NOTES FROM THE TRENCHES

Some observations from 25 years of acting, directing and teaching

By James Lapan

On directing Shakespeare…

I believe the reason both producers and audiences come back to these plays again and again (and again) is that we recognize the fundamental human event in each scene of each play. They ring true.  When I direct Shakespeare, whether professionally or with students, my first task is to identify these events, and make sure everyone in the rehearsal room is in agreement as to what is happening.  Projecting this clearly to an audience then becomes the work of rehearsal. The actors need to understand what they are saying, and use a wide variety of physical, vocal, emotional and scholarly techniques to make their work clear, intelligible and personally connected. As a director, I may choose a context for the world we create that makes the story more accessible for all involved, but this “concept” must always serve the play. When the play starts serving the concept you’re in trouble. Invariably I’ve found that at some point in the process, Shakespeare becomes the teacher and director. That’s when we know we’re onto something.

On training actors….

This is my great passion. I’ve been fortunate to train with a variety of great teachers, and to hone my teaching skills in both studio and rehearsal settings. The actor’s instrument (voice, body, imagination, emotional sensibilities, etc.) is a prism through which the play’s action travels from playwright to audience. The instrument must be highly tuned; the prism open to the full spectrum of light. Actors need to practice choosing interesting tactics, being emotionally available, saying “yes” to a variety of directorial styles, along with a variety of other skills. While a refined aesthetic appreciation of craft is lovely, I consider it more important for the actor I train to practice good work habits. 

“Inside out” or “Outside in”

The answer is yes. The capacity to physically transform and “come through the mask” is a vital element of training that some actors take to quite naturally. It makes you versatile and employable. The capacity to work simply and autobiographically gives an actors’ work depth and connection. Seasoned actors do both with little discernable distinction.  

On “emotional availability”…

I believe strongly that for a performer emotion is the sweat of action, not an end unto itself. It is far more interesting to watch a character try not to cry than it is to watch an actor try to. Students of the craft need to learn emotional availability. I use a number of exercises to explore this aspect of our work, but am careful to avoid practices that are invasive or manipulative. It is vital to me that my classroom is a safe place where all are respected.

On teaching playwriting…

 I like to focus on the ritual of daily writing, the generation of conflict driven dialogue, and highly specific and structured assignments. Dramaturgy is great fun, but only after a lot of other work has been done. It’s great to see the structure of a play emerge. I’m consistently surprised at the variety of ways this happens.

On dramatic theory and theatre history…

Not long into my graduate studies at the University of Washington, I realized no one in my class had anything like the undergraduate education I had received at Bates College. We had heavy course loads of dramatic lit, theory, and theater history. I’m an Aristotelian. I believe you should understand what a convention is and why it exists before you break it. I’m a firm believer in old school “macro and micro” liberal arts educational principles, and that our education never ends. 

On “talent”…

“Talent” is an exclusive club that everyone wants to get into. The word has no practical application in my craft, and I don’t use it when teaching.

On peer feedback…

In order to be effective peer feedback must be specific and constructive. Acting students usually get the hang of this fairly quickly. Playwrights have a much harder time.

On leadership…

A few years back I did some research into the regional theatre model and discovered that the artistic directors who had not attended Yale tended to be the founders of their respective institutions.  I’ve been actively involved with Book-It Repertory Theatre and Seattle Shakespeare Company from their infancies, and have observed the growing pains of these companies up close.  As a teacher, I encourage students to develop a “generative arm” in their career plan.
On ethics…

Very little of what I’ve learned of ethics in my life has been spoken to me directly. Most of it has been modeled. The world of working theatre artists is finite, and your reputation will eventually precede you. The way we treat our collaborators is as reliable a predictor of future opportunities as the quality of our work.
