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Fun and Games with Noël Coward:
A Practical Way into the Coward Style for Young Actors
“I am just an ingénueAnd shall be till I’m eighty-two.”“Little Women” from THIS YEAR OF GRACE, 1928
Children who want to play find adults who prefer to talk very, veryboring. They will reach an age however when the balance changes, theywill play less and less and begin to talk more and more. Eventually theywill recognise that conversation itself is a form of play. Better still, theywill realise that if they go to see a Noël Coward drama it is also quitefun observing the talk and conversations of others at play. Both playinggames and exchanging words can be fun, but it is my view that they arenot mutually exclusive. And what this summary and the classes itdescribes hope to show is that actors, especially student actors, canlearn through game-playing the art and style of Noël Coward.I say especially student actors because the game-playing I suggestis meant as a ‘way in’ for those unfamiliar with Coward’s work orunsure how to approach it. Having said that, as the song suggests,perhaps we all need a way of staying at the age of the ingénue if ourminds are to remain open to new things and so I hope too that thisarticle will be helpful and insightful for all those with an interest in TheMaster, whether you be an ingénue or an octogenarian. When I call thisarticle “Fun and Games with Noël Coward: A Practical Way Into theCoward Style for Young Actors” what I’m really saying is that I hope Ican offer a practical way in to Coward style for any actor who is youngenough at heart to try it.

***
The basic aim of my work with students has always been to let theactor/student discover the various aspects of Coward’s high comedyacting style for themselves. It should be stressed, therefore, that thepurpose of doing these exercises and taking part in these games is not
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to show the performer how to act (or indeed tell the director how todirect) but instead to allow the actor a fuller understanding of the stylethrough play. Of course, the exercises and games can be used as part ofa rehearsal process aiming towards a full scale production, but equallythey can be presented in a single workshop where the end purpose issimply to discover a new approach to the plays of Coward.Fun exercises and silly games are not always at the forefront ofthe academic mind, but students on the whole love them. Thissummary of my work and classes though is for everyone from thosewith a passing interest in Coward’s work to the Coward aficionado,from the inquiring reader to university lecturer or theatre historian. Myaim is to show how the classes have been an illuminating and insightfulway of pinning down some of the problems and difficulties performersover several generations have had in getting Coward right.The notes and observations are based on the ‘Comedy ofManners’ course I taught at the University of Birmingham DramaDepartment for several years as part of the undergraduate programmeand now continue to teach on a freelance basis. The aim of the classesis always to use physical and mental exercises and games as techniquesthat work from the outside in rather than from the inside out. What thismeans is that the exercises themselves should do the work for theactor, and if they pay dividends in finding the craft of the comedy ofmanners style it is then up to the actor to take that understanding andapply it to the text. Of course there is nothing wrong in principle withthe other approach, where actors are asked to bring something outfrom inside of themselves to help create character and so on. However,the simple truth is that most students or young actors don’t have thelife experiences necessary and certainly don’t, in terms of the actingstyle, understand the delicacies of comedy of manners theatre.Coward just won’t go away. It is likely that at some stage in anactor’s career they will be faced with performing in a Cowardproduction. Having said that, there are certain prejudices that manyactors, both young and old, have towards Coward and comedy ofmanners in general and the course I teach is aimed in part at dispellingthese attitudes and at the same time introducing the craft itself. Let’shave a look at a few of these prejudices and attitudes straight away.
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The first is that the students sometimes regard Coward’s plays as“plotless”. To some degree they have a point. Coward is moreinterested in creating and exploring a situation rather than themechanics of plot twists besides which actors are usually able toseparate their critique of a drama, or lack of it, from the attitude theytake to their character. However, a real problem does arise when actorstake the next step and regard the dialogue of Coward as lacking indramatic action. Plotlessness and lack of dramatic action are easilyconfused in the mind of young actors and so this article takes sometime to look at this issue and suggests several exercises to re-evaluatethis perspective. My classes aim to show that Coward’s work is full ofdramatic action and that it is there in almost every line. It alsodemonstrates that lack of plot is not the same as a lack of dramaticstructure as it is clear to anyone who works on Coward that thecomposition of the plays is brilliantly shaped and balanced.Another major prejudice actors have towards Coward is that he is“too wordy and too static”. They think of his plays as people standingaround talking. And then talking some more. It’s just “words, words,words”. Again, there is an element of truth in this but there is far morepotential movement and physicality in Coward than people realise,including directors. Again, there is an exercise I do that aims to makethe actor and any potential director think creatively about movementand the physical and often comic action that can arise naturally out ofthe dialogue.The next attitude that the course has always aimed to reverse isthe idea that the characters who populate the plays “lack depth”. Thecriticism here is that the characters are “light” or worse, “onedimensional” or even “empty”. Young actors brought up onpsychological realism, which often wears its emotions on its sleeve, findit difficult sometimes to see any other theatrical style as possessingemotional truth, especially comedy of manners. They find it difficult tograsp that it is often what is not said that is more truthful and indeedmore passionate than confrontational nose-to-nose encounters. Thisway of communicating though does not come naturally to them, atleast on stage, and again there is a series of exercises that aims to allow
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the actor to get a sense of what is below the surface and ways it canmanifest itself in performance.Another attitude I’ve repeatedly come across when discussingCoward with actors is that because comedy of manners often requires alight touch, it is therefore “easy and simple”. What sad fools they are.Because comedy of manners at its best is performed by the greatexponents of the craft who make it look light and easy, young actorsignorantly think it is easy. If there is one thing the students who havetaken my course have soon realised it is that they have seriouslyunderestimated how much work is required to get even close to pullingoff a high comedy performance. I confess that their exhausted faces ofrealisation when they recognise this is one of my secret pleasureswhenever I teach the course.There are other attitudes and prejudices I will discuss along theway but for now just one more observation and that is about theperformance style itself. Actors forget that the humour of comedy ofmanners does not come from being funny or a knowing wink butinstead from the reality of what they are doing. Actors I work withconsiderably underestimate the sense of realness that is needed.Worse, if they can’t capture that realness for real they then start‘acting’, which is often a disaster. I say this because many have becomeso indoctrinated by Coward pastiche, which clouds a truthful and freshresponse to the plays, that their idea of what ‘Coward acting’ isbecomes detrimental to the drama. The sad truth is that they haveprobably seen more skits on ‘the Coward acting style’ than goodCoward productions. The result I find is that because they view thestyle of high comedy as somehow ‘false’ they are therefore inclined tosee a truthful performance as something alien to Coward. As my actorswork on their exercises, I always stress that they must never be campor knowing or try to be funny because it is the knowingness of campthat is the real enemy of the Coward style.

***
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This article inevitably raises questions about the very principle ofusing games and exercises to explore a particular style of theatrepractice. For example, one question that always arises is to what extentthe student’s able to carry through whatever he or she has learnt whenplaying a game or doing an exercise into the speaking and moving ofthe actual text. Another concerns what is the balance between the useof an exercise to create an effect and letting an actor use their actinginstinct. Ultimately such questions are at least in part dependent on thenature of the students in question, though it is precisely becausestudent actors find a way into Coward so difficult that I came up withthe course in the first place. Another response is that the answerdepends on what the ultimate goal is. My aim with students is simply touse the classes as an introduction to comedy of manners, taking theactors from learnt principles to practical application by working onspecific scenarios and scenes. The classes were not a rehearsal processfor a full scale production, though some exercises could certainly beused in that context. As the article progresses, aims and purpose will, Ihope, become clear.A huge issue which I have, quite frankly, side-tracked in thisdiscussion is the actual social manners and class behaviour of theperiod. There are of course numerous questions that are central to atrue comedy of manners performance such as: How do you hold acigarette? Should one ever have one’s hands in one’s pockets in mixedcompany? Is there a right or wrong way to sip a cocktail? How does oneaddress one’s servants? And the biggest question of all is: Whichaccent, if any, should the actor use in performing a Coward play? Theproblem in raising these and other such quite legitimate questions isthat when you are trying to concentrate on another and very specificarea of performance such as rhythm it gives the actor, especially ayoung actor, simply too much to think about. Indeed many of theexercises depend on the actor not thinking in order that whateverhappens in the game occurs as naturally as possible! Nothing would killoff the purpose of many of the exercises and games more than givingthe actor a note on how the angle of his cigarette is wrong for theperiod. That simply isn’t the main purpose of the work I do with mystudents. I acknowledge it is a central, if not essential, element of
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comedy of manners performance, but I think it is important to letactors learn to walk before they learn to deport, as it were.As I have said, the exercises may be used as part of a rehearsalprocess or simply as a means to learning something of the style ofCoward’s comedy of manners. The earlier exercises in the article are, Iwould suggest, the easier ones and so I begin with them. Some of thelater exercises involve a greater understanding of the practice oftheatre in terms of blocking and actual staging. Because I use theseexercises as an introduction to performance style it is important to getthe actor to think about what went on in the exercise after the exercisehas been completed. The way the course has worked at the Universityof Birmingham Drama Department involves each actor going home andthen writing a diary. This diary covers what happened in the class, howthe actor felt about it and what they have learnt. Later, these diariesare read by me, the course director. All the students on my course havevery kindly agreed to let me include extracts from these diaries for thisarticle, though names have been replaced by initials. The diary extractsoffer a variety of insights as to how the exercises actually worked inpractice, or indeed didn’t work. If they didn’t work then it is importantfor the student actor to ask themselves why they didn’t work andwhether that can in itself be an equally valuable learning experience. Ipersonally prefer to offer answers only when an actor has had enoughtime to think about the question. Having taught the course over manyyears my lesson was learning to be flexible. I also learnt to adapt theexercise or somehow change its direction if it wasn’t working out as Ihad hoped or expected and so be prepared as well with a Plan B. Ilearnt too to go with the unexpected and if the exercise revealedsomething useful but unintended then go with that more thanwhatever idea I had in mind. Putting it simply, I learnt that having arecipe isn’t the same as knowing how to cook!
***

I have broken this article into several basic headings. Each offersits own focus but, having said that, each area is interdependent on theothers when it comes to creating a final performance. There are so
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many aspects to the style it is very difficult to tackle all together,another reason why student actors usually respond well to the courseas it allows them to build up a comedy of manners technique layerupon layer.The first section I have called Coward at Battle Stations. This ismainly concerned with how to create changing rhythms and energylevels in Coward’s heated love-hate dialogue. Often these argumentsinvolve insecurity and sexual jealousy as a result of a former partner orwould be lover. Some would say the continuing hold of a former loveron a new and often developing relationship is at the emotional heart ofCoward’s classic dramas. The exercises in this section are especiallyuseful therefore when looking at scenes from Private Lives, Blithe Spirit,Design For Living and also a famous section of Red Peppers.The second heading I call Coward’s ‘Behind the Scenes’ Dialogue.This covers a series of exercises concerned with subtext, which inCoward is as much about revealing as it is about masking, at least as faras the audience watching is concerned. As so often with Coward andcomedy of manners in general it is the putting on of a mask to hidebehind that is ironically so revealing of character.Coward’s Words and the Need to Move Them About a Bit isconcerned, not surprisingly, with creating movement and focus whenperforming the text. There is a physicality to Coward’s work that isoften overlooked. Movement and its counterpoint stillness are oftenessential to making Coward plays come alive and also in making themfunny. This aspect of the course proved to be a little controversial withsome of the student actors, as will be explained.Coward’s Game of ‘Outsiders-Insiders’ in Hay Fever is a detailedlook at one of the major themes of Coward’s work and that is the roleof the outsider in an insider world. Instead of exercises this sectionsuggests a series of games that should help actors understand theunderlying tone of Hay Fever and introduce the important aspect ofgame playing itself that is central to the play.
Steve Nallon



8

COWARD AT BATTLE STATIONS
Amanda: “Do you remember that awful scene we had in Venice?Elyot: “Which particular one?” PRIVATE LIVES, ACT II

When it comes to couples having an “awful scene” in Cowardplays you are somewhat spoilt for choice. Many Coward charactersspend their time having a good old-fashioned ding-dong of a row,especially those who are supposed to be in love with each other. Andthe mention of another lover, present, previous or would-be, oftenfuels these colourful argy-bargies. However, underneath the fracasthese same characters are also often revealing both their love for theirpresent partner and their own deep insecurity as a result of anycomparison to former lovers. The difficulty then for the actor is how tomake the row convincing on the surface but at the same time stillmanage to reveal the various emotional undercurrents.With the following exercises my aim is to help actors separatethese problems into specific areas. Each exercise has a particularfunction but it is only when the work from all the exercises is puttogether that the actor begins to get a complete picture of how a scenecould work. The comparison I make to students is to think of theseexercises as several beams of blue, green and red light all coming fromdifferent lanterns to illuminate an area, there are seemingly contrastingand different but when they are all finally brought together acompletely clean white image emerges.
EXERCISE: ‘The European Community’

This exercise aims to create different rhythms and changingenergies in the ongoing quarrel. The play the group works on is RedPeppers. The scene I chose comes immediately after the music hall duohas sung “Has Anyone Seen Our Ship?” Lily has dropped her telescope,mucking up the whole exit, and so the husband and wife team arealready rowing as they enter their dressing room.First I get the actors to read out and sometimes act out the sceneto get a basic idea of what is going on. Invariably there is a flatness to
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the vocal patterns. A key aspect of all comedy of manners performancefrom Restoration through to Wilde and on into the twentieth centurywith Coward and Orton is vocal dexterity and colour. To inject energyinto the scene the student actors are therefore asked to think of themost energetic and physical accent in the ‘European Community’.Invariably they say Italian. The actors then repeat the scene with Italianaccents. They are specifically told not ‘to act’ but to let the accent andthe exercise do the acting for them. Once they repeat the scene withthe Italian accent the energy level quadruples and the rest of the groupwill hopefully begin to see how potentially funny this scene is. Once the‘Italian’ exercise and flavour has seasoned the scene, so to speak, it isthen time to add a second vocal quality with accent number two. It issuggested to the student actors that this second accent should have anopposing energy and rhythm as changing dynamics like vocal range isan important aspect of the style. The group are therefore asked to thinkof a European accent of resistance and stillness. Usually German issuggested. The scene is then repeated so that George keeps the Italianaccent but Lily now has a German accent. Also Lily is asked to remainstationary whereas George is still allowed to move around andencouraged, albeit in a terrible Italian stereotype, to wave his handsaround like some kind of maniacal or demented windmill. The exerciseshould now reveal the opposing general rhythms of the two characters.Next the group discuss which accent in the European Communityis the most ‘snide and sarcastic’ (English is usually suggested) and thenwhich accent is the most expressive of ‘possessive sexually jealousy’(French is often the obvious choice). Incidentally, if the group do notmake these specific choices the principle of the exercise still applies asit is about creating different rhythms and changing energies rather thanputting on a funny voice. I then get the group to repeat the exercise butnow using English and French accents. After seeing how bothGerman/Italian and English/French works it is time to ask the group tobreak down the scene and decide phrase by phrase which accentshould be used for which particular line. The scene is then tried againthis time with one of the four accents for the different lines. Hopefullythis brings out the changing nature and dynamics of Coward’s dialogue.
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It is important to stress throughout the exercise that it is theaccent that should be doing the work for the actor at this stage. This isbecause the exercise is primarily concerned with giving the row a highenergy and an ever changing rhythm rather than producing any sort offinal performance level. When I feel as much has been gained from thisexercise as is possible it is then time to apply what has been learnt. Iask the students to try and keep as much of the variety of rhythm, toneand pitch that they achieved in the voices when they go back to thetext with their own speech patterns and so the scene is then repeatedthis time with the actors now using their own voices. Hopefully aresidue of the energy of the accent and the changing contrastingrhythms resulting from the various juxtaposing accents should still bepresent in the performance, even though the accents themselves havenow been removed. By the end of ‘The European Community’ exercisethe group usually have better understanding, first, of the pace neededto keep up the energy of the scene and, second, of the mental andphysical dexterity required by the actor to make it work at its optimum.Here are a few comments from student diaries about ‘TheEuropean Community’ exercise.“I had to deliver my lines in a very German accent but also keepphysically still. The physical immobility really reinforced a sense ofcontrolled and continued rage and it made it imperative that this shouldbe expressed vocally.”“The contrast of the two accents worked because Lily’sstandoffish, insular character seemed to aggravate and provokeGeorge’s passionate character more than if they had just been Italian. Itcreated a sense of flux and the rhythm was very much up and down,and the mis-matched styles of delivery gave a sense of lack ofcommunication, or banging your head against a brick wall.”“The British accent was terribly snooty and snide; perfect for thesarcastic moment, ‘Whose fault was it then, Mussolini’s?’”“We then attempted to incorporate all the differing styles, accentsand energies into the text to allow more changes of direction,sometimes even in mid-line. For example, we decided that the line, ‘No Idon’t, so shut up’ could be split into an excitable Italian ‘No I don’t’ anda threatening [German] ‘so shut up’.”
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1 “Style: Acting in High Comedy” by Maria Aiken (APPLAUSE 1996) page 54.

A useful idea to introduce after this exercise is the concept of“turning on a sixpence”. Spinning or turning on a sixpence is a phraseexperienced actors often use when discussing the comedy of mannersstyle. It simply refers to the massive mood changes that can occurwithin the shortest possible time in much of Coward’s dialogue. MariaAiken in her excellent book Style: Acting in High Comedy 1 refers to thisaspect of the comedy of manners acting style as slalom because of theneed to execute rapidly changing moods at speed. Hopefully ‘TheEuropean Community exercise goes some way to helping the actor tobegin to understand the importance of this technique in comedy ofmanners. As one of the students pointed out in the above diary extract,this spinning or turning of moods can even happen within a single line.“When reading the text using the accent deemed suitable for thatparticular line it brought a huge amount of energy to the readings. Thehumour was not only because of the foreign accents but also because ofthe incongruity of mixing the different accents combined with thespontaneity achieved when working with a stereotyped accent which isnot your own. The foreign accent brought an emotional colouring thatwould not have been so easily achieved with our own accents; whenspeaking in the Italian accent, for example, a high energy level was veryeasily achieved. When jumping from a ranting Italian to a sneeringEnglishman you got an almost perfect example of turning on asixpence.”Later in the course some of the scenes such as the one from RedPeppers were returned to with some of the students now directingpairs of actors. Here is one inventive variation on the game thestudents came up with:“The mismatch of accent characteristics also helped to createtension and emphasised the lack of communication. R and G alsoexperimented with this extract, delivering the lines as two eight yearolds would. This added another layer of meaning to George and Lily’srelationship, depicting them as childish and petty. I found myself reallyinvolved with this exercise and was excited by how fitting certainelements of all the accents and styles were to the text; it really helpedto emphasise how important a tool the voice is for conveying meaning.”
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Many of the students in the Drama Department had studiedLaban and so were also able to categorise the energy using Labanterminology, which is basically different expressions for physical actionsthat can have a corresponding parallel in vocal dimension and power.“To differentiate all these we used different accents: Italian forexcited energetic exchanges (in Laban terms a flick); for the sarcasticbits an upper class English accent (glide); for the interrogative bitsGerman accent (a punch or press) and for anything remotely sexual, aFrench accent (a float). I really enjoyed this exercise, partly because Ifeel confident doing accents, but also because I really saw the sense init, as it found the energy of a line by colouring it in a suitable way. Itwas difficult choosing where to swap between accents, but this ‘turningon a sixpence’ was often where the humour was found, illustrating thatthe comic rhythm is constantly changing.”It is essential for young actors to learn that comedy of mannersrequires considerable vocal dexterity for it to work well. I tell my actorsthat mumbling away in the style of ultra naturalism is not going to getyou anywhere. Nor, it should be said, is the skill of ‘spinning on asixpence’ confined to just vocal dexterity as anyone who saw MaggieSmith as Lady Bracknell in Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest.Leaving Mr Worthing’s drawing-room, having rejected Cecily as aprospective niece-in-law, she suddenly spun her whole body round onthe spot upon hearing that Miss Cardew had a hundred and thirtythousand pounds in funds. A champion figure skater could not havematched that particular example of ‘spinning on a sixpence’! And that iswhere so much of the laughter and the ‘comedy’ of comedy of mannerscomes from, because perfectly executed physical alacrity is comicreversal in its purest form – and always very funny!Just one further point. The idea of the course is to try to look at allthe different aspects of comedy of manners performance so that thestudents, as the classes progress, gain a complete picture. Towards theend of the course I encourage students to choose a scene they hadworked on previously and would like to return to in order to put all thework together, as it were, combining blocking, physicality and vocalwork. Several students chose the Red Peppers scene. Here is an extractfrom one of the group watching this final presentation. It is interesting
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to see how they had used physicality to bring out the humours andcomedy in the scene:“As they are arguing J and L decided to have George and Lilyundressing in front of the mirror. Their movements were synchronisedas it by habit, which demonstrated how much of a routine this was forthem. They emphasised the sense that even though the characters arearguing it is not serious and is just an element of their relationship.George and Lily’s synchronisation was also all the more funny becausethey were unaware of it themselves. I think this performance was abrilliant testament to what much of this course has been about –bringing life, energy, precision, clarity etc to a theatrical style that canbe very daunting for the actor.”

EXERCISE: ‘What I Really Think of Her’
One of the many themes of Coward’s work is how past lovers canhaunt current relationships. The metaphor of a ghost is made very realand literal in Blithe Spirit. However, most of Coward’s ‘Ghosts of LoversPast’ remain unseen but their memory still troubles many charactersand this presence, at least in spoken dialogue, often disturbs theirlovers in the present. They can even be used as weapons in an on-goingargument or as a means of riling a partner, needling them like someonewith a pin poking inside the shell of a snail. It is not always an easy taskto bring these off-stage characters to life, yet for the threat to be realthe off-stage character must at least seem alive for both the actor andthe audience. A useful exercise to try whenever the text mentions aformer lover or would be lover is the exercise ‘What I Really Think ofHer’. This exercise is short if not always sweet. Basically the actor sayswhat he or she really thinks of the character before the name of thatcharacter is actually spoken. This exercise aims to give the actor animmediate and specific attitude to a character who may be known tothem but remains unknown to the audience. As with the exercise ‘TheEuropean Community’, the tone of the thought should filter through, asit were, into the very sound of the name as it is spoken. The audience



14

should be able to tell what the actor thinks of any off-stage characterpurely from the tone of voice. The advantage of saying what you thinkof a character before the name is spoken is that it helps the actor tosteer clear of a generalised performance and instead allows for aspecific and distinct thought to shine through.This exercise was particularly useful when working on Act II ofPrivate Lives. Both ‘Claire Lavenham’ and ‘Peter Burden’ come in forsome very unpleasant name calling. Of course the exercise is not justlimited to characters that never appear. As Elyot says of Amanda’s toneof voice on the subject of Sibyl, “Your voice takes on an acid qualitywhenever you mention her name.” For the young actor I find it is usefulbefore you ever mention her name to know exactly what you think ofher by saying it out loud, the aim being to help create that acid qualitywith a specific thought rather than just ‘acting’ in a genericallyunpleasant bitter manner. Here it is not about just colouring the wordor in this case the name, it is about defining what that word and namespecifically means to you.Another exercise for bringing off-stage characters to life is to befound in Maria Aiken’s book on high comedy. She suggests replacingthe names of off-stage characters with contemporary names known toall. The group used this exercise and replaced the likes of ‘Mabel Grace’and ‘Irene Baker’ both off-stage fellow performers in the Red Peppersscene with the names of female lecturers within the DramaDepartment, bringing the text alive in a most unexpected way!“Possibly the best little game that arose today was replacingnames in Red Peppers with names that we know – namely MG and BM.In the scene Lily and George are talking about actresses. Replacing thenames mean that they know who they were talking about. A simpletrick and highly effective.”“The substitution of BM and MG for ‘Mabel Grace’ and IreneBaker was an extremely good way of adding credibility to George andLily’s discussion of them. Furthermore, all the associations and meaningthat went with them were brought forward by L and R when theyreplaced them with character names. So simple and yet sooooeffective.”
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There is a half attempt with George’s line “That’s all you know” tosuggest he would like Lily to think ‘Irene Baker’ and he might have hadsomething going though Lily’s smart comeback soon ends that. Havinga clear defining image of who you are talking about certainly helps tomake this exchange real. Making real by substitution is a ‘simple trick’but not only is it effective in making mere names on a script real livingpeople it also serves to do something else that young actors strugglewith in playing Coward and that is existing in the moment. Sometimes ayoung actor even after weeks of rehearsal can occasionally make thewords sound learnt rather than having the immediacy of something justsaid that is so important in comedy of manners, and is indeed the keyto all good acting. In my opinion student actors with Coward inparticular are too often afraid of the text. They look at all those wordsand panic. Simple substitutions, and there are many at the disposal ofthe director, partly solve that by giving the actor a recognisableconnection. They are suddenly alive and suddenly how they are spokenbecome magically alive too.

EXERCISE: ‘I-Love-You’
For young actors especially – bless them – the love-haterelationships of Coward can prove difficult both to understand and toperform. Students simply do not know what it is to be in a marriagesuch as the one between George and Lily in Red Peppers, wherebickering is part and parcel of the relationship and has probably helpedkeep them together for so many years. Many young actors can capturethe hate or vitriol but are unable to communicate the true affectionthat lies beneath these exchanges. And this affection is essential if thelatter half of the scene, where George and Lily unite to defendthemselves against the insults of Bert Bentley, is to work. Also, if thereis no warmth in the relationship and all we see is pure bitterness thenthe audience can sometimes find this uncomfortable and may notalways be willing to laugh. The following “I-Love-You” exercise shouldprove useful if actors have difficulty revealing the more sentimental
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side of Coward, an often neglected side of his work that counterbalances the quick repartee and smart acerbic remarks.The basic aim of the exercise is to establish an emotionalconnection between the two characters. The exercise itself is verysimple. Each actor repeats “I love you, I love you, I love you” to theother until a rhythm is established. Once both are happy with thisrhythm, they then perform the scene as scripted. The undercurrentrhythm of affection should hopefully still manifest itself from beneaththe words, even if the surface dialogue is antagonistic or of a seeminglydifferent nature.My students used this exercise when working on the latter half ofthe famous ‘Balcony Scene’ in Private Lives. Amanda is asking a seriesof questions about China and Japan, and Elyot is replying to them whileall the time seemingly to be putting something off, and that somethingis finally revealed when he says, “Darling, darling, I love you so.”The actors realised that the build up to this moment wasn’tworking and so the ‘I-Love-You’ exercise was used just before Amanda’sline, “What have you been doing lately?” Here are some comments onhow this exercise worked in practice for the actors.“I found when I had a go at this exercise that it really was the firsttime since working on these pieces that I actually felt an emotionalconnection with the lines. This technique means that you are thinkingabout anything but what you are saying and the words becomesecondary to the feelings behind them.”“This exercise seemed to establish a rhythm before beginning thedialogue, not only with your partner but internally… I really did feel thatthe words I was saying were simply there to stop me from saying what Iwas truly thinking.”“My favourite exercise today however was the ‘I-Love-You whichisn’t usually apparent in the work we’ve been doing. The phrase ‘I loveyou’ was repeated until we felt there was a genuine connection andthen we went into the lines. I have to say that L did this brilliantly and Ifound myself with a little lump in my throat as he went through thedialogue with a wonderfully real subtext of a wounded lover... I did findthat after the exercise I felt emotionally charged and hopefully some ofthat was apparent when I spoke the lines.”
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EXERCISE: ‘Bladder Desperation’
This exercise is useful to give a sense of underlying emotionalpain, especially if the actors are too young or too inexperienced toproduce an emotional response from within themselves. Theelementary nature of this exercise shouldn’t goad the actor, or directorfor that matter, into underestimating its effectiveness.In the exercise the actor simply says the lines as if he or she isdesperate to go to the toilet. This exercise is particularly useful whenlooking at Coward, firstly because real pain is established in the voiceand secondly, because when you are desperate to go to the toilet youoften intentionally think of something else to take your mind off thepain. The actors in the group found this exercise surprisingly helpfulwhen they were working on the ‘Balcony Scene’. I say surprisinglybecause you wouldn’t normally expect this famous scene to have theslightest connection with anything remotely scatological. It is anexercise, incidentally, I have stolen from Joan Littlewood who found itvery useful when actors were ‘acting’ emotional pain without itpenetrating the surface of the performance.The context of the exchange is that for Amanda the surprise ofmeeting Elyot and their subsequent conversation is now getting toomuch her. She says to him, “We won’t talk about ourselves any more,we’ll talk about outside things, anything you like, only just don’t leaveme until I’ve pulled myself together.” The exchanges that follow areabout China being very big and Japan being very small, but of coursethat’s not what they are really about.The various actors playing Amanda were finding it very difficult tofind the true emotional pain of this woman. Nor were they quite able tocapture the way in which Amanda uses small talk as a distraction orcover up for other thoughts going on underneath. The ‘BladderDesperation’ exercise proved very effective in solving both problems.Here are a few comments from student diaries.“Physically your need for the loo overwhelmed you in the sameway you might be physically overwhelmed by strong feelings that youhave to fight to control. I also found this exercise useful when I was
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Elyot, interacting with someone being overwhelmed in this way makesit hard not to lose control yourself.”“When H was doing the exercise we closed our eyes, which mademe really concentrate on the sound of the words, and she did sound likeshe was about to burst with emotion.”“The lines for a while become secondary to the sounds and tone.”There are several what I would call ‘Substitution’ exercises thatcan be particularly useful for student actors working in comedy ofmanners, replacing text names with real ones known to the actorsbeing another example. I use these because student actors have thedouble difficulty of mastering both the style of comedy of manners andthe underlying emotional feelings. The course I teach covers manycomedy of manners theatrical exponents. This is an extract from a diaryon a class on Wilde and the meeting of Gwendolen and Cecily whichshows, I think, the flexibility of this type of teaching approach:“We rehearsed it replacing some of the words in the script forinsults, so that when we reverted back to the original script again, theenergy from these insults was transferred. For example, when replacing‘Miss Fairfax’ for ‘Miss F*ckface’, the spitting disgust need for thesecond name can now be used in the normal script, and ‘Miss Fairfax’almost becomes a swear-word in its own right. I found this exerciseextremely useful, because it helped to inject the polite dialogue withzest and vigour, which may have been hard to find before, and thememory of the spiteful words behind Wilde’s eloquence reinforces therhythm and helps to bring about humour. It was then interesting to seethe two versions performed one after the other, and to see the processby which the final result came about.”
Both the ‘I-Love-You’ exercise and the ‘Bladder Desperation’exercise were used in the same class one after the other. The first wasmeant to help the actor playing Elyot and the second the actor playingAmanda. Of course if any of these exercises are to achieve their truepotential and purpose the actor must learn to take what has beengleaned from each of them individually and then accommodateeverything into the final performance. The ‘carry through’ aspect ofthese exercises can be difficult even when the text directly follows the
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exercise. Frankly, I think this is where true acting talent comes inbecause some actors are able to take with them what they have learntfrom exercises and put it into the final performance and others are not.However, even if some actors are unable to ‘carry through’immediately, or indeed at all, at least they have some sense of what isneeded to make the scene work and a sense that they can achieve it.

EXERCISE: ‘The WHAT? Effect’
A favourite exercise of many acting coaches is ‘The WHAT? Effect’.The aim of the exercise, particularly in the Coward context, is to makethe phrasing alive and spontaneous in order to create an ‘in themoment’ immediacy for the actor. The exercise is very simple. Oneactor works with a second on a single speech and if there is a word orperhaps short phrase that when said lacks truth or seems flat then thesecond simply interjects by asking the first “What?” The actor in quickresponse then has to repeat whatever the word is but this time thereply if truly spontaneous should have a brightness and an immediacy itdidn’t have before. Well, that’s the theory. Again though, as with manyof these exercises, in a way it depends on the actor not acting or atleast not thinking too hard. In spontaneous replies the tongue issometimes quicker than the mind and thus is often more truthful. Hereare a few extracts from some of my student actors:“My partner stops me and asks ‘What?’ in places, causing me torepeat the section in a different way, with different emphasis. This wasa helpful exercise as it helped me find new stresses on words that I maynot have picked up on before, and to discover the right place to pitch aword. It also revealed the limitations of how it sounded right to deliverthe words surrounding it. However, this game was only successful aslong as the response remained an unconscious act – I found that if Ithought about it too much it invariably came out sounding wrong andforced.”“In pairs, we each said our piece and the person listening could say‘What?’ at any point. When that happened we had to repeat the wordswe had just spoken. I found it a very interesting beneficial exercise. I
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began to play with the language, using different volumes and/orintonation whenever N said ‘What? This exercise certainly increased myawareness of each word and its significance, too much sometimes – Icertainly over-emphasised more than once – but on the whole Idiscovered things about my speech which I hadn’t noticed before andenjoyed having the closeness of a more informal atmosphere.”“It’s a very simple principle, but for me it had some amazingresults... learning how simply stressing one important word can help toadd whole new depth, and comedy, to a sentence. I found it verydifficult to just do it ‘cold’ when told, but when someone says ‘What?’,you naturally stress the word when you repeat it, out of reflex.“Injects energy, more insistent. Makes it more immediate, in themoment. Gives you the feeling you are actually talking to someone.Make sure the words sound right when you put them back in thesentence.”

EXERCISE: ‘Fascinating Rhythm
As with ‘The European Community’ this exercise is also concernedwith the changing rhythms and energies of a scene. However,‘Fascinating Rhythm’ is far more concerned with finding the dramaticaction in Coward’s dialogue rather than simply alternating the vocalquality and pace. The main aim of this exercise is to see Coward’sdialogue as more than two people who just happen to be talking orarguing but instead to understand Coward’s dialogue, be itconversation or argument, as the central dramatic action of the play.
Before discussing the practicalities of ‘Fascinating Rhythm’ it isworth I think looking at the nature of dramatic action in comedy ofmanners and Coward’s works specifically.The comedy of manners form as found in Coward is often accusedof being “plotless”. If you would allow me for this discussion to sum upall the world’s plots as a basic set of four, ‘The Quest, ‘The Odd Couple’and ‘The Fish Out of Water’, with ‘Rites of Passage’ as an underlyingoptional extra, then many of Coward’s plays, from a story point of view,
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are basically a combination of number two, ‘The Odd Couple’, andnumber three, ‘The Fish Out of Water’ or indeed a combination of both.Private Lives is ‘The Odd Couple’, Hay Fever is ‘The Fish Out of Water’and Blithe Spirit neatly combines both narrative compositions. PrivateLives is also a ‘Rites of Passage’ plot in that it cleverly turns upsidedown a traditional love story by having a sort of inverted marriagewhere divorcees on what should have been a honeymoon with newpartners reunite and fall in love with each other. Blithe Spirit uses aDeath/Resurrection ‘Rites of Passage’ narrative to create a blackcomedy and in Hay Fever the guests clearly fail to match up to thegames demanded by the Blisses and a ‘Rites of Passage’ weekend endsin them making a crestfallen retreat home to normality. What seems tobe missing in Coward’s comedy of manners work is the plot of ‘TheQuest’. Of course, ‘The Quest’ is certainly a major element in Song atTwilight but then again Song at Twilight isn’t high comedy.The point of all this is that young actors can often only see actionwithin the context of ‘The Quest’. In such stories ‘wanting’, ‘searching’and ‘getting’ can be clearly identified and have a precise and finalobjective (a very Stanislavski type approach). In such stories there arelots of events, things happen in casual sequences. As a result of all thisyoung actors when presented with plays such as Private Lives or Designfor Living often see them not only as plotless but actionless as well. Onecomplaint I’ve come across repeatedly about Private Lives, especiallyAct Two, is that “nothing happens”. It is therefore important for anystudent actor approaching Coward to understand that ‘the action’ ofPrivate Lives is the changing values, tensions and dynamics of therelationship between Elyot and Amanda. Coward explores thedynamics of this relationship not so much in a traditional plot form butrather as a situation or, in a dramatic sense, as a predicament. Elyotand Amanda reunite early in the play and on the whole stay reunitedfor the rest of the drama, but it should be stressed the dynamicsthroughout this time are anything but static.As I suggested at the very beginning of this article, conversation isa form of play. Pretty much the whole of Act Two is a rather odd gameof play that seems to feed and sustain the emotional needs of the pair.It can occasionally turn self-destructive and unpleasant but the need to
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push and needle each other is all part of this unique relationship, evenif it appears very strange, though often funny, from the point of view ofsomeone looking in from outside. The changing values of therelationship are to be found in the dialogue and therefore the dialogueis the action. The aim of the exercise ‘Fascinating Rhythm’ is to discoverthese constantly changing values as they are expressed in theexchanges of the two characters and in doing so allow the actors tounderstand the dramatic structure and shape of the scene.First of all the text of a scene is broken up into ‘units’ or ‘bits’differentiated by a change of mood or direction. These are sometimescalled ‘Ski Posts’, so named for that is the moment the skier has to alterdirection. For example, the scene my group explored comes early in ActTwo of Private Lives. Amanda introduces the idea that she is “ratherscared of marriage really”. Elyot replies by saying that they do notalways know how to “manage each other” but at least they have beensuccessful for the past week. The group decided this was one unit. Thenext unit begins when Amanda suggests changing “Solomon Isaacs” to“sollocks” and ends when Elyot agrees. Following on from that there isan exchange about Elyot’s dressing gown and a bit of playacting. Whenthe scene has been broken down into say eight or ten units then eachunit is given to a different pair of actors. Each pair then separate fromthe others and decide which single word or pair of words sums up thevalue of their line or section of the unit. Value is normally establishedby asking what is at stake? or what it is that the character cares most orleast about? For example, given the various agreed units of dialogue,the first pairing chose “scared” and “manage” (one word each) as thepairing of words that summed up the two values in their unit. Thesecond pair chose “sollocks”-“all right”, the third “ravishing”-“kiss you”.The rest of the scene with the other pairs was broken down into“pleasure”-“fools”, “unnecessary”-“unfaithful”, “Claire”-“Claire”,“lovely”-“lovely” and “dangerous”-“not dangerous”. Each pair thenwork together using only these words to create an exchange. To get thebest results, the actor must forget the exact meaning of the word andinstead concentrate on its emotional sense. The idea is not to find away of saying the word from a performance point of view but instead
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to use the word, its sound, its energy, to encompass the value that liesbehind the whole exchange.There are many ways this can be done. For example, the wordcould be physicalised. Here the actor says the word while at the sametime going through the motion of a physical action such as floating orpunching (to illustrate this, press your hand against a wall and say aword, as the word is being said the word usually takes on sound of thatsame physical action). The actor could also try a more specific personalmovement suggested by the word. For example, “scared” could beexpressed by the wrapping of one’s arms around oneself. Whatevermethod is used it is essential that the whole sense of what the wordrepresents and its value in the scene are somehow expressed in theway it is said.Once each pair of actors is happy with their word pairingexchange then the whole group is reassembled and this word-to-wordtraffic is put together as a whole, going from one pair to the other.When this is performed the group should then hopefully begin tounderstand that the action of the play is the ever-changing values,needs and desires of this complex relationship. Here are a couple ofcomments from student diaries.“It showed how quickly the characters adopt different attitudes toeach other and the quickness in changing actions of the scene. It diddefinitely highlight very quickly the shape of the scene.”“I think that this is a very useful directorial rule, as by finding theessence of a bit it is easier to inject the rest of the words with theemotion contained in that word... What I found interesting about thiswas that I was able to get a definite sense of the emotion and meaningof the extract just by watching the group speak the dozen or so wordsused by the exercise.”“The long and short of it is, we chose the most important wordsfrom each unit, one from Elyot and another from Amanda. Thesebasically summed up each unit. Then we played the scene repetitivelywith these words, going up and down the line. The more we did it themore we physicalised the words adding all the necessary colour thatwhole line suggests. For example, the word ‘ravishing’ was said by Swith a growly, energetic, sexy quality. We felt that we all understood
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the colour of the individual units and the conflict and contrasts werevery clear.”“I found it really quite surprising the amount of energy that thisexercise required and just how heightened the words had to become forthe exchanges to be successful.”“We got to see the dynamism within the scene. It was great finallybeing able to see and hear the end product of about one and a halfhours of scene work; beat breaking, word breaking, back breaking work.I probably couldn’t handle being in a Coward play. I commend anyonewho can survive rehearsal, LET ALONE put all that work intoperformance.”More than any other exercise this changed the attitude of thestudent actors in viewing Coward as “plotless”. They saw in very starkpared down terms the shape and pattern of the scene. Never again onthe course did anyone say “the problem with Coward is nothinghappens”. The sheer number of words on the page also lost theirintimidating nature as suddenly the actors could see the scene as aseries of individual lines or sections, each very manageable and eachorganically leading to the next.I have also found that actors find this exercise incredibly useful asway of focusing their energy and understanding the very specificdeveloping rhythms of the scene. Act Two of Private Lives inperformance has a habit of becoming both generalised andmonotonous if focus and rhythm are not precise.One final thought on this exercise. I confess I did have a wry smileat the observation “I commend anyone who can survive rehearsal, LETALONE put all that work into performance.” One aspect of working oncomedy of manners with young actors is how they seriouslyunderestimate both the skill and craft involved and the effort necessaryto make high comedy work. I think this is because high comedy at itsbest is always made to look easy and therefore many student actorsoften confuse looking easy with actually being easy. How wrong theyare.
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COWARD’S ‘BEHIND THE SCENES’ DIALOGUE
VICKY: “Small talk – a lot of small talk with quite different thoughtsgoing on behind it”. SHADOW PLAY

This famous line is often said to be the essence of the Cowardstyle and to a certain degree it is. Coward certainly uses the ‘small talk’of social interaction to cover up underlying frictions and emotions.However, it is wrong to think that the talk is always ‘small’ in the sensethat it is always just polite conversation. Sometimes the surface talk isfar from inconsequential, as the exchanges we’ve looked at in Act Twoof Private Lives clearly demonstrate. What does matter though is whatis going on ‘behind the scenes’, as it were. With Coward’s dialogue it isimportant to ask what is it that is hidden? and what are the characterstrying to hide? For the actor this technique involves both masking andrevealing at the same time. A real challenge.The following series of exercises are all concerned essentially withcreating and exploring subtext. Sub-text is not of course specific toCoward but there are certain aspects of working with his subtext thatrequire specific Cowardesque techniques.As a side note, I think it is worth saying that much recent drama,especially television drama, eschews subtext. I was reliably informed byone BBC insider that one of the main drama heads simply couldn’t readthe subtext written into a script. Writers who had carefully createdscenes so that they had to be played with a subtextual understandinghad them sent back for re-writes as this particular drama head couldn’tunderstand what was going on. This anecdote merely illustrates thepervading use in popular drama of ‘on-the-nose’ or ‘on-the-line’dialogue where nothing is left unsaid in words and what is said isdelivered often in an overstated manner. There is nothing wrong withdrama that is ‘raw’ and ‘visceral’, two words often found describing thenew and exciting fringe plays, but not when there is only raw andvisceral. The result is young student actors are simply not exposed tothose dramas and theatrical styles that choose to use a differenttechnique. I came up with this first exercise simply to explore the
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potential of subtext and how the actor does not have to use the actualwords on the page to get across the action and meaning of a scene.

EXERCISE: ‘A says to B, then B says to A, with X, Y or Z underneath.’
First the group create together their own scene of dialoguebetween two characters we simply call A and B. The group sit in a lineand each member is asked in turn to provide a line or two of dialoguefor our A and B characters until some sort of basic scene is puttogether. The scene needn’t necessarily flow, it could be a series ofabrupt exchanges or whatever the group comes up with or decides.This is the simple scene one of my group of students came up with.A: Hello.B: Good afternoon.A: I haven’t seen you in ages.B: You’re right – but it’s been no bad thing.A:Why’s that?B: I’ve been away on important business.A:Would you care to tell me about it?B: No.A:Marvellous – I wasn’t particularly interested anyway.B:Well, that’s just fine.A: Lovely day.B: Isn’t it.
Hardly riveting stuff but it is a scene. Two actors then took thescene and acted it out without direction. It sounded like two peopleyou might hear aimlessly talking on the top deck of a bus. Next though,two more actors acted out the scene, but this time each chose aspecific context, for example the meeting of old friends. Following onfrom this contextual setting or situation, subtexts were added by eachcharacter. For example, the meeting of two old school acquaintanceswhere in one version A had a crush B but never told them and inanother B used to bully A and now doesn’t know how to say sorry.As I say, this exercise is a basic introduction to the importance ofsubtext and seeing how subtext works and its potential dramatic



27

power. A key point to make here, and about the exercises in general, isthe importance of getting as many suggestions and inputs direct fromthe students as possible, including in this exercise and all the contextualscenarios. It is my experience that they respond so much better whenthey know they are dealing with their own words, their own ideas andtheir own contributions. Here are a few comments from some studentactor diaries.“[It] was fabulous to watch as there were so many differentinterpretations and scenarios given to the lines. This brought to light theway in which everybody has their own agenda when they deliver a lineand with each new offering a change in response becomes apparent. Inthis respect, it makes it easier for the text to appear to be existing in themoment and therefore gives a greater impression or reality.”“It was interesting to note that even though each character had aparticular emotion underlying the text and they had one thoughtprocess to play, the actor still has to put a very different ‘sense’ behindeach line to create a believable scene. This makes for a more interestingpiece. This exercise shows how important it is to consider each line ofthe characters and not just the through-line thought process.”“In case 1, A and B had had a relationship in the past, A was stillinterested, but B was not. This seemed to me to be particularlystraightforward, as the surface dialogue suggested a degree of tension.However, different examples uncovered different things about the text,and what was underneath the surface. In case 2, A had committed acrime, B knew about it, and A knew that B knew. The individual linestook on different meanings, and it became more a battle of wits. It wasan interrogation. A’s fifth line, for example, is an example of him/herplaying mind games. Equally, A’s second line, in this situation, had theunderlying suggestion of ‘What have you been doing?’”“The simple meeting written by the group translated from adetective and a suspect to two lovers and one scene was almostunrecognisable from the other.”“When these lines were given different subtexts, it revealed howlittle the actual words can matter as they can be given a completelydifferent meaning simply by the words that are said. The exerciseworked in forcing the actor to search for new meanings in the words
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and change his intentions to get his point across, and empathises thenecessity for careful thought when reading comedy of manners – itcannot be taken on surface meaning alone.”It is worth noting that Coward often starred in productions of hisown plays. The worry as to whether or not an actor would get the trueintent of a line is hardly a worry at all if he is both writer and actor. It isthough a concern for those modern writers who can write subtextwhen many readers of the plays, and, it has to be said, even BBC dramaheads, cannot recognise that dramatic subtext from just the printedpage. In some ways the British playwright that owed a great debt toCoward, but is not often thought of in those terms, is Harold Pinter. Thesubtext with Pinter is more often an undercurrent of violence thanrepressed emotional fragility and without that subtext his plays simplywouldn’t work. It is no co-incidence that when Pinter was asked tomake his debut at the National Theatre as a director and told he couldchoose any play, he went for Coward’s Blithe Spirit. It was, on apersonal note, my first introduction to a Coward play on stage.

EXERCISE: ‘My Guardian Angel’
This can be a continuation of the A and B dialogue or a stand-alone exercise in its own right using a selected section of dialogue or aCoward scene.In this exercise each actor has a ‘Guardian Angel’ at his or hershoulder. Before each line the Guardian Angel whispers to the actor aspecific subtext to go under that line. The group, who mustn’t hear thesubtext, then have to decide what they think the subtext is. Once thesubtext is understood by the group, the actor and their Guardian Angelmove on to the next line.The purpose of this exercise is to find the right balance betweenover and underplaying subtext. Surprisingly student actors don’talways realise how subtle they are being. They think that because theyare thinking of a subtext that it will somehow automatically manifestitself in performance and be picked up or understood by the audience.However, this is often not the case. This exercise should give actors a
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sense of how heavy or light they should play a given subtext. In comedyof manners there is a delicate balance between making specific andmaking obvious; one may elicit the desired response but the other maynot. Here is one comment from a student who was working on afamous scene from Private Lives:“We played with the idea of having a Guardian Angel remindingthe actors of their action just before saying their contradictory line.Reminding the actors how passionately they love each other. If thepassion is there then the scene is moving and sad. Eventually thesubtext becomes the actor’s sub-conscience and the meaning of thescene is achieved. I felt that this was a very valid exercise and worksvery well.”We continued with the exercise but gave it a variation. TheGuardian Angels became a quiet but continuous vocal presencethroughout in the scene. This worked in a similar way to the ‘I-Love-You’ exercise but its uninterrupted presence throughout far from beingoff putting seemed to inspire the young actors.“I thought the exercise worked best when ‘I want you’ wasrepeated throughout the scene by the Guardian Angels. It didn’tinterrupt the scene but was more like a soundtrack to the scene. Ithelped the actors the most as it was a continuous reminder of thepassion lying just under the surface.”“Standing behind two performers speaking a scene from PrivateLives two members of the group rhythmically repeat ‘I love you’ and ‘Iwant you’ under the lines. This is to help inject energy and passion intothe performances.”“For me, the game worked a lot better when the ‘Angels’ weresoftly and continuously saying ‘I want you’, as the characters were notput off and more passion can be taken from softer inflection. It had acontinuing rhythm and pushed the characters forward. I love the waythat Coward can put the phrase ‘And it didn’t look like a biscuit box, didit?’ in the middle of a highly passionate scene, and then put theinevitable line ‘Darling, darling, I love you so’ straight afterwards. Wefound that it was essential that the audience didn’t laugh at these twolines, as it would ruin the moment.”
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“The subtext was intense passion, hidden by pretence. As I wasreading the text, having the reminder of ‘I love him. You want him’ allthe time made it easier to believe it. The sense of intense passion wasall around. Initially, it was funny and probably embarrassing for thosepeople who were shouting, as it was so bizarre! But once everyonesettled, it worked very well. When two people were reading the sceneand T and J were whispering ‘I want you’ in a rhythmic pattern, it wasvery effective, even though I couldn’t hear the words of the text clearly.Whispering created a sense of seduction, and the steady rhythm waslike a heartbeat. It was very moving.”Another function of this exercise is to help decide which lineshave no subtext and so can be played ‘straight-down-the-line’, or ‘onthe line’ as I call it. The students also used this exercise when workingon the first meeting of Vicky and Simon in Shadow Play. This commentfrom the student playing Simon is a reminder for all actors that subtextneed not be manifested just in the voice:“With subtext, lines can be used in many different ways as wasproved with the line ‘I’m in a bank’ from Shadow Play. This was turnedinto a realisation of falling in love simply by adding a couple of elementslike a pause before the line and an extended look or perhaps a vacantexpression.”A key aspect of this particular scene is that it is happening withinthe context of a dream or memory flashback. As a result Vickysometimes steps out of herself and reveals the subtext behind a line.Hence she is openly able to comment on the action of her ownexchange when she says, “Small talk – a lot of small talk with quitedifferent thoughts going on behind it”. The acting technique thereforeneeds the ability to change in mid-flow from an unknowing state ofmind to a knowing and reflective state of mind. This brings us back tothe principle of “spinning on a sixpence”. Again this needn’t be purelyvocal, as this next extract from a student diary testifies:“I found that by physically moving my body away from him, andchanging my vocal quality from the clipped formal tones of small talk,to a more wistful, dreamy quality, the distinction between theremembered conversation and Vicky’s comments on it in her head couldbe established.”
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We had an American student in the group one year who made aninteresting and telling comment about the manners of comedy ofmanners:“Shadow Play was hard for me, because I wasn’t quite relating tothe ‘over-politeness’ social codes. I’m just not familiar with the manyrules of etiquette…. It’s not that Americans wouldn’t understand whatmanners are it’s just there seems to be a more strict code of manners inEnglish culture that are recognisable. In comedy of manners it’snecessary to be familiar with two worlds: the world of the play (and itsmanners) and the manners of the audience.”This remark raises the issue of the continuing changes in socialmores. The British students had no problem with the etiquette of smalltalk; it is after all still part of culture in the UK today when we talkabout the weather much to the amusement of Americans. However,things are changing and the mores of Coward’s world are quicklydisappearing; some would say they have already disappeared. I wouldagree that certain social codes have changed and that the etiquette ofthe social behaviour required for a weekend house party, the code socentral to Hay Fever, is certainly no longer generally understood. Evenin Coward’s day it would have been limited to a specific social group.However, in principle at least, I think the codes of private or intimateone-to-one human behaviour are much the same now as they were inhis day. That is not to say, of course, that plays requiring extinct socialcodes cannot be performed. It is just that for plays that require anunderstanding of lost social behaviour, special effort must be made toestablish exactly how these codes operated.This general problem became apparent when we worked on ascene from Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest where Cecilyand Gwendolen first meet and have tea. There is a breakfast scene atthe end of Private Lives that is similar in that it depends on anunderstanding of table manners. I had the students improvise ascenario and then half way through sent in an actor to be their waiter.Here are a couple of extracts from student diaries:“To begin with we looked at table manners, and what societydictates it is acceptable to talk about at the dinner table. For this, L andG performed a short improvisation, as though in a restaurant, talking
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about a teenage romance. The waiter came in and they continued totalk. This was an introduction to our first text, which was TheImportance of Being Ernest scene between Cecily and Gwendolen. Thiswas a fist fight through verbal manners. They cannot physicalise, asMerriman is present throughout.”“The practical session opened with K and G being given a scenarioof both being the ex-girlfriend of ‘Peter’ and both having been invitedout by him again. The aim was to keep an argument about who hereally liked most going despite any interruptions.... On completion ofthis exercise it became clear that the way the girls behaved, openly rudeand arguing in front of the waiter, had been vastly different to the wayCecily and Gwendolen have to conduct their argument which is far moresubtle due to the social constraints of the time which are placed uponthem, that is, MANNERS.”In the Private Lives breakfast scene there is a certain amount ofsocial etiquette that restricts the characters from being too impolitewith each other (at least at first). On the whole students had nodifficulty in accepting that over breakfast (or indeed any social meal)one modified one’s behaviour. However, the exchanges that follow thearrival of tea in The Importance of Being Earnest, and, to a degree, thebreakfast tray in Private Lives, are so far removed from modern moresthat some time had to be taken in the class to explain the importanceof tea in the social order of the day and the manners Coward’sgeneration had at breakfast. In a way I am thankful for the success ofDownton Abbey as at least now student actors have a notable exampleof codified social behaviour. But it is a problem that won’t go away.Although my American student was an exception, as time goes on andsocial eating and table codes disappear – perhaps not necessarily a badthing – such students are going to become the rule.

EXERCISE: ‘What’s the Question in the Question?’
This exercise continues the work on subtext. The aim of thisexercise is to find out if there is a hidden question lurking somewherebehind the line.
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The exercise operates in a similar way to ‘What I Really Think ofHer’ in that before the line is delivered the actor says something withthe intent to colour the line that follows. In the case of ‘What’sUnderneath the Bed’ that something is the real question or attitudethat the actor believes is behind the line he or she is working on.For example, if the line on the page is “Well, it is raining outside”and the question asked is “Do you really want to go for a walk in thisweather?” then hopefully the true attitude or intent of the statementwill permeate the line when it is delivered. Alternatively, try “Do youwant to see how my T-shirt clings to my chest and makes me looknaked when it gets wet?” and see what new underlying attitude isestablished! If though the line itself is a question, for example, “Shallwe walk or drive?” then the real nature of the question becomes muchclearer if “Do you really want to go for a walk in this weather?” isplaced before it. In all cases a specific underlying attitude to inclementweather is established under the line.This exercise can be applied to any line, whether it is a statementor question. It is certainly possible in Coward that one question is reallyjust hiding a second underneath. This is an observation made by theactor playing Elyot in the ‘Balcony Scene’ in Private Lives.“The subtext here is paramount and the first time we read thescene everyone was, to a greater or lesser degree, unconvincing. Elyot’sline, ‘Are you still in love with him?’ has to convey the subtext ‘Are youstill in love with me?’ We tried various ways of saying the line andfinally settled on ‘anger’ as the emotion that was missing.”Here not only was a different question required, but a specificemotion was also needed to make the line work. It is worth saying thatif one exercise is not enough to make a line or scene work then it isimportant for me to be adaptable and add other techniques orexercises dependent on how the session progresses.

EXERCISE: ‘If Looks Could Kill’
As I say, actors too easily underestimate the potential of physicalexpression when playing Coward and they also sometimes overlook the
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potential for facial expression as well. ‘If Looks Could Kill’ is a verysimple exercise aimed at revealing what one character thinks ofanother just in their facial demeanour. The exercise works by sittingtwo actors opposite each other and then the rest of the group throwquestions at each actor and the reply has to come in facial expressionand body posture alone. As the exercise develops I have found it usefulto add a third actor/character and then get the first character toachieve two differing responses to the same question as it applies toeach one after the other. The extracts begin with one of my moresceptical student actors who was at the time finally coming round tosee some of the benefits of these acting exercises and how they work:“I have come to be much more open minded about all theexercises we do in this course because what you generally find is thatsomething beneficial, however small, usually emerges. For example, theexercise in which we sat in pairs facing each other and communicatedto the audience what we were thinking about the person without wordswas in many ways hugely unsuccessful. Members of the audience threwquestions at us in order to provoke our reactions e.g. what do you thinkof their hair, do you think they are good in bed, do they smell? Theanswers to question like these would not be naturally apparent in ourphysical/facial expression. they were too specific whereas the answersto more general questions such as do you like him/her can be seen inthe way someone is sitting or how they look at the person. When athird person was added the exercise transformed amazingly – a muchbetter dialogue became apparent and a scenario developed. What thisamusing exercise demonstrated to me was that although no detailedcommunication can occur between actors onstage or between theactors and the audience when they have no dialogue to work with,relationships can definitely exist and even the subtlest of physical/facialexpressions can tell so much about the nature of their relationship.”“There was some discussion over the next exercise and whether itworked or not. Two people sat facing each other and had to reactfacially to the questions put by the rest of the class. Some of thequestions were too ambiguous to provoke a response, others were veryfunny and these were the ones where you could tell exactly what theywere thinking. One thing this showed me was the importance of facial
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expression in revealing subtext, especially if you are going to have hugecontradiction between subtext and the actual words.”

EXERCISE: ‘Down-staging’
This exercise is a natural continuation of the previous exercise ‘IfLooks Could Kill’ only here we are working on actual text.‘Up-staging’, of course, is when an actor draws attention tothemselves with some action or movement up-stage when the mainactor is speaking down-stage nearer the audience with the result thatthe audience’s attention is taken from where it should be to thesecondary action. As a side note, it is said that Katherine Hepburn wasonce constantly being up-staged in a production by a young actress.However, Miss Hepburn being Miss Hepburn warned the lady that shecould up-stage her even when she wasn’t on stage. She proved this byleaving a full wine-glass (to which she had added an adhesive) on thevery edge of an up-stage mantel-piece, leaving the audience constantlydistracted waiting for the wine glass to fall all through the youngactress’s big scene that followed. The up-staging by the upstart neveroccurred again!‘Down-staging’ then is an exercise where the actor downstagesimply uses a look to express a thought before the line is actuallyspoken, creating a sort of visual pre-text-subtext. What I mean by thisis that we, the rest of the class, can see what the down-stage actor isthinking before they say the line but their fellow actor upstage cannot.It works in a way as a form of dramatic irony. For the purpose of thisexercise the actors just need to be positioned in such a way that theface of the ‘down-stager’ is seen by the group but not by his or herfellow actor up-stage. The exercise aims to remind young actors thatthey can act with their faces as well as with their voices. The exerciseis also especially useful in creating and establishing a thought in themind of the actor before a line is said that actually contradicts thefollowing line’s meaning.Contradictory subtext is sometimes a major problem for youngactors dealing with Coward for the first time. Yes, they have probably
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worked with subtext with other writers such as Pinter, but as is so oftenthe case with Coward that which is going on underneath the linecontradicts or at least is contrary to what is actually said. This requires avery specific technique not unique to Coward but certainly essential ifthe actor is going to learn the Coward style. Here is one comment fromone student actor who uses a far more technical psychological term forwhat I was trying to get across: “Steve called it ‘betraying the line’, as ituncovers something about the character that the line would never say.In real life it is called non-verbal leakage’ and includes such things asgetting embarrassed uncontrollably”.The scene the group looked at in detail was Scene Three of StillLife. Albert was positioned upstage and Myrtle was downstage. Here isan extract from the diary of the actress who was playing Myrtle. Alberthas just asked Myrtle if it is “all right about tonight”, a line that refers toa pre-arranged date presumably set up the previous evening:“My personal problem was with the line ‘I’ll think about it’; Myrtledoesn’t need to ‘think’ – she knows that she is going to accept Albert’sinvitation. However, the comedy is in the fact that she and the audienceknow this but Albert receives the ‘I’ll think about it’ as true to its word.We tried facially expressing ‘yes’ but vocally ‘no’ but this looked wrong– next I turned away from Albert and I thought about ‘last night’ andthe pleasure of accepting washed over my face. I then turned back toAlbert and quite straight forwardly said, ‘I’ll think about it’ to teasehim.”
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COWARD’S WORDS AND THE NEED TO MOVE THEM ABOUT A BIT
JUDITH trips over to the vase on the piano, gurgling with coy laughter,selects a flower, then goes to RICHARD; pursing her lips into a mocksmile, she gives him the flower with a little girlish gasp at her owndaring and wags her finger archly at him, and returns to her set.Stage directions from HAY FEVER, ACT II

When working on Coward’s dialogue it is easy to forgetsometimes just how much movement Coward writes into his plays.Judith’s handing of a flower to Richard in Hay Fever is as hard to pull offas any of her dialogue scenes. What is sometimes even morechallenging though is creating movement from or out of the dialogue asCoward is not always that instructive as to where the lines should bespoken. Linked to this is the popular criticism that the plays are “toowordy”. Audiences, or would be audiences, too often think that Cowardis only about word play, indeed this is a popular criticism of all comedyof manners theatre. Actors too sometimes approach Coward from thisstand-point. However, if they think that high comedy is exclusivelyabout the words and therefore about the voice, they couldn’t be morewrong. Movement is just as essential in comedy of manners. Of course,it has to be the appropriate degree of movement, perfectly executed.In the high comedy of Wilde, social constraint on too much movementduring conversation creates its very own physical dynamic and oftencomic physicality, as can be seen in the growing starch positions ofCecily and Gwendolen as they argue over “Earnest” in the famous filmversion. But this sort of physicality is too often underestimated as apotential comic tool in comedy of manners theatrical performance. Iremember well though in a production of The Importance of BeingEarnest in the West End, Patricia Routledge brought the house down asLady Bracknell in her encounter with Mr Worthing. Rigid in bodyperhaps but she had a quite remarkable eye flicker that became evermore expansive. First her eyes blinked madly upon hearing the word“handbag”, and then that flicker spread out to her whole head and thiscontinued for some considerable time before she even opened hermouth to say “handbag”.
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Coward plays do not always require the same social constraintyou find in nineteenth century Wilde. However, it is a shame that somany productions I see of Coward are so very static. The followingexercises therefore aim to redress that balance and put movement andphysical action back into the performance.

EXERCISES: Space and Physical Awareness
There are a few basic space and physical awareness exercises thatare useful to make the students aware of space and movement andthese I use to begin the class.The first is ‘Triangles’. Here the group stand spread out in theroom and each, without giving away their choices, picks two otherpeople in the group. The group then walks round the room. Each groupmember, as they are walking, has to try and keep an equal distancebetween themselves and the two they chose. Once they have got usedto this then the ‘Triangles’ aspect is added as each person is told to tryto keep the other two in a triangular shape in relation to them. The aimis simply to create awareness of space, movement and distance.A second exercise is ‘Pathways’. Here, each member of the classcreates a different attitude in their head to, say, two or three othergroup members. Attitudes could include condescension, longing,distaste, affection. Ideally these feelings and ways of thinking shouldhave some sort of attraction/repulsion or wanting/rejection dynamic.Again the idea is to create a physical awareness, but here is the addeddimension of an emotional connection or disconnection.Another exercise I play with the group is ‘Bombs and Shields’. It isa variation of ‘Triangles’ only this time the idea is that the actor choosessomeone in the room that they have to keep between them andsomeone else, essentially the actor thinks of themselves as the Target,the person to avoid is the Bomb and the person to be kept betweenthem is the Shield. There are variations that can be played here too. Ifind it is a great exercise for student actors, especially when they areworking on three character scenes with changing dynamiccompensatory movements (a perfect exercise for anyone working on
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Sartre’s Huis Clos!). This is one comment from a student actor’s diaryon the ‘Pathways’ game:“Steve asked us to choose a person and then adopt an attitudetowards them e.g. love, disdain. This was most successful when theperson chosen was mirrored by the other person. As an audiencemember you are immediately drawn to communication betweenpeople, dialogue. This was also effective when Steve asked everyone tobe disdainful of J as then the focus was constantly on her pathways.”And a couple on the ‘Bombs and Shields’ game:“The ‘Bombs and Shields’ game actually came in very handy at theend of the class when A and I directed a short scene from Coward’ sBlithe Spirit. The benefit of the game is that it explores the physicalrelationship between three people: one person is the bomb, one thetarget and the third is the shield. The energy is continually shifting andthe rules can be altered at any stage. It is very easy and effective meansof exploring relationships physically.”“Something is made clear to an audience if expressed not onlythrough the dialogue but also through positioning of the actors onstage. If your character is scared of something (e.g. Charles in BlitheSpirit) then it is a good idea to make sure there is another characterbetween you and the object of your fear.”‘Bombs and Shields’ is an exercise I had used before with studentsactors. A variation of the game is to give the actors a specific charactermotivation, for example A is the partner of B but C is trying to steal Afrom B. The game in this context can be a useful way of helping to‘block’ the scene. It was especially constructive playing it beforeworking on the famous ‘China scene’ from Wycherley’s The CountryWife. The ‘China Scene’ is essentially about sexual need and sexualcompetitiveness. Students like this scene too because it has a very basicand base double entendre. They immediately connect with a scene thatis a series of somewhat unsubtle rude gags.
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EXERCISE: ‘Tableaux’ or the ‘Blocking Game’
This exercise proved the most controversial with the studentactors. We worked on various scenes, including one from Hay Fever.The aim of the exercise is first, to create as much movement andaction as possible from the given situation and, second, to put a focuson a particular moment of physicality. This exercise can be fun to workon and in the right circumstances a common goal can often create agreat group spirit. The exercise works directly with the text of a scene.The group first divides the text into sections. The number ofsections depends on the group size but four or five normally works outabout right. The different sections are now allocated to different pairsof actors. Each pair then takes away their section and decides on anend tableau or position for their particular section of the text. Thetableau or end point each pair decides upon should naturally arise outof the dialogue but nonetheless it should be as challenging a position aspossible for the next group to inherit. Each tableau should remainunknown to the others at this stage. The idea is that as the exerciseprogresses each pair will ‘pass the baton’ on to the next pair playing thesame characters. The exercise really begins to take shape when thewhole group are reunited and the objective is for each pair to find away of going from the previous pair’s end tableau to their own endtableau. I find the exercise works best if the whole group makecontributions to help out whichever pair is trying to get from their givenor inherited point to their own previously decided upon image. Theobservers can see the whole picture in a way the actors in the scenecannot. A second-eye can be useful here and will inevitably bring outthe would-be director of any group! I decide the initial tableau positionor the point from which the first pair in the chain have to commence.I believe the exercise can be very useful for students learning tothink in terms of focus. By focus I simply mean where the audienceshould be looking to make a scene work to its fullest potential. How thisbasically works in practice is by asking such questions asWhere are theaudience likely to be looking at any particular point? and Can I helpthem with that focus? Or Could perhaps a moment of stillness help theaudience to shift their attention from one point to another? ‘Tableaux’
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is therefore in part an exercise in learning to throw the focus. This canbe done with a look or a turn. Normally, of course, this is part of thedirector’s job, but I believe it is important for actors to know whoshould have the focus of the audience at any given moment and howone actor can give another actor/character the focus when required.The exercise should also teach actors not to be too selfish and acceptthat the scene is a joint effort.The scene the students worked on was the seduction of Richardby Judith in Act Two of Hay Fever. Here are a few comments fromstudent diaries.“At times the blocking of the sections became quite extreme,almost farcical… What all our sections lent to the scene was a sensethat as a whole it never stopped moving… It also showed us just howphysical a comedy of manners text, which we might regard to bedensely verbal, can be.”“The exercise was made creative because we were forced to use asituation. Also we noticed that we were laughing – the exercise itselfwas working as a piece of theatre. It also illustrated that regardless ofwho is speaking, the focus of a scene can be moved by movement. Forexample, in K’s and my bit [K played Judith and the diarist playedRichard] while she was walking around the sofa, I was sitting on it, butnot sitting on it – sort of hovering, which made people laugh. Theirattention was focused on me because I was uncomfortable, theoutsider, humiliated.”“Due to the fact that this scene ran between two points there wasnot only now the energy in the lines but the momentum in the action.”“It was a successfully funny scene in the end. You know what isironic? After concluding I’m a bastard for wanting to be singled out ofthe group [to win the game “I Have Never…”, · ] in this exercise Iconcluded that GROUP directing was very, very effective.”“The actions are not imposed randomly with no justification, butwith thought as to character and logic; nothing completely implausibleis offered. To me, comedy of manners is about artifice, but it has to lookinteresting as well as sound it. The exercise opened my eyes to thephysicality of comedy of manners as well as the verbal aspect. It gave so
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much more potential to the scene in terms of movement than wouldever have come purely from the actors themselves. You have thecommon sense to disregard what is wrong and you can get a reallylively visually interesting scene.”“This demonstrated, to my surprise, an unusual and effective wayof blocking a scene... It meant that the stage space was used veryinventively and this proved to be a simple yet effective exercise.”“This game was very effective. It immediately gives the scene ashape. There were elements that worked and elements that didn’t butthe most important thing was it immediately made the scene visual. Itlifted from the page and made it into drama very quickly”.It should be said here though that there were critical voices andhere are some of those observations of this exercise:“Positions are decided for the key moments of the scene and thenthe actors have to find a means of getting to them. The idea is that itcreates inventive and interesting movement. However, my feeling ishow genuine can an actor’s action be if governed by certain fixedpoints? How can the actions be spontaneous if the actor is having tocreate reasons for being in a certain place?”“There were times when it seemed we were having to makeintentions up for the actors in order for their ending we had alreadydecided on to be appropriate.”“Very quickly I voiced my concerns about this method, feeling thatit limits the freedom of the actors, and causes a loss of truth in whatthey are doing. If a random position is chosen for the actors to end upin, the ensuing action is always going to be dictated by this. That’s notnatural and the actors are forced to do something rather than freelyfind it for themselves. This, I believe, is not debatable.”[‘A’ in the next two extracts is a student]“A said that he felt this went against everything he had learntabout being an actor, that is, not finding you own intentions but havingsomeone else’s imposed on you.”“A thought that by imposing movement line by line withoutlooking at inner actions we were wasting time because those actionsshould come naturally... Steve managed to turn A in the end byswitching the game from being an actor’s tool to what it actually
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obviously is, a tool for the director. By playing the Blocking Game adirector gets to see every single option he has available to him. Thismight open up ideas that from simply reading the scene may not havebeen apparent. This should also help us to link what is dramaticallyinteresting with what is theatrically right.”I think sometimes actors see the acting as the main purpose oftheatre, but acting and theatre presentation are not quite the samething. The two sides of the argument are presented here by thisstudent:“I firmly believe that a director should not have an end result thatthey are set working towards. In pushing the actors into a particularposition, we are creating an end result then finding a reason to getthere, where I felt that we should really move when the time feels right,and then find a suitable place to go. I think that we should not try tofind a dramatic reason to place an actor’s movement. It is highlysynthetic, which is not what a director needs to achieve. However,having said this, I do believe that this particular experimental way ofworking does raise many ideas for the directors and actors to work ontogether, and eventually one may arrive at a fantastic suggestion. Thisway of working should not be taken as the way to work, but one shouldtry to see what could be gained, and then added to the piece.”It is an interesting comment which in some ways highlightsdiffering attitudes as to how theatre works. An actor’s instinct isimportant to make it dramatically real but the director’s eye is essentialto make the visual picture theatrically effective. In this exercise I wouldsay that the actor in the scene to some degree loses their instinct butthe actors looking on from outside the scene gain the eye of thedirector and in so doing can learn to see and understand thecontributions the director is making. This exercise suited some studentsbut not all. Those actors with the conviction that they should only trustfeelings or motivations that they themselves have found from insidethemselves are unlikely to respond well to this type of exerciseconsidering it “artificial” as one student put it. However most of theactors in my groups saw the benefits:“Once the actors had realised that their actor’s instinct was to behanded over to the ‘directors’, who at the same time were warming to
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the challenge, the process began to work. The directors had to be theinstinct of both actors and also had the benefit of seeing what it lookedlike. Steve had won me over and I began to enjoy being both a directorand also a kind of mannequin actor.”“I find this to be very useful and it allows many more opportunitiesfor creativity, as it forces the director and the performer to consider thedramatic reasons behind every movement across the stage, and enablesthem to become much more familiar and involved with the piece inquestion, giving them a chance to consider it from many new angleswhich may never have come to light before. This made me realise thatcomedy of manners is a great deal more physical than I first imagined.During the process, the importance of linking both what is theatricallyand dramatically correct emerged. It is essential that the movementsnot only make sense to the actors and director, but are also visuallyeffective in conveying what is intended to the audience. Also, as aperformer, it helps to clarify my intentions throughout every step of therehearsal process, and as a director, makes for innovative blocking thatmay not have occurred to me before.”“The only qualm I had with this way of working was that it was avery slow and laborious process, rather like wading through mud. Therewas no generalised movement anywhere and it was a very mechanicalway of working. However, when we did it, we did dramatically justifywhat we did theatrically to the sense, and once we had established a bitof scene, it did flow a lot better.”“If the director can come into rehearsal with all these ideas ofexciting movement then he is onto a winner. But how can he do thisexercise in his head? He needs to be given the random ending positionsby an outside party if fresh ideas are to evolve. In that respect, theactors are needed and this exercise must be done. Again, fair enough.We’ve just got to remember this. It creates ideas, interesting blocking –the acting comes later! Things like where the audience’s focus should beaddressed as well. A play is after all is for an audience and the directormust decide where she or he wants them to be looking. Soundsmechanical, but necessary. Basically Steve won me over on this pointthat this is a director’s exercise not one for actors. Enough said. At thesame time the actors have to give it their all and be precise.”
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I see the main purpose of the exercise as one that opens uppossibilities. It should function to make actors and those who see witha director’s eye think visually. It aims to be visually creative. Blocking isoften the least enjoyable part of the rehearsal process. Hearing “You sitthere while he stands here” is hardly fun for the actor. Working at itsbest with the right attitude the exercise can help make the movementof a scene far more organic. It should also force the actor away fromgeneralised actions to more specific and defined choices. Of course notall the movement explored in this exercise is likely to be kept forperformance but at least the full potential of the scene is discovered. I’llleave the last word to a student whose philosophy of theatre I shareand I would even dare to suggest Coward would have shared too:“The idea of this way of working is that the rest of the class givesyou your intention for moving. I can see now though how, as I can do inpreliminary work on the scene, it is often the case that really the mainpurpose of theatre is forgotten. That being that the action is going to bewatched, rather than it just being re-enactment of a piece of everydaylife. For this reason, this way of blocking a piece helps there to be afocus, as the audience doesn’t just end up watching a bunch of actorsgetting caught up with their own movements on stage, each drawingattention to themselves making it difficult for the audience to knowwhere to look, therefore losing the focus of the piece.”Coward was being a little ironic when he said “You ask my adviceabout acting? Speak clearly, don't bump into the furniture and if youmust have motivation, think of your pay packet on Friday.” But he hasa point.
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COWARD’S GAME OF ‘OUTSIDERS- INSIDERS’ IN HAY FEVER
JACKIE: “It’s a hateful game, anyhow, and I don’t want to play itagain ever.SOREL: “You haven’t played it at all yet.” HAY FEVER, ACT II

Poor Jackie. If she thinks the game ‘In the Manner of the Word’ isbad, wait until she plays ‘Getting-Engaged-to-the-Favourite-Son-Without-Even-Knowing-It”. And she will, because as Act Two progressesand couples begin to pair off for a very special game where only onehalf of the pair knows the rules, poor Jackie will find herself playing avery hateful game indeed.It is the series of unpleasant ‘games’ played on the unsuspectingguests after the relatively harmless ‘In the Manner of the Word’ parlourgame that is at the heart, or should I say heartlessness, of Hay Fever.Without understanding this context students often find this play,especially the middle act, both plotless and pointless. They say, it’sabout nothing, it says nothing and worse – nothing happens! All thatdoes seem to happen is that the hosts and guests play a game, and asilly one to boot. To say in reply that game-playing in Hay Fever is howCoward develops his theme of insiders and outsiders, a theme that runsthroughout his work, is hardly enough to convince a sceptical mind,especially a young actor’s sceptical mind. So, in order to give studentactors a real sense of Coward’s theme of the ‘Insider-Outsider’, I find itis first worth playing a few games because it is life as a game – andoften a cruel game – that gives Hay Fever its context.Hay Fever is more or less split down the middle with the Insiders(the Bliss family) who know how to play ‘the Game’ and the Outsiders(the weekend guests) who haven’t got a clue that there is even a gamegoing on. This is the basic idea at the heart of Hay Fever. The audiencesits back and enjoys – if that is the right word – the poor unfortunateswho have foolishly accepted the invitation to be with the wrongpeople, at the wrong time, in the wrong place, playing the wrong sortof game.Poor Jackie has difficulty even understanding the basic rules of ‘Inthe Manner of the Word’. The Bliss family finds this odd because the
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rules of the game are straight forward enough (they would be to them,they are theatricals). One person leaves the room and the remaininggroup decides on an adverb. In the play it is Sorel who goes out and thegroup, including all the guests, who, after some considerabledeliberation, eventually decides on “winsomely”. After the word hasbeen decided upon, the person outside comes in and proceeds to give amember of the group an action, and then he or she has to do thataction “in-the-manner-of-the-word”. When Sorel re-enters the firstaction is given to Judith, who is asked to take a flower out of a vase andgive it to Richard. She does it to perfection. Sorel then asks Myra to saygoodbye in the manner of the word. From here on in it all goes horriblywrong because the guests simply don’t get it.‘In the Manner of the Word’ is a very basic drama game. I’veplayed it many times in a whole variety of classes and courses. It’s agood improvisation game for students who don’t like improvisation andthe reason they like it is because they hardly realise they areimprovising. The game is fast, fun and very creative. (The strangestround of the game I have ever played was when the adverb was“posthumously”. No matter what we were asked to do – dance, brushour teeth, walk a tight-rope or whatever – we all “died” first and thendid the action!) Often the game gives rise to high-energy laughter –usually at the expense of the idiotic guesses made by the outsider.Phrases like “You’ll kick yourself if we have to tell you” or “It’s so easy –I don’t understand why you haven’t got it yet” unite the group, whoare, as it were ‘in-the-know’, in spontaneous laughter, as the outsider isleft isolated in growing frustration. One of the side benefits of thisgame is that when a drama group laugh together it helps them worktogether. In a way, as an outsider, by allowing yourself to be laughedat, you are becoming a member of the group (in play here is the ‘socialbonding’ theory of laughter). It may seem to be about insiders andoutsiders but at its centre ‘In the Manner of the Word’ should be moreabout building a good group spirit than creating divisions. To prove thepoint, I find if you try to bring the game to a halt before everyone hashad a chance to leave the room, the people who haven’t been outoften object. It quickly becomes obvious that no one in the group wants
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to be left out, as it were, when it comes to playing the role of ‘theOutsider’.Well, that’s how it should work but that’s not quite how it doeswork in Coward’s Hay Fever.Coward begins Act Two with the rules of the game. Thisimmediately creates a tension between the family who know the rulesand the guests who do not. As they try to choose a word Sorel, the Blissdaughter who has left the room, shouts for them to hurry up. Heroccasional calls add pressure to the guests who are still trying to workout the rules. Under stress, poor Jackie comes up with the word“Appendicitis”. You can sort of see why in an odd kind of way. Perhapsthere should be a word to describe an action that is done with theaffliction of appendicitis but there isn’t and so Jackie, to use the adverbof the Coward stage direction, is witheringly admonished. Worse is tocome when she is asked to dance in the manner of the word. Sherefuses and the game is abandoned. Coward’s final joke in this sectionis for Sorel to get the word only when Jackie unknowingly apologisesfor her outburst in the manner of the word, that is, “winsomely”, as alsostated in the stage direction speaking winsomely. Poor Jackie, onlywhen she doesn’t realise she is playing the game does she, as it were,play the game. This upside down world is at the heart of the comedy ofHay Fever. Luckily for the audience they are a safe distance from thislunatic Looking Glass domain of back to front living.An issue that may come up at this point is class and socialdistinctions. More specifically, the question that might be raised is towhat extent the outsiders are class outsiders. Certainly Jackie is notquite as well travelled as the others, which may be an indication she isnot quite of their class. Richard appears more at ease in the houseparty situation but it is never quite clear from his job description, thatof ‘a diplomat’, exactly which social class he belongs to. Personally Ithink that such questions are a bit of a red herring though I do knowsome Coward aficionados who see Hay Fever as very much class based.My own view is that Coward is really interested in creating the Blissesas their own class who act much the same way whether they are withthe upper classes (Richard?) or the lower middle-classes (Jackie?).Theatre people like the Blisses create their own individual social strata
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and this is dependent on a way of thinking and seeing the world ratherthan on a defined position based on birth or income. And if outsiderscannot learn to act and think in that manner then they will alwaysremain outsiders.·Returning now to student actors and how to approach Coward.The main problems for directors of young actors looking at Hay Feverare firstly getting them to grasp this complex game of insiders-outsidersand secondly making them understand why such a game is funny eventhough it appears so cruel. Here we are dealing with the tone of thepiece rather than with any specific acting techniques. However, ifactors are unaware of the overall tenor of the play then it will oftenlack a final unity. The aim of this section is simply to give actors aninitial context before any text work is done on the play. And I find thebest way to start introducing the idea of game playing, insiders andoutsiders, exclusion and humiliation, is with some games.First of all, if students are new to Hay Fever and unfamiliar withthe game ‘In the Manner of the Word’ it would be useful to play itproperly in the friendly, group spirited way it is at least meant to beplayed. This would then allow the students to be Insiders as they readand perform the opening section of Act Two. If students are alreadyacquainted with the play then there are games you can play tointroduce the idea of what it is like to be both an outsider and aninsider. We played three games, one physical, the second intellectualand the third personal.

GAME ONE: ‘I’m the Last Moo-Cow’First the group is asked to spread themselves evenly throughoutthe room, keeping an equal distance from each other. They then haveto go down on all fours and close their eyes. The group are now all‘Moo-Cows’. If, as they crawl round the room, they bump into anotherMoo-Cow, they must make the sound of a “Moooo!”. However, beforethey begin to crawl round, one of the groups is made into ‘Sitting Bull’by a touch on the head by the group leader. The group, still with theireyes closed, are told that the person who has been chosen to be the
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Sitting Bull’ does NOT “Moooo!” or move and that Sitting Bull can openhis or her eyes. This means that if one of the ‘Moo-Cows’ should bumpinto someone who does not “Moooo!” back when they “Moooo!”, theyknow this person is the silent ‘Sitting Bull’. As soon as any ‘Moo-Cow’bumps into the silent Sitting Bull they too become a ‘Bull’. They canthen open their eyes and gather into a tight group. The ‘Bulls’ stayherded together in silence watching the poor, blind ‘Moo-Cows’ stillcrawling round. The game ends when the last ‘Moo-Cow’ finally findsthe silent group of ‘Bulls’.The aim of this game is to give the student the feeling of beingboth an insider and an outsider. At first it is fine to be a ‘Moo-Cow’because most of the group are ‘Moo-Cows’. However, as the game goeson and the majority become silent ‘Bulls’, the remaining ‘Moo-Cows’develop a real sense of looking foolish and being seen as an outsider.Although it is a physical game, students are asked after the game isplayed to think about what it felt like when they became a part of agroup of silent and all seeing ‘Bulls’, when they had just been behavinglike an idiot blind ‘Moo-Cow’ making strange noises. Students genuinelydid not like being ‘the last Moo-Cow crawling’. Here are a couple ofcomments from their diaries about playing the game.“I was aware of feeling the need to get it over and done with andbecome a bull. This wasn’t so much because I wanted to join the‘winning’ side, rather that I didn’t want to be the last to join. Oooh I’mso shallow.”“I was the last to find the ‘Sitting Bull’, so I was crawling aroundon my knees for what seemed like ages, with everyone watching me. Itwas very embarrassing, and actually made me feel quite insecure, as ifeveryone was laughing at me. The second time we did it, H was the last,and I felt really sorry for him wandering around on his own, but alsovery glad it wasn’t me!”“It was very funny watching everyone else, and I felt very smug.Everyone was very amused by S who was getting more and morefrustrated by his inability to find the herd of bulls.”“In ‘Moo-Cow’ H’s protests that he was not feeling humiliatedwere dampened by the rosy colour his face went when he crawled into atable.”
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The comment about feeling sorry for H who was the last ‘Moo-Cow’ raises an interesting problem in performing Hay Fever and it isthis: what happens if the audience’s sympathy for the guests becomesso great that they stop laughing? I emphasise repeatedly to actors thatcomedy of manners mustn’t appear funny to the actor but what if it nolonger appears funny to the audience because it begins to look too realand too cruel? One thing to help save the day here is human nature.The “I’m glad it wasn’t me!” comment reveals why human beings havebeen laughing at the misfortunes of others ever since the first cavemantripped over the tree stump. There is also the issue of the culpability ofthe guests in Hay Fever. Should they have even agreed to come for theweekend? Also, on the whole, they are the ones with the perfectmanners so that they don’t actually show the true extent of theirdistress. Both of these considerations need to be thought throughbefore deciding how Hay Fever should be played.I think the big problem for directors and actors working on HayFever is not really the response of the guests but the problem of howknowing are the Bliss family in what they are doing? Personally, I don’tthink they know or realise they are being cruel. Yes, they are more thanjust a little eccentric but they are also a little less than totally insane. Ithink what they are, to use an old-fashioned and somewhat politicallyincorrect term, is barmy. In a sense it is not just the guests that don’trealise there is a game going on, in some ways the main instigators of‘the game’ are equally nescient. Ignorance is Bliss, if you will excuse thepun. The up-side down Bliss family world of the Looking Glass is thenormal world to them but it is not the world of Alice or Myra. Whatthen is important is that if the antics of the Bliss family ever appearedto be too calculating or intentionally cruel then I think the comedywould suffer. Hopefully all the games I am suggesting will raise theseissues before the text itself is approached so that the best tone isestablished and understood before beginning any specific work on theaction and dialogue.For students interested in seeing Hay Fever in context with othercomedy of manners writing I think it is useful to introduce EdwardAlbee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. In fact both plays are morecomedies of bad manners where ‘the guests’ try to follow the rules of
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social behaviour in a world where ‘the hosts’ live by a very differentcode. It is interesting to compare a night in with the balm imbuedBlisses with an evening at home with the devouring venom of Georgeand Martha. Related they may be but I think the premeditated crueltygene only runs in the Albee offspring. And this essential difference iswhat separates the high light comedy of Hay Fever with the dark depthsfound in the comedy ofWho’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

GAME TWO: ‘The Plane from London to New York via Edinburgh isready to depart, but we regret to announce that the plane fromLondon to New York via Newcastle has been cancelled.’Each member of the group in turn says that they are travellingfrom London to New York via a city of their choice. The group leaderdecides that some intermediate destinations allow the plane to take offand others result in cancellation. It is up to each individual in the groupto work out independently ‘the rule’ that allows you to fly via certaindestinations but not others. The rule is very simple and it is this: if theplace name has a body part in the sound of the city, for example‘EADinburgh, ManCHESTer, LIVERpool, then the plane can ‘Depart’; ifthere is no body part in the name then the plane is ‘Cancelled, forexample Newcastle, Leeds, Exeter. The rule of this game is easilychanged to other inclusions and exclusions such as those based on thenumber of letters in a name or which side of the alphabet the firstletter falls in, i.e., destinations A-M are accepted, those N-Z are not – orvice versa. You can also devise your own rule of inclusion and exclusion.This game aims to make the actors think of themselves asintellectual outsiders if they don’t get it, or, to put it more bluntly, thegame aims to make them feel stupid. Also, if they do get it, the gamegives the actor the opportunity to know what it is like to be an insider,or, again to put it more bluntly, smug.
At first the whole group are all outsiders because the only one ‘inthe know’ is the group leader. However, as the game progresses andmore and more of the group work out the rule, the outsiders who
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haven’t realised what is going on often become increasingly patronisedby the insiders. Here are some comments from student diaries:“The difference in behaviour once they were part of the group ‘inthe know’ was really noticeable. X became very relaxed, flippant anddare I say it a little smug.”“Having discovered the rule, the best word to describe me was‘smug’. I suddenly ceased from behaving like a spoilt six year old andrelaxed back on my laurels and prepared myself to revel with excessiveindulgence. G kept on sending me sharp glances across the circle butwhat did I care? I wallowed in my glory. It was quite amazing to seehow others’ body language changed as they got it. There is a greatdifference to being ‘in’ on the game watching others groping in thedark. For those not ‘in’ on the game there is an ultimate sense offrustration in not understanding and a sense of being laughed at.”“I certainly felt considerable frustration and annoyance whenpeople began working out the link in the ‘travel’ game. It is all aboutfitting in and not being the person that everybody is looking at andlaughing at.”To achieve a connection with Hay Fever it is worth asking thegroup how they felt when they got it, did they try to cover up theirembarrassment when they weren’t getting it, what did they feel likewhen those who had got it perhaps began making unkind commentsabout how slow they were in not getting it. Also, as soon as they hadgot it, were they happy to join in the mockery aimed at those whohadn’t and so on. Again the point to note is that these exercises areabout setting the tone with which you approach a text like Hay Fever.

GAME THREE: “I have never…”Each person tells the group something they have never done andthe rest of the group have to raise their hands if they have donewhatever it is this person hasn’t. The individual gains points accordingto the number of people who have hands raised. The goal of the gameis to win by thinking of things that you have never done but believeeveryone else in the group has. For example, I have never ridden a bikeor smoked a cigarette and so I tend to score reasonably high if I play the
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game in a student group. Students who have never seen Star Wars oreaten a Pot Noodle do equally well.This game is the most personally revealing of the three, but itreveals more than whether or not you have ever ridden a bike or readWaiting For Godot – it reveals what you are prepared to say to win thegame. The aim of the game is to get the participants to reveal tothemselves how far they are prepared to go in humiliating themselvesin front of the group just to win a simple game. It is not recommendedto include very personal issues or sexual matters as part of the game.Nor is it recommended that people are challenged either as to what it isthey say they have done or what it is they say they have never done.Indeed some care should be taken to assess the group and theircapacity and maturity to play the game. As with the last game the pointis for each individual after the game is completed to think about whatthey were and were not prepared to do. Here are some very truthfuladmissions from student diaries.“I do know that I could have revealed things about myself thatwould have got me lots of points, but, like other people I think, I wassimply unwilling to go that far.”“Time to clear my conscience: I sort of, well, lied a little… I was avictim of the human tendency to not only avoid being ostracised fromthe rest, but to win. How sick of me.”I’m not sure the Bliss family want to win because, as I havesuggested, I don’t think they are knowingly playing a game that has thatsort of end result. However, it is useful for the students to know howfar they are prepared to go in any game-playing. What is normal is thatthe participants will draw a line in the sand and decide in their headsnot to reveal things about themselves that would gain points. The willto win is, or perhaps not, as great as the fear of humiliation. What isalso to be expected is that participants may lie if they really do want towin, which is in its own way very revealing of character (this game isvery useful to play before beginning work on Albee’s Who’s Afraid ofVirginia Woolf?).After this game has been played it is useful to ask the group tothink privately about what they were prepared to say and what theywere not prepared to say. Get them to be candid with themselves
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about whether they have been totally honest in achieving their highscore and whether they were honest in claiming to have done whateverit is someone else hasn’t. Also, did they try to hide what they werefeeling inside as each issue came up? Was there a moment when theyjust wanted the game to stop? I don’t encourage a group discussionthen and there, but next time the group meets, perhaps then I have abrief group talk when there is some distance from the game.In order to give this whole enterprise a Hay Fever context it isuseful to link the circumstances of Act Two with experiences of thegroup playing the game. I ask, for example, whether the group think theBliss family ever draw a line in the sand when it comes to theirbehaviour. I also ask, do the guests hide their true feelings and if theydo not, why not? There is a strong sense in Act Three that we arewatching defeated competitors lick their wounds. Was there a similarsubdued sense for the losers of the game the group played? Many ofthese feelings can be drawn on if it is the intention to work with thetext of Hay Fever. Even if this is not the case, these games hopefullyhelp in establishing the play’s identity and character.We also sort of ‘played’ a fourth game, though ‘played a trick’over a fourth game would be nearer the truth. I told the students thatwe were going to play a game called ‘From Top to Bottom’. The idea ofthe game, I said, was for the group to agree a line-up from top tobottom based on their perceived acting ability or pecking order withinthe class. Of course I had no intention of ever playing such a game andas soon as one student said, “I don’t like the idea of this game” Iimmediately came clean and said as much. However, I did want thestudents – if only for a few seconds – to feel what it was like to be trulyfrightened by the thought of playing a really cruel game. One studentopenly said that the trick I had played was “cruel”. “Yes”, I replied, “butyou are happy to laugh at the cruelty ofWho’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?and even arguably that in Hay Fever, if that is your view of the play, butis that only OK because it happens to someone else?” The point wasaccepted. Here are a few comments on the feelings of a couple ofstudents at this particular moment.



56

“My heart dropped, complete panic! What if it was decided I wasthe worst – I’d never return. Fortunately Steve saved me from having acoronary and quickly told us it was a trick – it worked. I was petrified.”“I suppose that I knew that Steve wouldn’t go through with thisbut for one moment I drew my breath in and adrenaline flooded mysystem and induced me to say, ‘I don’t want to play this game anymore.I’m not playing this game’”“These games served to help me appreciate how it feels to be ‘in’or ‘out’ of the game and also how cruel these ‘games’ can be even ifthey do provide laughter.”Yes, it was cruel but in the context of Hay Fever just how realshould the pain get? The actress who said, “I don’t want to play thisgame anymore” did so half laughingly rather than with a screamingtantrum. Her good manners hid the true extent of what she was trulythinking and feeling. Likewise, in Hay Fever the guests can show theirdiscomfort but it mustn’t become too manifest. It’s like the potentialbitterness of the marriage in Red Peppers, people watching are notgoing to laugh if all they see is pain and sadness. In a way Hay Feverraises the huge question of whether or not we should laugh at themisfortunes of others. When Dame Edna Everage says that her greatestgift is to laugh at the misfortunes of others is she getting at the trueheartlessness of comedy? As I say, as far as performance is concerned, Istill think the actors must strike a balance between the humiliationbeing real and at the same time not being so painfully real that itdampens the audience’s laughter. Hay Fever is a comedy after all. Theproblem remains one of tone.I hope these games go some way towards establishing what tonecan be taken when presented with Hay Fever, a play that is seen as oneof the lightest of light comedies, yet, like the lightest of light souffléscan go horrible flat when the tiniest of ingredients puts it out ofbalance.
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Further Suggestions, Problems and Observations
Thinking too HardIt may seem a strange thing to say but many of these exercisesrequire the actor not to act. The whole point is to let the exercise dothe acting for the actor. But, there are of course those actors even withgames and exercises who are constantly standing slightly outside ofthemselves thinking too hard about what they should or should not bedoing. When faced with this, one option I have is to speed up theexercise to stop them thinking. Another is to try and move away fromthe text for a moment. For example, the exercise ‘The EuropeanCommunity’ uses foreign accents to create changing rhythms in thedialogue. If an actor keeps ‘acting’ I simply take the text away fromthem and get him or her to improvise some gibberish in that particularlanguage/accent. The thinking time is after the game has been played.Although I suspect Coward wasn’t joking when he said that the onlyspontaneity he liked was that which took six months to rehearse, I alsodoubt, from the other perspective, if he would have approved of acalculated or prepared game of Charades. When something does workspontaneously I do encourage the actor who did it to remember it,keep it and use it in performance if that is the final goal. Here are someinteresting comments from students about their experience of thecourse and their expectations:“I suppose I thought that by taking a practical course in anacting/dramatic style Steve would teach us all how to become greatcomic actors. This was of course a ridiculous expectation and I felt aftertoday’s’ class that a practical option such as this is far more aboutdiscovering what makes comedy of manners funny and ways ofachieving the correct effects.”“With all the exercises the difficulty comes when you, as a guineapig, try too hard to achieve the result that you think you should achieve.You have to continually let the exercises do the work for you, and gainwhat you can from the experience. One point that I have noticed is thathowever hard you try, if you think you look stupid, become giggly and
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2 “Laban for Actors and Dancers” by Jean Newlove (NICK HERN 1998) page 78-85.

try to ‘get it over with as quickly as possible’ you will not get a goodresult.”“As one of the few drama students with no intention to go intoacting after this degree I still found this course to be an interestinginsight into a type of theatre that has always captured my attention.Through learning new rehearsal and performance techniques, thisparticular course has really taught me to appreciate the work that goesinto the style of acting that on the surface seems so effortless. It alsohighlighted to me that comedy of manners is not as purely verbal orcerebral as it seems at first, and that in fact the rehearsal process mustbe very physical.”“As Steve said, we obviously have to act, but a lot of time the ideais to not really to try and act out the exercises but instead to let theexercises do the work for us, as this is the point in them, to bringsomething out in us. As Maria Aitkin said in ‘Acting in High Comedy’ ‘theeffort involved may just be imperceptible: one has to acquire thecleverness, the articulacy, the febrility of the characters – and thenmake the whole laborious exercise seem like swimming through silk.”

A Shared VocabularyBefore working with any acting group on Coward it is useful tocreate a shared vocabulary with the actors in the area of vocal quality. Ido this by recommending Jean Newlove’s “Laban For Actors andDancers” 2. This book introduces eight basic dynamics of voice andmovement: GLIDING, DABBING, FLOATING, FLICKING, WRINGING,SLASHING, PRESSING and THRUSTING, based on light/strong,direct/flexible and sustained/sudden dynamics. Many student actorswill be familiar with this work on the physicality of the voice. I havealways found these terms an invaluable short-hand when discussinghow a line or word has been, is, or could be said.
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The Range of Comedy of Manners WritersThe course I teach is not exclusively a course in Coward but apractical series of classes on the ‘Comedy of Manners’ acting style. Thecourse not only looks at Coward but also other acting styles in thecomedy of manners field, such as Wilde, Orton, Pinter, Simon, Bennett,Albee, and Rattigan. Some of the exercises described have also proveduseful in looking at the differing styles of these playwrights. In order toplace Coward’s style in context with the whole comedy of mannerstradition, it may prove useful to find similar or parallel scenes in theplays of these writers to set alongside those chosen from the work ofNoël Coward. Here are two observations from students on theirexperience and understanding of more recent comedy of mannerswriters:“Until now the only comedy of manners that I have been aware ofpersonally was Coward, Wilde and some restoration comedy. Although Iwas aware of Talking Heads I never really realised they were in thesame genre. But when you actually consider the nature of the comedy itbecomes very obvious. I suppose I have always considered comedy ofmanners to be a comedy of the past, when there was a very prominenthigh society with manners which could be parodied, mocked andridiculed. But of course there is so much more to the genre than this.[Alan Bennett’s] Talking Heads... are defined as comedy of mannerspieces because they focus on individuals who are talking aboutthemselves but in doing so reveal far more than they intend... what theysay and what they try and portray themselves as conflicts strongly withwho they actually are. This conflict between what people appear to beand who they are, along with the conflict between what people say andwhat they want to say (text versus subtext) is central. Steve talks about‘self-deception’, which is another way of describing these conflicts. Asthe genre is so dependent on performance – it can only exist whentaken from the page – it is probably stupid to try and work it outintellectually and instead makes sense to find out why it works on stageand how to make it work. Hence this course.”“We compared two scenes, the ‘Handbag’ scene from TheImportance of Being Ernest, and the opening scene from Joe Orton’sWhat the Butler Saw. In essence, they are the same. They both have the
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same interview structure, and turn the conversation of asking questionson its head. Lady Bracknell begins with the question ‘Do you smoke?’following with ‘minor matters’ about whether his parents are living. DrPrentice, likewise asks Geraldine whether her parents are living first andafter some time asks to know her shorthand speed. Both scenes havetwo distinct halves (the trivial and the serious), which, in a real scenario,would be reversed. Would it be useful in performing the Orton piece tobe aware of Wilde’s play? I would prefer to know, as it allows you to getinto the style of what the writer is trying to do. Orton has obviouslybased his scene on Wilde for a purpose, and to be aware of this wouldincrease the humour.”

Would-be DirectorsIn a way, my classes could be regarded as having a directing sideto them, which perhaps isn’t a bad thing. Many of the exercises andgames develop naturally into specific rehearsal techniques. Someactors like being actors as opposed to actors who are made to think likea director. This comment wasn’t typical but it is fair that it should beheard:“I think I have gained more in terms of a director than an actorthrough the experience of the course. I have found it fascinating to seehow the various exercises and techniques we have explored have helpeddifferent people and how they have enriched different scenes. Steve toldus right from the start that this is not an acting course which confusedme completely – particularly considering the style is so consciouslytheatrical – but I think what he meant was that we would benefit moreif we did not worry about producing a wonderful performance butinstead focused on how the exercises can benefit a scene. Undoubtedlysome people have a natural gift and intuition as to how comedy ofmanners should be performed but for those who don’t the course offerstechniques and solutions. Having directed before I know the temptationto try and just tell an actor how you want it to be done, however, theseexercises help actors connect and find the life in scenes for themselves.”
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The Follow ThroughThe biggest concern for the students that emerged in doing thecourse was the problem of how to take what you had instinctivelyachieved, often without thinking, in a game or exercise and thentransfer that same technique to text in the work and rehearsal thatcame after. What we have here is the problem of what I would call thefollow through. I’ll make three points.First, the students might sometimes think they haven’t carriedthrough a new tone or technique but in truth a residue of what theyhave learnt is retained more than they may think. It may not be as goodas in the exercise but their performances carry more technique thanany earlier read-through. Second, I try to assure them that since theyhave achieved it in a game they now know they can achieve it and it issimply a matter of time and patience to rediscover that again inrehearsal proper. Knowing it can be done is at least half way to doing it.I would admit that time is always an issue but these classes are aboutlearning a technique and putting it into practice, they are not a processas part of a full scale production. A third point is about balance. Whatnearly all these exercises do is give the student a level too far. To attainthe right level for performance the student after the exercise usuallyhas to take it back a couple of notches and then hopefully find the rightpitch for the scene proper through a system of trial and error. Here area few comments from my students:“The problem of converting the success of the exercises to thescenes themselves has been present throughout the course but I amsure this is to do with the fact that we are merely touching on all theareas of comedy of manners. With more time and close direction theseexercises are fantastic ways of understanding a text and an acting stylethat is very precise and theatrical.”“I find this a common thread with all the exercises we haveexperienced so far on this course, you must not try too hard or else youlose everything. The minute I try to do something I lose the essence ofwhat I had in the exercise. Maria Aitkin talks of ‘catching the comicspark from the playwright and passing it on to the audience’ there mustbe a way of taking as much as you can from the exercise withoutdestroying it in practice, but it is such a fragile process that I often find
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myself trying too hard, or worse, ACTING, and while you do act incomedy of manners performance once you have captured this essenceand are sure you are not going to lose it, acting in the exercise meansyou never grasp the ‘spark’ in the first place.”“Concentration is given to pieces in great depth, in relation to theway the text is presented, but you rarely perfect the pieces using what islearnt. There also seems to be too much to learn and perfect in thegiven time.”“I think everyone was quite mortified when we performed thepassages without accents, trying to keep the previous energies, only tofind that they weren’t funny anymore. This apparently was becausewe’d all naturally started acting the piece, and since most of thepassage is quite nasty, it just became unpleasant: we’d lost thelightness of touch and rhythmical qualities and replaced it withemotion. I think it is only because we just don’t have the time to workenough on a text and fully appreciate what we are doing. It is enoughthat we know these exercises and games and know in what instances toapply them. It would be nice though to get our teeth into a scene.”“’You must be aware of thinking too much about style’, said mykindly adviser, ‘or you will become like those fastidious people whopolish and polish until there is nothing left.’”

Putting it All TogetherThe classes cover various aspect of the theatre of comedy ofmanners, including patterns in the dramatic structure and subtext.Occasionally students would find these contradictory, for exampleexploring the words in ‘Fascinating Rhythm’ and exploring the words inthe subtext exercises seemed to be aiming at different results. I wouldhave to point out that yes, one is looking at shape rather than depth.And they were not contradictory not even contrary butcomplementary. The course would only finally make sense when all theclasses could be viewed together as a whole. This was usuallyunderstood by the end but like a puzzling single piece in a jigsaw all isnever quite clear until complete. One aspect of the course that wasuniversally accepted by all my students was how much they had
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underestimated the technique required and how much work it takes toget it right. Here are a few extracts:“We then tried to get the full motivation and energy of thesewords by physicalising and vocalising them as much as possible. Wethen went up and down the lines delivering these words in sequence. Insome ways it went against our work on subtext, because it purelyillustrated all the energy in the dialogue. It showed how much actuallyhappens in Coward’s words because in some ways it was possible tofollow what was happening as an argument.”“At times it felt odd doing something that may have made us looka little silly, but, most of the time, we realised what was meant to befound. I think the main thing that I have learnt from the course is that ittakes a lot of practice and experience to gain the desired effect inperformance, and that the exercises that we completed were branchedto this tree. Also, the exercises that we did could be related to manypieces of text, but some worked a lot better than others. I was amazedat how much work can go into just one line, and felt that I could ifneeded spend a good hour looking at a very small section of text.”“Personally, the most important discoveries that I have made arefirstly, that there is a need for absolute realism within the pieces,especially in Coward, and this reality can be as much of a route into thecomedy of the piece as anything else and secondly that there numerouslayers that make up the final product, the balance of which determinesthe comedy. The exercises that this course have covered have helped tobuild my confidence by providing comprehensive and enjoyable insightsinto the text from which characters and situations have been madeaccessible. (It’s almost certainly the first partial option which I feel Iwould happily use the exercises from in future work.)”“I am beginning to understand that with comedy of manners themore effortless it looks, the more effort is needs in making it appearso!” “With this class it’s not just what I’m learning that is so great, themanner in which I’m learning it is more than enjoyable. It’s actually fun!(Wow. Fun college course) Class then becomes more about interaction,not instruction, learning retention, and not learning detention. Things
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you remember and actually stay in your mind are ultimately the thingsyou really have enjoyed or are passionate about. Well, for me anyway.”
The spirit of the last comment is one of which I think The Masterwould approve for, as he said himself, “Work is much more fun thanfun!”

Steve Nallon


