feature of the Olivier is that when you stand centre stage the space pulls the actor's imagination down to the back of the stalls, making the actor constantly work to think up to the back of the circle to include over half the audience. You can sit in the circle and feel left out as the actor has seemingly forgotten you. In the original Greek theatre, and in many well-designed ones, the space's perspective pulls the actor up to make full contact with the whole house. The design is based on what the human body needs and sees. The design of the Greek theatre centers the actor's body rather then suppressing it. You also notice immediately that the Olivier is dead. That is, you can't sense your voice in the theatre. It's like speaking into cotton wool. This further deadens as the audience sits in the space, body volume absorbing the voice even more. When you work in the empty theatre you must always make allowances for the audience. You will need more volume and energy when they are seated. This deadness can severely panic the actor who can be tempted to push vocally or over-support and bellow. Not useful, but an understandable instinct. As with all epic space, the centre point of the stage commands the whole house. From this point you can hold the audience visually, vocally and without much effort. As you move off this place, portions of the house are lost to you, so you are stronger further from the audience. However, many actors and directors feel an overwhelming temptation to pull the action closer to the audience. The closer you get, the more of the audience you lose and the harder it is to be heard by those seated on the sides of the theatre. To test this out, all you have to do is walk downstage from the centre point. As you walk you will feel that you lose contact with more and more of the audience. Right downstage, the middle block of the stalls will be having an 

intimate experience with the actors, but the side and circle 

have been completely forgotten. Of course, actors with 

huge technical skill can play the house from this downstage 

position, but it's hard work. 

Like all stages, the acoustic potential of the Olivier is very dependent on the set. The empty stage is enormous and offers no vocal aid for the human voice. It is impossible for 

even the most experienced actor to be clear without some sort of solid enclosing set. My heart breaks when I watch an actor vocally fight an empty space on the Olivier stage. Even with a good modem set that can help amplify the voice, there are certain needs and things you can't do. You can't speak into the wings. Half the audience behind you will not hear. You have to look and think out. You can't speak and move your head across the arc of the audience words will just disappear. You can speak, then move, or move, then speak, but any lack of physical definition will make you inaudible. As is the case with any dead acoustic, you can't be off voice. If you devoice, the space erodes the voice and the sound becomes fluffy. You can speak quietly on full voice. This is the most difficult technical position: on voice, supported, defined, placed and yet quiet. Speech definition has to be heightened; every syllable and end of word spoken. Many actors at first feel that they are overworking, yet from the audience's point of view the speech sounds clear and uazthful. We can't experience much truth if we can't hear or understand the word. Nothing will read or carry if it is swallowed. Lines and thoughts have to be sustained and held. Any falling line will disappear. Many actors are audible but are rendered inaudible by their scene parmers on the Olivier stage who are dropping lines and words. The audience struggles to understand the fallen line and misses the next audible one. As in all dead space, the head resonances travel better than the chest ones. The Olivier will demand a strong breath and support system. The space must be consciously breathed. The strange perspective that pulls you down to the back of the stalls will often tempt you not to breathe the whole space. Recently there was a show that wasn't filling the entire house. The audience only occupied the stalls. With a full house the show was perfectly audible, but when only the stalls were occupied complaints rolled in. What was happening was that the actors only sensed an audience below them, so failed to breathe the whole house and became under energized with their support. Whatever the capacity or numbers in a theatre you must always imagine and breathe the whole space. Because the Olivier is so wide, being clear and heard in crowd scenes requires particular skills. You have to grab the audience because .their eyes will wander and although they might actually hear the line, their eyes are so busy trying to find the speaker their ears miss it! Many actors love the Olivier. As I mentioned before, it feels epic and that energy can really liberate the actors, but only ff they are prepared to use their voices with enormous precision, support, energy, freedom and definition. Anything either physically or vocally sloppy will make you inaudible. You need to play and think out to the whole house. Initially, this might feel as though you have lost intimacy, but that is not how it will read to the audience. You don't need to bellow, but you do need to be on voice and sustained. It's no wonder that great theatrical actors who successfully play the Olivier are like athletes. The Olivier will really come into its own with plays that are heightened and use language actively and specifically. These sorts of plays marry ideally with the space; space and play mutually support each other. There is nothing 'cool' about the Olivier. 

THE OLD VIC After five years of dealing with the modem stages of the 

Royal National Theatre, I recently went back to work with 

actors at the National's first home, the venerable Old Vic 

Theatre. As I started a voice work-out on stage, I became 

very emotional. I had forgotten just how wonderful a space this kind of theatre can be. In every aspect of its design 

it helps the actor speak. It's not a hi-tech theatre, but one that houses a history of language and stories being told from its stage through the scale of the human body and voice. Stand on a stage like the Old Vic and you feel the whole house embrace you and take you up to the gods (the highest balcony seats). Almost automatically, you breathe the whole space. It creates a natural relationship between actor and audience. The materials and the carvings - wood and plaster - of the auditorium reinforce the human voice. When empty, the house acoustic is live, so you can feel immediately when your voice fills the space. It instantly feeds back to you. You know what is vocally required. When full, the audience balances the space and the live quality disappears, though you still have a sense of how your voice touches every part of the space. All the voice principles which apply to proscenium arch theatres apply to the Old Vic. You cannot speak into the wings and you do need to play out to the audience. But in this kind of theatre you can get away with a lot which would be impossible in a modem space like the Olivier. You can whisper or go off voice, for instance, and still be heard. Because a space like the Old Vic is more contained and focused, you still need energy to the ends of words and lines, but not nearly as much as the Olivier requires. The Old Vic acoustic aids the energy of the word, so of course you need to be clear. But the space doesn't drain a word of its clarity as ruthlessly as the Olivier does. The Old Vic is an actor-friendly space and one that supports the spoken word before anything else. I last worked in the space before going to the RNT, but my remm there made me think of all the voice-related criticisms actors level at the National, and with their criticisms came the inevitable comparisons with theatres like the Old Vic. Despite the fact that young actors are not as vocally skilled with language as those of thirty years ago, it must be remembered that they are fighting regularly with modem theatre design and begin their careers with the odds stacked against them. THE LYTFELTON -- ROYAL NATIONAL THEATRE This is the Royal National Theatre's proscenium arch space. It has many of the Olivier's design and acoustic problems. A lot of actors tell me that speaking from the Lyttelton stage is like sending energy into a padded room. The auditorium absorbs sound as soon as it is spoken. Other actors talk about it as ff it were a cinema. They find it hard to monitor their voices or the audience. These are all signs of a very dead acoustic. These obstacles can be overcome by a wooden set and a wooden raked floor. The physical disadvantages (for the actor) of the rake (see p. 280) are made up for by the advantage of the voice being flung out. An open stage will require huge amounts of sustained and on-voice energy. Like all proscenium arch stages, speaking into the wings is fruitless. You have to play out ff you expect to be heard. Like the Olivier, the physical focus of the Lyttelton pulls you down to the back of the stalls, so you have to look and breathe consciously to the back of the circle, otherwise the audience in the circle will experience the play through the top of your head. This problem is emphasized when you are working on a rake because your energy is thrust further into the stalls. 

After getting on voice and using sustained support through

out every line, the biggest shock you will experience in this 

kind of theatre is the amount of articulation required. The 

padded space needs so much clear energy on every syllable 

of every word that many younger performers believe they are overdoing it in order to achieve the most minimum levels of clarity. Without this articulation, any muffled 

words get soaked up by the space. Avoid pushing vocally (always a temptation in this kind of space) when confronted by a space that doesn't give you feedback. Also, use head resonance to pierce the space. Many shows that play in the Lyttelton tour nationally and internationally to other vast regional theatres. This is because the Lyttelton most resembles the configuration of modern proscenium theatres outside London, though auditoriums elsewhere can be double and triple its size. On their return from working in these other spaces, actors are often able to fill the Lyttelton with much more ease. They discover on tour that the Lyttelton requires the same kind of intense and concentrated vocal energy as a theatre twice its size. THE COTTESLOE -- ROYAL NATIONAL THEATRE This is the RNT's smallest theatre (essentially a black box studio space which was squeezed into the design of the National as an afterthought) and it has the potential to transform itself into various shapes, from small proscenium arch to traverse to thrust stage. In many ways this kind of theatre is the most straightforward acoustically. It has the traps of all small theatres: the audience is so close to the performer that the actor tends to forget to work vocally and may easily drop lines and words. Although the Cottesloe only houses a few hundred people, its actual size and volume are bigger than many theatres with double the audience capacity. A good many of the seats are in fixed, steep tiers that surround the space on three and occasionally four sides. When breathing the space, actors sometimes forget this capacity and the vertical arrangements of the seats. So you must connect to the whole space. Here is the important note about working in a space like the Cottesloe. Since the auditorium is so unusually high, most complaints about audibility come from this part of the seating. The actor has to make a connection above his head, therefore well above eye line. In a strange way you can do this without looking up, simply by 'thinking up'. Breathing in that direction, you will include this part of the audience even in your body gestures. Sensing energy in this way, you will send up the word and not drop or pull back on lines. Here again, the actor has to test out the vocal demands of this unusually configured space which looks, at first glance, quite straightforward. You can be intimate and speak very quietly in the Cottesloe, as long you adhere to three basic rules: being on voice; supporting through the line; and finishing every word. This all requires intense emotional and intellectual concentration. Finally, one of the great features of the Cottesloe is that epic plays work here as well as more intimate and domestic ones. I think this is partly due to the theatre's enormous volume. It can easily transform from a cottage to the interior of a cathedral and feels natural in both configurations. The main difference will be in how the actor vocally handles this change in volume. THE STRATFORD FESTIVAL THEATRE, ONTARIO, CANADA The Stratford Festival Theatre in Canada, founded by Sir Tyrone Guthrie in the 1950s, is one of the wonderful thrust stages designed by Tanya Moiseiwitsch. As a set designer, she knew what the actor needed in terms of a performance 

space. The Chichester Festival Theatre in Britain is of a 

similar design. These theatres are often called 'processional 

stages'. The spaces encourage movement and epic pro

cessions. Neither theatre is a hi-tech space and both are 

completely reliant on action through the word. Language and thought are the drama on display and often both theatres use a minimum of scenery. The stage configuration does encourage the actor to 

move physically and it can take an entering actor some time to walk onto the stage before the audience can see him. This physical movement should be used to propel the voice and text out to the audience. Most actors feel very exposed on this type of stage. There is nowhere to hide, and although you need to be vocally and physically bold, any fidget or fluff will be very obvious to the whole audience. Clarity and focus in all your work is absolutely necessary and if it is not there, it will be frighteningly clear to one and all. Despite these challenges, the Stratford space is actor friendly. It is made of wood and from the stage you feel an intimacy with the whole audience and they with you. The physical perspectives feel fine and the space actually encourages you to play out, which is good because this is exactly how you need to play the words. Because the relationship with the audience can feel intimate, there is a tendency to lose formality in speaking. So be aware that it is easy to be less articulate or not have enough support. For many years there was one annoying additional feature added to the Stratford space, which Tanya Moiseiwitsch did not design: an extra bank of seats on the back end of the auditorium. It has recently been removed. Reaching this section of seats drew the actor's focus away from other parts of the house and it was impossible for the actor, in any staged position, to communicate to these seats. Inaudibility complaints came from these areas and there was little an actor could do to rectify the situation. When I asked one experienced actress about the seats and why they were there, destroying the whole focus of the space, she just raised her eyes to the ceiling and said 'Greed'. Random Thoughts on Other Theatres and Space The following thoughts will be so obvious to many experienced actors that I almost hesitate to include them here. But in my daily dealings with student and professional actors, I find that many are so limited in their experience that they are unaware of the basic principles of space and the effects of staging. Many performers seem terrified of playing out and making contact with an audience. The feeling they give is that by doing so they lose truth and some, perhaps through work in television and film, don't want to share their work so directly. But the actor's job is to speak directly to the audience even if the artifice of the script is indirection. Speaking to another actor on stage must always be sent to the audience. Sightlines and, isles If you cannot see or feel the audience, you will not be seen or easily heard by them. Understanding sight lines is vital not only for your relationship with audiences but for your work with other actors. It is easy to mask one another on stage, complicating the communication. You can simply stand downstage of or in line with fellow actors if you stand opposite an aisle (i.e. where no audience member is seated). If you are not placed in this way you could be masking someone, so check your sight line. Always stay in touch with the whole audience. You can do this even through your back. This check is generally the downstage actor's task; however, if you are upstage and you wander into the blocking corridor of downstage actors, then you have masked yourself. 

A lot of this blocking awareness is the director's responsibility, but many directors without training or enough 

staging experience leave it to the actors to work out. The 

more space you have between each other, the easier it is to 

alter this masking. The real problems come when actors arc clumped very close together on the stage. Older actors tend to be uneasy when younger actors get 

too close to them, particularly on wide or proscenium stages. I think younger performers believe that physical closeness reflects truth and intimacy, but this doesn't necessarily read well in larger theatres. An audience will tolerate not seeing an actor for a minute or so, but any longer and they will get restless. Light. Light can focus a scene and an actor, but can also encourage the actor to cut off from the audience. It's always useful to remember that Shakespeare's players at the Globe, acting in daylight and without artificial illumination, could look into the eyes of their audience; really feel and know what was going on out there. Lighting today makes the audience a darkened mass, initially without individuality or reactions. Of course, many actors can feel and read an audience through the lighting barrier but you can blank out the audience, if you desire, and almost forget them in a way which would not be possible without lights. If the lighting is not clear on your face then it is actually harder for an audience to hear you. Vocal and facial expression really do need to marry for the most successful performance. Many actors don't 'find their light', they speak without light on them even ff it's there, and consequently lose the audience. It seems that the brighter the light, the more intense and focused the speaking. Dim light dims the voice. There are wonderful traditions that older actors frequently mention which I think are true. One is that comedy needs light. Recently an actor in a technical rehearsal was complaining that he couldn't play his comic scene in the dim light provided. At preview after preview he didn't get his way and didn't get many laughs. Eventually the director conceded and increased the level of light on the scene. Only then did the scene get waves of laughter. Dead Spots Most theatres have so called 'dead spots', patches of the stage or the auditorium where sound does not carry because of some weird acoustical dysfunction. Actors arriving at an unknown theatre for the first time will instantly ask, 'Where are the dead spots?' No matter what you do vocally, it is usually impossible to overcome a dead spot. It's like a black hole sucking in the sound and energy and deadening both. Many dead spots also occur in seemingly good seats: usually in the stalls under the overhanging circle. Odd acoustic circumstances conspire to ping the sound over a couple of seats but arrive smoothly to the surrounding ones. Patrons can sit bemused as they believe themselves deaf because everyone around them can hear the play but they can't. Why do theatre managements sell seats that are known to be dead? Well, some will acknowledge that certain seats are impossible acoustically and refund any complaints from those seats. Some seats have reflective surfaces close by that can either absorb or throw a voice too violently away from the seat. Some dead spots are intensified by certain types of sets or configurations of the space which deflect the sound further. You can get a crop of them if the stage is extended over the orchestra pit. Certain qualities of voice will be dead in a theatre, while other will pierce into it. It's always intriguing how various qualifies of voice will react to different spaces. No science can predict this result. Some performers have told me that to play more directly to those seats in a dead area can help, 

but those seated in the dead spot will feel like the royal 

presence if they are specially played to and the remaining 

house is ignored. 

The Orchestra Pit An orchestra pit can feel like a barrier 

and gulf to a speaking actor. The first row of the audience seems a long way off and it is tempting to move your acting position downstage to help close the gap. Ironically, in 

those theatres with an orchestra pit this movement downstage will confound the acoustic and as you move past the proscenium arch you will begin to lose the acoustic properties of upstage. Generally, staying just up from the arch will give you maximum acoustic power. You have to work across the pit and use that energy to fill the house. Don't be tempted to move forward towards the first row of the auditorium. This will only distort you. Interestingly, some orchestra pits can be covered over and the action staged over the pit. The hollow resonance underfoot can be very useful, but actors are often lulled into a sense of ease because they are closer to the audience and not only lose the acoustic benefit of the stage but don't work to the whole house. One final point about an orchestra pit: it can be dampened with drapes around the sides to balance the orchestra and the speaker or singer. If this is the case, be aware it is also dampening your voice and you will have to use more support, definition and head resonances. Vertical Placing of the Audience Lastly, a small point about the actual placing of the audience. Always be aware of how the audience is arranged in seating. The most ideal position is rising up and away from you. This is straightforward seating for proscenium houses like the Old Vic, but many theatres go down, then up, or flat and then up. The only problem with these spaces might be that you are drawn down and forget the vast numbers of the audience rising above you. The Promenade Performance Promenade means to walk and that's what the audience does, they walk around a space or into different spaces following the moving action of the play. Acoustically this can be a nightmare as each location can be different and at each stop the audience will take time to settle and listen, requiring the actor to generate a different energy for each new scene and place. Walk the route and test each place separately during rehearsal. This is obvious if you are actually moving from room to room, but not so apparent if you are just changing place within the same space. However, be very aware that one part of the space might have very different problems. To play a scene in front of drapes is very different from a brick wall drop. To play a scene under an overhang is very different from the main playing space. Test each space and don't be alarmed if you have to make radical shifts in vocal energy in order to be heard. Transfer to the Theatre If you have been on stage during the rehearsal period (even walking around on the stage during lunch breaks if that is the only chance you have), know and have played the theatre before or have consciously imagined the theatre space in rehearsals, this transfer won't be too traumatic. It can be traumatic, however, ff by entering the theatre you have to open up and extend your performance - and the voice plays a large part in this process - in such a way that you feel you lose intimacy and contact with the text. Any transfer from a small space to a larger one (a common enough change for successful productions) will require more breath and support, more vocal energy with a higher level of sustaining and more defined articulation. All these needs can lead an 

actor to feel he has lost subtlety and the performance has 

become crass. You may feel you have lost truth. You must 

bear in mind that truth can be as large as the space you are 

filling and that ff part of the audience can't hear, then no 

truth exists for them! On the positive side, a heightened text might suddenly find a new lease of life and clarity with 

a bigger space. Verse, epic and powerful language suddenly come into their own in space. Whatever happens, you have to resolve the situation and be heard by all in the new, large theatre. Special Effects Will there be any stage effects such as smoke or dry ice which may prove troublesome to the voice? Remember that if smoking herbal cigarettes, they can dry out the voice more than tobacco, as they burn at a greater heat. Dust or Fuller's Earth powder, sawdust, earth - all these will mean you have to drink more water and perhaps steam to clear the throat. Fog, peat, dust, earth, sawdust, smoke, incense - anything floating in the air - can dry the voice or irritate the throat. In everyday life these particles might be a mild nuisance to your voice and breath, but if you are acting, breathing in huge amounts of them under hot lights, sweating and dehydrating, these irritants can be most troublesome. If you are clearing your throat constantly, this will aggravate your vocal folds, making speaking a harder chore, performance after performance. Stage managers can help by damping down any substance that will float around. This process will have to be repeated in the interval because the stage lights will quickly dry up the water. If you are acting in this kind of environment, it will be useful to: • Drink more water. • Use steam after a show. Even a hot shower will help. • When the action permits, breathe in through your nose to help filter the air. • Persuade the designer or technical director to use a minimum of the material. I find it is counterproductive to warm up in the performance space when dusty matter is present, particularly if technicians and stage hands have been resetting before a show• Dust will take time to settle. It is very easy for your complaints not to be taken seriously. I recently worked on a production with peat on the floor. A vocally strong cast, after a week of shows, started to complain about sore and tired voices. One of them tentatively mentioned the peat. Because they had been overworked and understudies sent on, I did not instantly believe that the small amount of peat could be responsible. That is, until I gave a two-hour class on the same stage and began suffering myself. Simply by constantly dampening the peat, the problem evaporated. I've noticed that when substances are in the air the section of the audience closest to the stage will cough more and suffer too. Masks. Masks can be visually shinning. Some masks • * might even help amplify your voice, but most actors find them hell. As one prominent actor said to me, 'It's like speaking with a bucket on your head.' Whatever the mask you are using and whatever its material, you have to make friends with it and use it as soon as possible in rehearsal. Find out immediately whether the rehearsal mask is the same as the performance one - in my experience, it rarely is. If it is not, ask whether the material and molding are similar to the one you will be using in performance. Check the mask for anything that may hinder your throat or mouth. • There are some convincing theories that the mouth aperture of the mask used in the ancient Greek and Roman theatres was engineered to work like a small megaphone, enhancing the speaker's voice. 

However you look at it, be aware that the physical and 

psychological problems that attend wearing a mask will be 

immense and constant. Many people find wearing a mask 

claustrophobic and frightening. Half-masks might be easier, 

but ff your whole head is covered panic can occur. Some actors find that wearing a mask neutralizes their personalities and make it difficult to produce a character. But 

there are other actors who find the wearing of a mask liberating, vocally and psychologically. Obviously the lips, jaw, tongue and face can be impeded by a mask, which is the chief difficulty of wearing them. You will have to work on constantly freeing these areas, but the tensions are often much more complex. In a mask, seeing can be hard, hearing can be hard (ff it is a full-head mask) and breathing can be hard (a real danger). You might have to negotiate very strongly with the designer to have the relevant orifices enlarged in order to see, hear and breathe better. Masks can also freeze critical parts of the body which help you produce sound. Neck muscles can tighten from working to keep the mask steady on the face. The jaw can freeze as it works to hold the mask in place. Most actors find that their breath becomes short and panicked behind a mask. Dehydration can occur if you are in the masks for long periods of time and the material from which they are made is not transparent enough. Sweat can roll into eyes and sting you. Shoulders have a habit of rifting and bracing themselves. Each mask will have a resonant quality. This quality might enhance or hinder your voice. The rehearsal mask might produce a different resonance from the performance mask. As you speak, the sensation coming back on you can be disconcerting and give you a very inadequate sense of how clearly you are speaking. I hope I haven't put you off wearing masks. As with most problematic obstacles which affect the voice, there are things you can do vocally to survive a mask: • As soon as you get the mask on, breathe as calmly as you can and as low as you can. • When you are not speaking, try to breathe through the nose; this will help you not to dehydrate. • Release the shoulders and try to keep the back of the neck as free as possible. • Release the jaw and systematically move the lips, tongue and face muscles. • Move the head around to discover what you can see and hear. • Warm up your voice in the mask and if you have no one to monitor you, tape the process. This will help you discover what pitch, placing of the voice and articulation works and what is muffled. • Work to speak long speeches with the mask as you will probably find that what seems to be over-articulation (e.g. ends of words) is barely enough. • Too much volume in a mask might muffle the whole voice. • The mask will probably respond to certain pitches and some resonances better than others. Generally speaking, placing the voice into the head resonators works better than the chest. Having said that, there is always a mask that does the reverse. • Whoever is making the mask must understand that the stiller it is on your head and face, the better. The freer your facial muscles are, the easier it will be to speak. • Sweat bands built into the mask will stop sweat stinging the eyes. • After you have removed the mask, release all the articulation muscles, the neck, the shoulders and any tightness of breath. • Drink water or take steam to re-hydrate yourself. Flying and Abseiling In the quest for more visually exciting theatre, actors of all ages and shapes are being asked to perform more daring and demanding physical feats onstage. Abseiling and flying, to mention just two, are now quite common. Never underestimate the fear you might encounter the first time you attempt one of these feats. The eager actor volunteering to fly in the rehearsal room could easily be shaking in the fly towers overlooking the drop to the stage. Safety harnesses used to support and fly you can be a particular problem for the voice. 

Here are some basic tips to remember: • Keep breathing; the constant and always appropriate advice 

when you are working with added support is, the lower and 

slower the breath, the better. 

• 

The harness attached to the ropes must be secure, but this security can stop you breathing. Whenever you can find movement in the breath system, find it. Stomach, back and sides of the rib-cage might have to be worked more. The more 

support you feel, the safer you will be. • If you have to speak while being flown, do realize that because your feet are not making contact with any ground the support will have to be more conscious. You might need more articulation to propel the voice. The hardest bit about flying and speaking is not feeling anchored. • The advantages of flying and speaking often lie in the fact that you have the audience's full attention and focus, so they will strain in order to listen. You can also find that above the stage there is a better acoustic supporting your voice and sending it out. • It is worthwhile re-centering after you have finished your stunt in the air; this will help relieve any tensions created by both the harness and the sudden lack of floor contact you experienced while in the air. Stage Fights and Speaking Stage combat is one area of work that few performers will be able to avoid in their work. Any extended physical activity that also involves speaking will probably have to be carefully thought through and choreographed beforehand, then thoroughly worked through in the technical rehearsal. Every time you rehearse the fight, keep contacting the breath and leave room for any words as and when you require them. Always rehearse knowing fully the area and dynamics of the set in which you will be performing: will it be a fiat, open area or one cluttered with stairs, a crowd or furniture? A smoke-filled, shadowy space littered with bodies? How and where will you be falling? What protective gear will you need to wear and how will it impede your speaking? It is likely you will have consciously to place and point where you are to breathe. As soon as you are out of breath, you must concentrate on getting your breath down in order to speak and support. Because of the aggressive nature of fighting, it is very tempting to push the voice in a too athletic way and forget about support. Another hazard is that you can get stuck on one volume level and range during and after the fight. If you are not careful, these vocal trends can linger inappropriately for the rest of a scene. In combat, jaws can tighten and you will have to be more careful and precise about articulation. This will not only stop you from biting lips, tongue and cheeks, but will have the added benefit of keeping you in control of the word and your breath. If the voice feels tight or pushed, think of a yawn to open it. Slow all the movement down and mark it as you speak your lines. If you speak when you move, you run the risk of throwing away words and not making sense. The lines will be more effective if they happen in moments of stillness rather than when you are in motion. This can be very dramatic and also allows you to retain the shape of the line and avoids you having to compete over noise. During the fight, non-verbal sounds can be effective. The organic note for this advice would be that as you fight for survival you wouldn't waste your breath on words. The breath is needed for blows. You should warm up for the fight before a show after a voice warm-up and then always try to re-centre after the fight scene or the show. When possible, do any and all warm-ups in the space in which you will be performing. 

