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Stage Six THE PRODUCTION MEETS AN AUDIENCE 

By this point, the actor has been speaking the text largely to 

fellow actors and a technical crew. Appreciation for what 

you have been achieving on-stage has largely been from the 

director- an audience of one. 

One of the strange features about the organization of most theatre work is that the actor meets an audience for the first time at the most exhausted moment in the whole work 

process; after a grueling and sometimes enervating rehearsal period followed by a sometimes disorienting technical fit-up. By the time an audience comes in for the first preview, the actor has probably been working a twelve-hour day for over a week. It's hard to find the real kind of energy to perform which is not just pure adrenalin. The first night or press night is even worse. Most actors have to show their work to the critics at their lowest physical and emotional ebb. You have probably not had proper rest for some weeks, depending on how the work has been progressing. In this state of fatigue, accidents easily happen. The growing fear of the press night adds to this. I have known many actors to change their voices in the run-up to this all important show, which can sometimes lead to confusion in their playing. A bad press night can obviously destroy a production, so there is uncommon pressure to get tonight's opening right. Actors sometimes feel so tired that they neglect to warm up properly. Warning: above all else, please avoid this temptation. A tired body and voice desperately need a good warm-up. 

Pace yourself throughout the day. Eat healthily and avoid too much alcohol. Rest in your dressing-room at 

every opportunity; legs up on a chair is a very good release. 

If you are having trouble sleeping - a tense sleep is potentially more exhausting than no sleep - relax before you go 

to bed. A hot bath helps, as does the legs-on-chair release (see p. 27). Remember that nervousness is dehydrating, so 

drink plenty of water. Most domestic affairs in an actor's life come to a grinding halt around technicals and previews. Partners who fail to recognize this will find this period particularly frustrating. It's no accident that marriages break down around the press night of a show. Many actors always get their 'press night cold', or 'the old injury' resurfaces. Stress and psychosomatic aches and pains are common afflictions. The only way to get through this period is to be as gentle with yourself as possible and not to neglect your body and voice. Basic Voice Warm-Up The actor assesses the physical demands and technical needs of any show, space, set, text and audience far in advance of performance. As you calculate these needs, you will have to adapt your warm-up accordingly. There is, however, a basic warm-up which I think will keep a voice ticking over in most performance situations. Starting with this basic foundation, you can build into it any extra routines to meet specific challenges. A very experienced actor said to me before a warm-up session, 'Once upon a time the work kept us fit, now we have to work extra in order to stand still.' What he meant was that there was a time in theatre when a constant repertoire of work kept you ready and warm, from week to week, rehearsing all day and speaking athletic texts each night. The voice was constantly used. Few actors have that regime nowadays. Their vocal work is fragmented and therefore a warm-up before a show is not only necessary but essential. Never go on stage to speak without first warming up. A warm-up should make you ready but never tire you out. It should prepare the body, breath, voice and speech muscles and also concentrate the mind and heart on the performance ahead. The work is very future-oriented to your first appearance on-stage. All it takes is one actor not concentrating in a company warm-up to destroy the focus and commitment of the whole group. The performers themselves must take charge of the warm-up in order to derive full benefit from this time together. Many actors like to do a routine they know by rote, so they can put all their energy into the mental and emotional preparation needed to perform. The routine is also a much needed safety net that they can use to support them through nerves and fear. It's no good doing a warm-up if it doesn't work or becomes an experimental or hit-or-miss affair. Once an exercise achieves its objective, move on to the next. There is no need to do two exercises which achieve the same result. An ideal time to do a warm-up is one hour before the show; but any warm-up at any time is better than none. You should also be doing this work in the space in which you will be performing. You should allow at least twenty minutes for a proper warm-up. If the warm-up is too relaxed (e.g. too much floor work) or too energized (e.g. like a physical work-out), the actor can lose vital performance energy. Speech work is important during a warm-up but too much of it when an actor is nervous can produce the wrong tension. I always encourage a vocal release after warming up the speech muscles in order to release tension. The Body' • Centre the body, be very aware of the physical state of readiness we covered in the first stage of our work. • Weight on balls of the feet. 

• Spine up. • Head balanced on the spine. 

• Work any tension out of the shoulders. 

• 

Swing the arms. • Stretch up and flop over from the waist. 

• When you are flopped over, shake the shoulders free and release the back of the neck and the knees. • Massage the face and release the jaw. • Smile and open the jaw. 

• If you are under-energized, walk or run with focus, stop and feel that moving energy in you. • If you are very nervous, concentrate on keeping the breath low and your shoulders and upper chest released. • Move or snake gently through the spine to release the whole body. The Breath and Support • Stretch the ribs. • Side stretches and open the back. • Do at least three full recoveries on a voiced sound, maybe 'z'. • Locate the support as low as possible. • At this point, breathing and pushing against a wall might immediately locate support. • Spend a few seconds breathing and feeling ready to speak. • Sustain the support by counting up to I0. Be very .aware of feeling the support connect to the voice and that the counting is sustained: the numbers leaving you, sending your voice to a point above eye line in the room or, if you are in the theatre, to the back of the circle. • You can use the text of the play for these exercises if you wish, but some actors would rather not and only use neutral words. • If you are not warming up in the theatre itself, spend a few seconds imagining the space in which you will be performing and breathing the scope of it. Warm up the Voice • Start humming gently with support. Don't rush this process and don't ray to place the voice forward until you feel it is warm. Actors will invariably push to get the voice forward before it's properly warmed up. • Pitching a bit higher than your normal speaking voice often warms up the voice faster. • Stretch and move all your facial muscles. • Speak on the edge of a yawn with full support. • Smile, open the jaw, breathe. • When the voice feels warm, it starts without stickiness. • Now place the voice forward. into 'ah' to a point in the space above eye line. • Continue this until you can sustain a release with energy and support over 7-10 seconds. • At this point it might be good to work the speech muscles with any sequence of sounds that produces agility in the face: - Strong 'b', 'd', T, 'ng' (add words). 'This, 'v' ('many men', 'lily', 'red lorry'). • Overdo vowel sounds, placing them forward in the mouth. • Mouth a text, making sure you contact every sound written. • Deliberately get to the ends of words (e.g. word, love, bring, call, ear). • Shake and stretch out the whole body. • Centre the breath and release any shoulder, neck, jaw tension. • Return to a gentle hum and 'oo' into 'ah'. Stretch the Range • Come down from the top of your range to the bottom on 'ah', always thinking up to a point. Keep your head centered. • Repeat this descent several times before going up through your .range, which is always more problematic. • Speak up and down through your range. Use counting or a text and stay connected to the breath. Warm up the Resonances • Hum into the head, nose, face, throat and chest resonances. • Then speak from each area. • Intone words, then speak them. • Feel the full release of the voice. • Intone and speak. • Return to centre. • Stand fully focused and breathe calmly for a minute. • Enjoy the show! 

Adapting the Basic Warm-up For a Large Theatre: • 

Do more sustained breath exercises (e.g. six or seven recoveries). 

• 

For strong support (e.g. over twenty on the breath). 

• Make sure you are fully on voice. • More intoning into speaking. • Stronger speech definition. • The same adaptations will apply for an epic or a highly charged emotional text, whatever the space. 

For a Dead Acoustic: • Concentrate on more sustained speaking. • Work on not pulling off a line or a word. • Crisper articulation. • More head resonances. For a Live Acoustic: • Support but use it with subtlety. • Clear and focused placing of the voice. • Clear articulation but with space around the words. For a Wordy Text (e.g. Restoration or Oscar Wilde): • Very athletic articulation. • Sustained breath for longer thoughts. For Musicals: • Physical warm-up with dance. • Voice warm-up followed by a singing warm-up. First Preview or First Public Performance I always say that the most critical audience member you can have is a first-year drama student. Someone who wants to be up there, yet probably knows very little about the cost or the technical snags in playing a tense, opening-night house. So often my students come back from a first preview full of criticism about the actors, mostly to do with their hesitancy, too much care and lack of exuberance. Let's put this critical stage of meeting the audience into perspective. On the most extreme and alarming level actors can be terrified, not only of meeting an audience and showing their work for the first time, but simply in fear for their lives. Some sets are so dangerous that until you have played them many times you are naturally frightened that if you are in the wrong place at the wrong time your life and limbs are under threat. No wonder the actors appear circumspect. You can only abandon yourself to a play when you feel safe and familiar with the stage environment. Some performers never play enough public performances in a space to feel fully at ease. It is always a shock when an audience reacts, either positively, negatively, or not at all, to whatever you are doing. The reaction might come in a place you least expect it, causing you to re-examine a line reading or piece of business. Lines can be lost in laughter and focus lost in crowd scenes. Lighting, sound and set cues can go wrong (often do in previews) and throw you off. The pace of the play may drag on far longer than it did in rehearsals and runs. Fellow actors are often tired because of the long tech. What you can do is hold onto the story. Tell the story even if you can't act as freely as you were doing in the rehearsal room because of getting the technical things in place. Communicate the words and the story. In an ideal situation, a 'word run' in which you focus on the moment-to-moment story is a great warm-up; but if this is not possible, plot your character's story in your head. Suggested warm-ups could include low breathing to combat nerves and energize the voice and focus work. After a performance, note what has gone right as well as wrong, particularly the technical things you need to clear up and where you could have been more audible. Was it your fault or not, and what can you do about it? 

Press Night A medical study which once monitored actors going on 

stage on a press night reported that performers experience 

stress equivalent to that of a major car accident victim! 

Your fear of critics passing judgment on your work on the 

basis of one traumatic night out of a long process of work is indeed an awful ordeal to have to submit to. Tradition has it that a press-night audience is always 

subdued, as each critic holds his cards to his chest. Actors know that weeks of work can be praised or condemned in the space of a few column inches the next morning. No wonder most actors never read the reviews! Many express doubts that even the very good critics understand anything about the process of theatre, rehearsals, performance or the play. These doubts add tinges of anger to the normal fear of a press night. But it is an ordeal which you have to endure. You will come through it. Try to rest during the day. Extra adrenalin surging through you will tire you more than you realize. If you are called to rehearse during the day, give yourself time after rehearsal to rest and lie down. Nerves will dry you out more than you know. You will probably need to drink more water than usual. You might not feel like eating, but cry to eat in the afternoon, something light, you will need the strength. Some obvious technical notes for the performance ahead are: Breathe as low and as calmly as possible. Keep the shoulders as free as you can. Keep unclenching the jaw. Warm up, calmly doing a lot of centering exercises. Avoid very energized exercises as they might unite with the  nerves and produce the wrong kind of tensions. Too energized articulation exercises can over-tense an actor. Try to have at least ten minutes or so in silence and just reflect on your character and the journey he or she makes, along with the purpose of the play and why it should be performed. I've heard many actors discussing nerves before an opening speak about the importance of the play. At the moments of high anxiety we often pull focus onto ourselves; by transferring it to the play you can relieve yourself of all the pressure of the fear connected to ego. As one great actress said to me, 'I always remember that the play and its communication are more important than my fears.' After the Press Night This is the moment many actors adore, when they can finally take the play and own it, without a director 'interfering' or a critic to judge it. The moment you really start to find out about a play is working it in front of an audience. To keep your work fresh, always try to discover more and more about your character and try to enter each show as fresh and as open as possible. Obviously a rich text makes this easier. You can play Shakespeare for years and still discover something new every night. If you do not work on this level and are not prepared to work night after night in the moment with a spirit of discovery, your acting will become stale, your audience patronized and bored, and the job rendered as tedious as work on an assembly line. The Audience Audiences will get especially bored and angry if they cannot hear, or in any way feel excluded or attacked. They surely want to be engaged, included, touched and informed. The actor must start with that premise whenever he works before them. After all, your work is ultimately for an audience. Here are some vocal notes to bear in mind: Bodies absorb or deaden the acoustics of a space. Remember this when working in an empty theatre. If your voice just fills an empty space, it will need more energy with an audience. 

An audience should give you the energy to compensate for any 

deadness, but if they are not listening don't get angry with 

them. Annoyance will only lead to vocal pushing, which will 

alienate an audience further. You might consider lifting the 

volume, energy and commitment of your performance and heightening your vocal variety. The audience does not necessarily have to like your character. Don't take this personally. How many plays have been thrown 

off-balance because an actor fears displeasing an audience. It is a truism that actors want to be liked and many have trouble playing heinous villains. Depending on the audience make-up, some accents may be alienating for them. So although the actor is audible, the audience may 'switch off'. Every year I receive a number of complaints about inaudibility which really read, 'I don't wish to sit and listen to that accent.' If the play is dependent on an accent you have to weather this type of comment. Some plays take time to une an audience's ear to the language and accent (e.g. the stage version of Trainspotting). The more obscure the text or extreme the accent, the more it will sound like a foreign language. If this is happening, your instinct might be to rush, but try the opposite: slow down to give the audience a chance to catch up with you. The audience will need time to adjust to the text's difficulties. Changing the range and tone might also prove successful as an audience cannot listen for long to a voice which sounds dull or lifeless. It is hard for an audience to switch aurally from loud music or sound effects to the spoken word, from amplified sound to un-amplified voice. Different accents within a play can also throw an audience. Varied lighting effects, too, can impinge on hearing and clarity and energy will be required to bridge the differences between effects for the audience. When you perform very passionate plays, it is possible for an audience to become embarrassed and consequently switch off or laugh in inappropriate places. I suppose it is tempting to lower the tone of a play and work on a less passionate level, but perhaps you should try to stay true to what you are communicating and plough on. Having watched actors stay courageous and true, the audience is generally ennobled and raised to a higher level of listening and acceptance. Different types of audience can also be problematic. A play or a production that works in front of a London audience might produce a very different reaction on tour. Young audiences will receive in a different way from adults. A political statement might be well received by a sympathetic audience, then jeered by another. And audiences do jeer. Actors tell wonderful stories about performing in a highly acclaimed show that suddenly flounders on a corporate evening when the stalls are filled with a completely unsympathetic audience. When Caryl Churchill's Serious Money, a sharp, satirical attack on the financial world, transferred from the Royal Court to a West End theatre the actors suddenly found themselves playing to the very yuppies they were attacking. The West End audience - by and large - thought the play was a celebration of them, not an attack, and laughed and enjoyed the play in a new way. For some of the actors, it was very hard to stick to the original intentions of the play because they were enjoying being so well received. The important thing to remember is that every audience is potentially different and worthy. One brilliant actor I know always says he never underestimates any audience, because within it could be the producer who will give him his next big break - a note that should be remembered by any actor who might give a tired performance at a matin6e in order to save energy for the more 'important' evening show. It is always astounding to realize how powerful live theatre is and how a performance can profoundly affect members of an audience. Most actors have stories of being stopped in the street, on a bus or train by someone who remembers their performance in a show years ago. Whoever is out there, it is worth your giving your best. The meeting between actors and an audience is the final marriage of the actor's process. As this marriage occurs, you will have to adopt and play scenes and lines differently. If a pause doesn't work for the audience, you might have to move through it faster. If the audience needs more time to experience a moment, you must be prepared to give it. If they seem to be laughing in the middle of a line and not where you want them to, you will have to push the pace through the line until they laugh where you want it. All comic actors will tell you that timing is actually about stopping a laugh and getting on with the play. This requires an energy that drives you on, that will compel the audience to stop laughing and listen to the story. After any audience 

reaction, you will have to pick up energy anew in order to 

drive the action forward. Many experienced actors are so 

pleased with getting a reaction that they let the play sag and 

sit back. Through any anticipated or unexpected reaction, 

you need to stay full of energy, then pick up the play with new vigor. It takes incredible skill and experience to invite an audience to come right down to you. All actors work to achieve that magic moment when everyone in the theatre hangs on every word they speak; but it does take huge technical expertise as well as a fabulous connection to the play and audience to be able to create such a moment. Finally, a word or two to the audience. You do matter. A receptive, listening audience member is almost as creative as the actor. That reception will be felt and creatively used by the performer who, without any doubt, will feel your response even if it is just rapt attention. Without an audience, theatre does not exist. Shakespeare's audience walked past taverns, brothels and blood sports to get to the theatre. They made a kind of pilgrimage and wanted to be there to listen, to think, to feel, to be changed. I remember working in an American theatre where on matin6es a high percentage of schoolchildren were in the audience. Before the show began, the education officer would talk to the audience and say, 'This show is live. The actors are real and what you are about to see is unique. It will never be repeated in exactly the same form again.' This speech was necessary because actors were leaving the stage having been wounded by missiles from the audience members who were checking out whether they were real. An audience has a responsibility to be active, alert and aware of the uniqueness of the work they are seeing and hearing. There should be no barrier between the shared experience of watching and performing a play. Shakespeare's actors could see their audience and speak directly to them. Today, with sophisticated lighting, the actor can only feel the audience's state of receptiveness. The more receptive an audience, the better the acting. The correlation is that simple. Combating Fear This section could, and maybe should, appear at every stage of the actor's journey. For the actor, fear arises every working day: On the first day of training. The first reading of a play. The first poem spoken. The first song sung. At auditions. At previews. At press nights. Fear is a minefield which every performer has to tread his or her way through and you all have to cope to a lesser or greater degree with it in order to get through a career. It's doubtful that fear ever leaves you. In fact, many actors would feel incomplete, uninspired and under-energized without it. Drugs that deaden fear will deaden the performance. Musicians seem to be able to play with, say, beta blockers, but actors lose their edge. I think it's true to say that the actor gets used to this constant state of nerves and some even look forward to it and need it. Mostly, actors cope. However, there are some occasions when the fear and nerves can overwhelm the actor and result in true stage fright. Press night is such an occasion - all that work that has been done is being judged in a single performance - or an understudy going on, or the audition that could change your professional life, or the audience with a particular member, or the first day of rehearsal. These and other events can produce a fear that it seems will swamp and overwhelm you physically and 

emotionally. The body will shake, the line can get lost, the 

voice wobbles and the head spins. 

I am not an expert on stage fright or a therapist who can 

counsel a performer who has hit bottom out of fear, but as 

a voice coach I do have to help actors cope, get on and perform through agonizing and paralyzing worries. There are techniques you can apply, either physically or intellectually, which might help get you through a bout of stage fright. The Physical Techniques Fear literally seems to lift us up off the ground. The shoulders go up, the chest rises and the breath gets higher and higher, faster and faster. We are, of course, walking on the earth but it is all too easy not to feel grounded. The heart speeds up, the brain races, the sweat pours and panic can set in. The body dehydrates rapidly, the more we sweat. Fear can make us feel nauseous and unable to perform any task. We are weakened by it. Physically we arc on the verge of hysteria. When this occurs, drink more water and try to eat something light as you will need the strength. Doing a set routine warm-up is both comforting and a form of security; it will shift your energy into a less blocked position. It also will stop you concentrating on yourself in a negative way. I always find warm-up a way of instilling positive thoughts in the actor. If it really feels too awful for you to do even a warm-up, lie on your back in the dressing-room with your legs up, supported by a chair under the calf muscles. In this position, the shoulders will release, as will the jaw, the spine, the pelvic area. Work on getting the breath down into the body -breathe as slowly as possible, low, unrushed breaths. Slow the whole system down. Really breathe out, wait for the breath and let it come back in its own time. When you warm up, concentrate particularly on centering the body and releasing the shoulder. Get the spine up and the jaw, lips and tongue free. Open up the lower breath, the back of the rib-cage and the abdominal area. Breathe slowly and try to do most recoveries through the nose, which will calm you. Spend time feeling the support and the readiness to speak. One of the most destructive aspects of nerves is that they force the actor to speak before he or she is ready. You find yourself snatching breaths, speeding up and consequently losing control. Really invest in feeling the right to breathe and the readiness of the breath position. Work the first few lines that you have to speak with that security of breath and support. It might be useful to build up the words with the breath, one by one. Most importantly, take your time. Do some articulation exercises before warming the voice. If you are very nervous and you do articulation after the vocal release exercise, the speech work can freeze you again, panic you. One of the manifestations of fear is gabbling, or allowing a text to push down on you, run ahead of you and reduce you. It is like a huge weight on your head. With this in mind, the more you can define and sustain every word and thought, the more you will fight through nerves. Hold on to the physical nature of the word. By holding on to the physical make-up of each syllable and thought, you can cling onto the rock-face, not fall off, climbing up and over your fear. Define, define, define as you speak. Breathe and use the text as the physical handholds that will get you through. You will only lose control when you fail to breathe and physically to speak the word. Before the Show • If you can, walk around the performance space and own it. Think of it as your space and that you have a right to be there. The audience is visiting you. • Walk through the auditorium, sit on the seats and experience where the audiences will be seated and viewing you. • Stand in the wings, breathe and walk on. Do this with all your entrance points. • Handle the set and the props. • Acquaint yourself with the physical space that houses the fear. Walk through the fear, breathing all the time. Here are some additional 'tricks' which other actors have suggested as their ways of coping with fear: Believe that the story of the play is more important than your nerves. Try to conjure up a real passion to tell the story and a desperation to get on with it. Feel excited to tell a story as you are waiting to go on. 

Think of the audience not as an enemy, but as a friend who 

wishes you well and wants you to give a great performance. 

Imagine all those actors before you throughout history who 

were also nervous and fearful. See ahead to all those to come 

and allow those thoughts, like a wave, to carry you on. You are part of a chain. You are not the first to feel this fear, nor are 

you the last. Concentrate on the first moment in the performance, don't worry about the whole. Really take yourself only as far as that first thought, breath, word and just deal with these in isolation from the rest of the play. Many actors talk about visualizing a space and, with that picture, imagining walking into it. In other religious cultures, actors will say grace or a prayer to a space as part of a ritual that embraces, among other things, fear. I've known many actors and dancers who perform a ritual of grace to the space to bless the space before they work it. The ritual helps dispel fear. Finally, and most potently, when engulfed by fear stop and ask yourself the question, 'Do I really want to do this?' Mostly, your answer will be 'yes'. Even saying 'yes' to yourself will empower you and help you find a corridor through the fear. I've known many retired actors who finally surrendered to fear and said 'no' to that question. They found themselves pursuing careers far away from the stage. 

