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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

With each new play selection a director must decide on what approach to the 

script he or she will make. Every play has different requirements. A Neil Simon 

comedy does not require the same background research as a Shakespearean classic. A 

play by Samuel Beckett requires different rehearsal techniques than a play by Arthur 

Miller. Whatever the style, it is the text itself that guides the director to the important 

decisions of approach and methodology. The text becomes a living entity that sets the 

director on the course that he or she needs to take. 

In writing a living text, no playwright is more effective than David Mamet. He 

is a master of the manipulation of the English language. Every detail of a Mamet script 

contains clues for the actors and director. The placement of pauses and overlapping 

dialogue hints at characterization concepts. The use of punctuation and capitalization 

gives clues to intended line readings. Mamet uses the language itself not only to tell the 

story, but also to guide the actors and director and, ultimately, the audience to his 

message. Although each play has its own point to make, the analysis of any Mamet 

script can lead the director to the path that the playwright has taken, and that path will 

determine the approach to rehearsal and performance. 

With Oleanna, Mamet has given actors and directors a mystery. The characters 

of "John" and "Carol" are enigmatic. (In order to aid the reader, the characters' names 

will be enclosed in quotation marks throughout this thesis so that character actions can 



be distinguished from actor actions.) The lack of surnames for both characters allows 

no assumption of ethnic or religious background. The only reference to age is on the 

character description page of the script where Mamet describes "Carol" as "a woman of 

twenty" and "John" as "a man in his forties."' Without the benefit of the usual 

playwriting clues, a director normally searches the text for character information, but 

even here Mamet is cryptic. He never mentions where the play takes place, other than 

in "John's" office, or what time period is the setting for the play. Neither character 

refers to a hometown, and even some of the most basic information, such as "Carol's" 

academic classification or what subject "John" teaches, is left unknown. 

Through the dialogue of the play, however, "John" reveals more information 

about himself than "Carol" does, giving the actor portraying him some idea of how to 

characterize him. Through the dialogue "John" states that he has a wife and a young 

son, that he is completing the purchase of a house, and that he is going through the 

university's tenure process. He tells stories of his childhood and his educational 

training, and both he and "Carol" refer to the textbook he has written, which he uses in 

his class. 

By contrast, "Carol" reveals almost nothing about herself. She does not mention 

any relationships, either familial or social, nor does she say anything about her past. In 

fact, she frequently balks when she comes close to disclosing personal details about 

herself. 

The imbalance of information given about each character comes dangerously 

close to making "John" the protagonist of the play. If the audience knows more about 



him, it is easier to identify with him. As soon as an audience can do that, it becomes a 

play about a man versus a woman. At that point, the deeper meaning of the play is lost 

to the overbearing but superficial theme of sexual harassment. 

It is this sexual harassment theme that audiences seem to remember most about 

this play, so much so that many directors place it in the foreground of their productions. 

In this heavy-handed approach the subject matter overshadows the play itself. It 

becomes a play about an issue rather than a play about people, and the audience often 

reacts to that issue vehemently. People have "responded viscerally, even physically. 

Shouting matches and fistfights [have broken] out in some audiences."^ Close 

examination of the script, however, shows that Oleanna is not simply about the 

inflammatory subject of sexual harassment. Mamet says, "I never really saw it as a play 

about sexual harassment. I think the issue was, to a large extent, a flag of convenience 

for a play that's structured as a tragedy."^ Mamet also states that the sexual harassment 

issue "is merely what Alfred Hitchcock used to call a 'McGuffin,' a plot device that is 

introduced only to get the characters involved in something far more important."^ In the 

case of Oleanna a power struggle in the world of academe is the "more important" thing 

in which the characters become involved. 

This academic setting becomes the foundation of Mamet's text. While details 

about the individual characters are few, the educational system of this country receives 

much examination in the script. It starts with the title, Oleanna, originally "a satirical 

song about a Utopian community founded in 19th century Pennsylvania by Ole Bull, a 

Norwegian artist and nationalist."^ Mamet obviously likens this world to the world of 



" Academia, a supposedly idyllic site of learning and art which is foundering in a morass 

of political and personal prejudices."^ 

The characters themselves, furthermore, comment on academe throughout the 

play. "John" espouses his contempt for the university structure, both as a frustrated 

student during his younger days and as a free-thinking teacher in the present; he later 

takes up the position that it is a good system, particularly when he is in jeopardy of 

losing the luxuries that university life affords him. "Carol" expresses her confusion 

about the methods of learning in higher education at the beginning of the play, but later 

she vents her outrage at an elitist system that does not care about her individual needs as 

a student and gives her no respect as a human being. All of this not only lays the 

groundwork for characterization for each actor but also sets up the play's conflict which 

is, at its core, a battle for power. 

The characters of "John" and "Carol" lock themselves into a power struggle 

which eventually becomes their downfall. Mamet refers to the play as "a tragedy about 

power. These are two people with a lot to say to each other, with legitimate affection 

for each other. But protecting their positions becomes more important than pursuing 

their own best interests."^ That struggle takes their circumstances beyond their control 

and leads to an inevitable tragic end. 

This singular conflict demands a complete focus on the characters' emotional 

lives. The actors must open themselves freely to their characters and to each other. To 

accomplish this, the rehearsal process needs to build the actors' trust in themselves and 

each other, and it needs to lead the actors to the emotional truths within the characters. 



To this end the director may begin with basic acting exercises. These exercises can 

become the heart of the rehearsal period, guiding the actors through the scoring process 

of their early experimentations and ultimately influencing their choices during 

performance. 



Notes 

'David Mamet, Oleanna (New York: Dramatists Play Service, Inc., 1992), 6. 

^"Playboy Interview: David Mamet," Playboy. April 1995, 51. 

^Ibid.. 52. 

''Joe Ley don, "David Mamet Retains Mystery of Oleanna," Houston Post 6 
November 1994, HIO. 

^Richard Christiansen, "It's Been a Great Year," Chicago Tribune 27 December 
1992, sec. 13: 4. 

%id. 

^Playboy. 52. 



CHAPTER n 

REHEARSAL PROCESS 

From Auditions to Casting 

The selection process for the production of Oleanna began with open-call 

auditions. To narrow down the list of possible actors the director looked for specific 

qualities that would be necessary for approaching Mamet's material. For "John," the 

director needed an actor capable of playing an older character in a realistic fashion. The 

actor who would play "John" needed to have a natural maturity already within him. For 

"Carol" the director looked for an intensity of emotion. The actor who would play 

"Carol" could not be a formulaic naive young woman. She needed to be capable of 

reaching the emotional depths inherent in the play. Both actors needed to be able to 

handle Mamet's "distinctively syncopated dialogue."' The director had to listen for 

actors skilled in the rhythms and sound of language. 

After the general auditions the director assembled a small callback list of eight 

women and five men. In the callback audition the director began to look for actors who 

would be appropriate not only for the characters in the play but for the rehearsal 

approach of the production. Callbacks began with a warmup in which all actors 

participated, each taking a turn at leading the warmup as the director called out his or 

her name. The warmup consisted of simply moving and stretching to Carl Orff s 



"Carmina Burana." This process allowed the director to see if any of the actors were 

unwilling or unable to explore both physically and emotionally. The director needed 

commitment from the actors, a willingness to participate fully in the rehearsal exercises, 

and the ability to let those exercises lead them to the discovery of the truth in the 

characters and the play. 

After the warmup the director paired off actors to read from key scenes of the 

play. The director looked for some initial sign of how each actor would instinctively 

play "John" or "Carol." With such a volatile script each character requires a delicate 

balance of emotions in order to make them accessible to an audience. "John" is often 

cold and quick to anger, but he is also personable enough, at least in the first act, to 

make "Carol" feel free to open up to him. The actor portraying him must be able to 

keep all of these contradictory emotions bubbling just under the surface. "Carol" is 

equally challenging in that she is both confused and intimidated in the first act, then 

angry and in control during the second act. Any actor with this role must be careful not 

to play her entirely one way or the other throughout the run of the play. 

The result was the casting of Amy Broome as "Carol" and Kris Allen as "John." 

Both actors showed an intensity of emotion and a willingness to push themselves 

beyond their own personal barriers. This would be vital in a rehearsal process where the 

director would be asking for complete openness from the actors. This openness will 

allow the actors to trust themselves and each other during the experimental period of the 

first rehearsals and later during the development of the performance. 
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Early Exercises 

Mamet divides the play into three separate scenes. During the first nine days of 

rehearsal for this production the actors worked on a different scene each night. They 

worked on a bare stage with no rehearsal props or furniture to impede any physical or 

emotional ideas that they wished to explore. The rehearsals were closed so that the 

actors could feel free to experiment, to trust, and to fail. Each rehearsal began with a 

physical warmup to music. The actors warmed up independently of each other in order 

to achieve a personal focus of mind and body. They then worked together in acting 

exercises that the director devised to reinforce certain elements of the scene they were to 

rehearse that evening. 

The classroom is considered the customary place to see actors using exercises. 

Acting teacher Michael Howard says, "Acting exercises to expand and develop the 

emotional vocabulary of the actor, to put him in touch with his feelings, are an 

important part of the work in an acting class. "̂  A director can bring this same technique 

to the rehearsal process for the same purpose of opening the actor up to different 

emotions and, as another acting teacher, Ron Van Lieu, says, "give the actor a greater 

sense of spontaneity and, sometimes, to get at certain aspects of character."^ 

The first rehearsal of Oleanna began with this work. The director did not spend 

rehearsal time explaining concepts or reading through the play at a table. The actors 

needed to get to the emotional hves of these characters in order to find the truths of the 

play. The acting exercises would provide the groundwork for the actors' choices in the 



emotional textures of the characters. The exercises also would open the actors to the 

choices available to them concerning the physicalization of these characters. Finally, 

the exercises in conjunction with the text would lead to the deeper, underlying 

motivations that constitute the foundation of the play. Exercises are only useful if the 

director helps the actors make the connection between the exercises and the play. 

Therefore, all of the exercises in this production's rehearsal process would eventually 

lead back to the Mamet text. 

The first scene establishes the relationship between "John" and "Carol." In this 

scene the characters come into the world of the play in a preoccupied state, but before 

the scene's end, they must connect. It is here that the audience needs to see that these 

two people possibly could connect to each other in a positive way. The director 

reinforced this sense of connection through the choice of exercises. 

The first rehearsal of this scene began with both actors blindfolded during their 

warmup. This allowed them the freedom to explore self, the environment, and each 

other. For this warmup the director played "Chase" from Giorgio Moroder's soundtrack 

of the film "Midnight Express." This music energized the actors and permitted them to 

make bold physical choices. The director then asked the actors to engage in the Mirror 

Exercise while still blindfolded. In this exercise the actors sit on the floor facing each 

other, and mirror each other's movements without touching. The addition of the 

blindfold forces them to connect to the other's energies. Each actor must sense the 

other's presence, and when they make that connection, every movement and every 
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nuance becomes the same. During this part of the exercise the director changed the 

music to "Love's Theme" from the same soundtrack. The slow, melodic aspect of this 

song gave the actors a relaxed flow to their movement, making the connection of 

energies easier to attain. The blindfolded Mirror Exercise became a mainstay in the 

warmup before Scene One because the connection in this scene was vital to the 

progression of the play. 

With this connection still fresh in the actors' minds during the first rehearsal, the 

director removed the blindfolds and allowed the actors to read parts of the fhst scene 

while remaining in the same position. Immediately the dialogue became very intimate. 

The actors came to their first perceptions of the relationship that builds between "John" 

and "Carol." 

The director then asked the actors to read through the entire scene with the same 

emotional connection while moving freely around the stage. More aspects of the 

characters began to surface. "John" wandered a great deal, especially while lecturing. 

His energy was very kinetic, while "Carol" was much more stationary. She moved 

either when she was sure of herself or, more likely, when she became frustrated and 

exploded away from "John." This frustration exists in the script as "Carol's" inability, or 

lack of confidence, to complete a thought. The free movement with which the actors 

experimented remained a constant throughout the first nine days of rehearsal and 

became a starting point for most of the exercises that followed. 

As the actors continued to work with the first scene, the director began to add 

more exercises based on power dynamics. Since the play is essentially about the power 
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struggle between "Carol" and "John," the actors needed to be acutely aware of when the 

power shifted between the characters. The first exercise to touch on this was the 

Predator-Prey Exercise. During this rehearsal the actors read through the first scene, 

and when one of the actors believed that he or she was in charge of the scene, that actor 

would physically pursue the other. Again, the movement was random, and the actors 

only had to justify their choice of physical action by reacting truthfully to their partner's 

actions. 

During the early experiments with this exercise, the director needed to act as 

coach by calling out "switch" when the power dynamics changed but the actors did not. 

As the actors became accustomed to feeling the changes, they found certain patterns on 

their own. In this first scene "John" was in power more often than "Carol." It was he 

who pursued her more frequently while "Carol" always seemed to be moving away from 

him. She always moved away from confrontation. 

As rehearsals for Scene One progressed, the director began to add objects for a 

physical focus to the actor's energies. Tennis balls were the first additions. As the 

actors moved freely around the stage reading the scene, the director threw tennis balls to 

them when the characters seemed confused, as something interrupted their train of 

thought, or when they abruptly changed emotions. This gave a physicalization to the 

change, and then the actors could see the emotion and deal with it accordingly. 

The director also allowed the actors to deal directly with the ball as they saw fit, 

either by catching it, throwing it back to the director, throwing it to the other actor, or 

bouncing it in their own personal space. The actors then had a physical object that they 
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could center their energies around. Throwing the ball, kicking it, or gripping it helped 

them to find the rhythms in the dialogue and their own emotions. These activities also 

helped them to find and focus energy. The sharpness of a line would be equal to the 

force behind the throw of the ball. The danger that cropped up here was that the 

characters became quick-to-anger. The constant physical manipulation of the tennis ball 

brought energy and emotion quickly to the surface. The director had to monitor this and 

keep the actors from scoring rage into their characters too soon into the play. 

The tennis balls were also instrumental in finding the places in Scene One where 

the characters did not connect. In the first half of the scene both characters seem 

preoccupied with their own agendas, and it is not until "John" begins to tell "Carol" of 

his own feelings of inadequacy as a student that they really begin to understand each 

other. With this in mind, the director asked the actors to use the balls, either bouncing 

them or gripping them, as their preoccupation. The physical activity should preoccupy 

them to the exclusion of the other person in the room. As this began, the Mamet rhythm 

of the dialogue emerged. The actors' dialogue stopped and started and overlapped 

almost as if the two were in different plays. The sound of the play began to surface. 

However, when the time came for "John" to try to reach "Carol," the preoccupation 

disappeared, and the two became intimate again. By now the sensitivity of the latter 

part of the scene had become a definitive part of both actors' score for Scene One. 

Scene Two presented different obstacles. In this scene "Carol" has moved from 

the confusion and frustration of Scene One to the anger and self-confidence that marks 

her second appearance in "John's" office. "John" is beginning to lose his power and 
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some of his self-control, and both characters cover a wide range of emotions during the 

span of this short scene. To accomplish this difficult task the actors must focus not on 

the emotions themselves but on the catalyst that produces these emotions. It was back 

to the power struggle, and that was where the director anchored the acting exercises for 

Scene Two. 

The actors started slowly, first by bouncing tennis balls against the back wall of 

the theater while reciting the following lines of dialogue: 

JOHN: I'm always looking for a paradigm for . . . 

CAROL: I don't know what a paradigm is. 

JOHN: It's a model. 

CAROL: Then why can't you use that word?"̂  

These lines were pivotal to this scene and a key moment of truth for both characters. 

Again, the ball allowed each actor to find and focus his or her own energy and to 

influence his or her interpretation of the dialogue. 

In the second use of the tennis balls the director changed the exercise slightly. 

This time the actors bounced one ball back and forth to each other. First they started in 

silence, only bouncing the ball to each other. Then the director added specific lines for 

the actors to recite while continuing to bounce the ball between themselves. First the 

actors used two unrelated hnes. "John" said, "I was hurt."^ "Carol" responded with 

"Don't you see?"^ The actors then continued the exercise with the following lines: 

CAROL: To force me to retract. 

JOHN: That is not what I said.̂  
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They finished this episode using the four lines from the previous exercise. This not only 

allowed the actors to focus energy, but the actors began to color their lines emotionally 

as they reacted to the ball and each other. "I can't describe the tension behind bouncing 

that ball,"* actor Amy Broome observed in her diary. 

The director began the full rehearsal of Scene Two with the Bandana Power 

Exercise. The actors can move freely around the stage during this exercise, but the 

director drapes a bandana over the shoulder of one actor. This symbolizes that the actor 

is in power. When the other actor feels that he or she is in power during the course of 

the script, he or she must take the bandana from the other actor. The actors began to see 

how the dynamics of this scene constantly changed. In this scene "Carol" begins to take 

bigger risks, so the actor portraying her took power confidently. "John" becomes more 

and more frustrated in this scene as his power begins to slip away. It also became 

evident that during the disruptive phone calls, "John" was never in power. "On the 

phone, it is [he] who is always interrupted. On the phone, it is he who says 'I don't 

understand.'"^ 

Another useful power exercise was King of the Mountain. The director placed a 

box in the middle of the stage, and while the actors read through Scene Two, the actor 

who believed he or she was in power stood on the box. This time, when the power 

changed, the actor without it had to gain the attention of the other actor before taking the 

power. This attempt to gain attention could be a tap on the shoulder, a tug on the actor's 

clothing, or even a shove off the box. The tension became strenuous during this read-

through. Each character's rage bubbled just below the surface, occasionally popping up 
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and causing an emotional outburst. Sometimes during the scene both actors would try 

to stand on the box at the same time because neither wanted to give up power. The 

power struggle of the play became strongly evident during these episodes. Also in this 

exercise "John" violated "Carol's" personal space quite often. It was an attempt at 

infimidation. "John" no longer is able to persuade her to his way of thinking, and he 

begins to lose his ability to articulate confidently. The physical intimidation became the 

only means left to force "Carol" to accept his views. The violation of space was 

"John's" last hold on power. For both actors the loss of power became an additional 

violation. 

Later exercises explored the emotional facets of Scene Two even further. The 

Handcuff Exercise was a key component in scoring the fury that ends Scene Two. In 

this exercise the director tied the actors together by the wrist with two bandanas. This 

gave the actors the feeling of being locked, or handcuffed, together. They could not 

escape each other, just as in the play the characters are not able to leave the office, the 

world of the play, until they have finished the course that they have started. In this 

exercise the actors physicalized their emotions, making these feelings more concrete and 

comprehensible. They each tried to attract the other's attention by jerking on the 

bandanas. Each character demanded to be heard. "John" tried to control "Carol," rather 

than just to persuade her, as in the first scene. In his physical activity he dragged her 

around by the bandanas. "Carol" insisted on equal time for her opinions as she 

constantly pulled "John" away from his pacing routine. By the end they were both 
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desperate to fulfill their needs, "Carol" to get away and "John" to keep her there. The 

bandanas did not allow for an emotional release, so the scene ended as it should with an 

unresolved emotional climax. 

The Predator-Prey Exercise also helped the actors find the emotional truths of 

Scene Two. The actors performed this exercise as before but with the addition of chairs 

as obstacles to keep the actors always opposite of each other. The obstacles added an 

urgency to the actors' pursuh of each other. It often became a full-scale chase, as the 

emotions ran high. The strongest pattern that emerged was that "Carol" began invading 

"John's" personal space. During this scene she confronted him, which caused him 

constantly to move away from her. From this action "John" began to develop a pacing 

movement that symbolized his frustration. The events in this scene make "John" feel 

trapped, and he slowly loses his control over the course of the scene. This leads to the 

climax of the next scene which brings about the downfall of both characters. 

Scene Three picks up where Scene Two leaves off. The scene begins in a 

strangled emofional state. The characters are already at the boiling point, and both 

struggle to contain themselves. The emotions in this scene are raw. It is the most 

difficult scene of the play because it takes the characters~and the actors~"to the edge". 

The exercises must allow the actors to find that "edge" and to find the trust in 

themselves and each other that they will not go over it. 

The first rehearsal of Scene Three was the Wall Exercise. This began with the 

actors blindfolded and at opposite ends of the back wall of the theater. The director 

instructed them to explore the wall through touch. They could use any and every 
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method of touching the wall that came to mind. During this part of the exercise the 

director played music from the Choir of Trinity College's "Voce," an album of various 

liturgical works. 

The director then asked the actors to relate to the wall as if trapped by it. They 

must try to get out or to get through the wall itself The actors still wore blindfolds and 

still remained at opposite ends of the wall. The director changed the music to "Fortuna 

Imperatrix Mundi" from Carl Orff s "Carmina Burana" and allowed the actors to 

vocalize with sounds but not with words. This brought out an incredible intensity of 

emotion in both actors. 

With the blindfolds off, the actors read through the whole scene, but they still 

had to relate to the wall as the device of entrapment. Even though the director seemed 

to be keeping the actors from communicating directly, the emotions during this 

rehearsal attained the rawness that the director endeavored to find. Actor Amy Broome 

stated in her diary: "We couldn't be near each other, yet we felt like we were tearing at 

each other's throats. The anger and frustration, and an actual feeling of entrapment was 

so real."'^ The scene was explosive. It compelled the observer to watch even though 

the emotional level was difficult to endure. After this rehearsal the director played 

music from "Voce" again so the actors could settle down from the intensity of the scene. 

This ritual became part of the rehearsal routine of Scene Three. 

Later the director utilized the Predator-Prey Exercise, again with the addition of 

chairs as obstacles to keep the actors at opposites. Again the intensity was explosive. It 
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was all "Carol" could do to keep away from "John" as he lunged for her at the end of the 

scene. It was a hint at the violence that Mamet has written into the end of the play. 

The actors continued to explore this theme in the Back-to-Back Exercise. In this 

game the actors sat on the stage floor with their backs touching. As the director played 

"Cacaphoney" from Giorgio Moroder's "Midnight Express" soundtrack, the actors tried 

to touch and explore whatever they could reach in that position. They did this first in 

silence, then while reciting two unrelated lines. "John" said, "I don't understand."" 

"Carol" responded with "Yes. That's right."'^ During this part of the exercise the 

director played "The Cellar" from Howard Shore's score of the film "The Silence of the 

Lambs." This led them to a complete read-through of the scene while continuing the 

exercise. During the course of the scene the actors grabbed at, tried to pull away from, 

and even attempted to avoid touching each other. It resulted in the utter frustration that 

permeates Scene Three. The tension between the two characters became prickly. 

Again, the violence of the end came naturally as the actors were barely able to contain 

themselves. It is an emotionally wrenching scene that completely destroys "Carol" and 

"John." It is the tragedy of the play to which Mamet refers. 

As the actors solidified their emotional scoring of the scene, the director could 

not let them forget about the power dynamics. They played the Bandana Power 

Exercise again. This time the scene contained a quiet, suppressed rage. The actors even 

played some lines whispered rather than yelled. When they achieved eye-contact, it was 

unblinking, showing that the intensity was still present. It quickly became obvious that 

"John's" power has gone completely by Scene Three. He never seemed to have the 
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bandana in his possession. In addition to this, two physical elements emerged. The first 

was that "Carol" violated "John's" personal space almost to the extreme. This was the 

result of her full attainment of power. The second element was an extension of the 

pacing that had permeated "John's" physical action in the first two scenes. By Scene 

Three the pacing had increased. The repetitive movement became so strong that "John" 

began to resemble a caged animal. He was a man trying to hold onto sanity that was no 

longer there. This would bring him naturally to the total loss of control, and the 

violence at the end of the play would seem motivated. 

With the emotional and many of the physical patterns of the play firmly planted 

in the actors' score, the director began to assemble the various elements that would 

eventually become the performance of Oleanna. The next step was to translate all of the 

discoveries of the previous rehearsals into the worid of the text. It was time for the 

director to help the actors find the same brutal honesty from the acting exercises in a 

realistic performance of a play. 

Shaping the Play 

The next phase of rehearsals took the actors and director into a more traditional 

process of polishing the material. The rehearsals remained closed, but the director 

worked full acts during this time, complete with rehearsal furniture and props. The 

director focused on a different act each night. Scene One became Act One, and Scenes 

Two and Three comprised Act Two. With the exception of the physical confrontation at 

the end of Scene Two and the violence at the end of the play, the director did not set any 
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blocking. The actors created their own blocking based on their development of the 

characters which came from the extensive acting exercise work. Curtis Canfield says 

that directors who use this method of blocking "believe the director's chief function is to 

stimulate the actor into a state of creative activity and then go to the side lines and judge 

the results. What is hoped to be gained by this abdication of directorial authority is 

spontaneity, truthfulness, and individuality in performance. . . ."'̂  

Act One presented more problems than Act Two during this rehearsal phase. 

The actors found difficulty in focusing at the beginning, but by the time they came to the 

intimate, sharing dialogue, they were able to connect with each other just as they had 

during the exercises. The real problem was that the actors did not start from any 

particular point when they began the act. The director suggested that they decide on 

circumstances such as how long "John" and "Carol" had been in the office before the 

play started and how many phone calls had interrupted them already during that time. 

Once they established a starting point for their emotional lives, they then were able to 

add in the many character elements that they had discovered during the exercises. 

As Act One rehearsals continued, actor Amy Broome reinforced the key 

elements of "Carol's" personality. "Carol" became more and more self-doubting. 

Without the use of the free movement from the previous week's exercises, she 

established her need to avoid confrontation through sporadic eye contact and her 

physical posture. Rather than the stationary stance she often took in earlier rehearsals, 
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"Carol" latched onto her chair. She found many ways to position herself while still 

sitting, and she reserved standing or actually crossing the stage for the explosions away 

from confrontation. 

Anger became the chief obstacle in this act for "Carol." The dhector's concern 

that the actors not simply seethe throughout the entire performance cropped up again 

during this phase of the rehearsal process. In order to keep the actor from scoring rage 

too early into her characterization, the director made suggestions that "Carol" was more 

desperate than angry during this act. The actor found ways to physicalize this 

desperation. Rather than make bold, forceful movements, her gestures became more 

tentative. Her notebook became a haven to which she could turn. Whenever she felt 

overwhelmed by "John," she would take down notes or look up notes to answer his 

questions. As with the tennis ball exercises, she used the prop both as a preoccupation 

and as a focus for her energy. 

Act One rehearsals for "John" centered almost exclusively on reinforcing 

physical action. Actor Kris Allen had established movement patterns during the acting 

exercise period that became implanted firmly into "John." The habit of wandering 

during dialogue translated into getting up out of a sitting position to cross to different 

parts of the stage. This reinforced the feeling that "John" was still lecturing to "Carol," 

even though they were no longer in the classroom. It also reinforced "John's" power, 

because he was the character who was comfortable enough to take over the territory of 

the office. 
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In the earlier exercises the wandering led to pacing. The actor had established 

the pattern of pacing as a physical representation of "John's" loss of control in the 

second and third scenes. It became so much a part of "John's" characterization that it 

often showed up in the first act. The director had to lead the actor away from that 

choice since "John" was still in power during Act One. The pacing was most prevalent 

during the phone calls when, as the actor had discovered during the Bandana Power 

Exercise, "John" was not in power. The director asked the actor to establish in his mind 

who was on the other end of the line. "John's" wife, his lawyer, and his secretary are the 

only people who call him during the course of the play. When the actor decided which 

person was on the phone each time, he began to make different physical choices in 

response. When "John's" wife was on the phone, he turned away from "Carol," giving a 

sense of privacy to the phone call. When his lawyer called to discuss the real estate 

deal, "John" stood up to search through the papers on his desk. The director also 

encouraged the actor to find various ways of conducting the phone calls, such as sitting 

on the desk or simply standing still. 

Act Two was the more emotional of the two acts, and it was not surprising to 

find that the actors had fewer difficulties during these rehearsals. With such strong 

emotional work realized in the acting exercises, the actors found few obstacles when 

translating this work into more realistic situations. The switch of power and the 

unreleased tension that had become such a definitive part of the early exercises grew 

into the very essence of Act Two. 
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Borrowing from the Act One suggestion that the actors establish a starting point, 

the director asked the actors to decide what had happened just before the 

commencement of Act Two. They needed to establish whether or not "Carol" had just 

walked in or if either character had spoken a word yet. From these suggestions the 

actors began the scene in silence with direct eye contact, clearly establishing the tension 

from the start. 

From the very beginning "Carol" defined her newly found power. Her posture 

was more rigid, and her eye contact was direct. The physical action reinforced the 

dialogue as "Carol," in this act, completes more sentences and communicates with 

longer speeches. The directness, however, had a tendency to pull the actor into showing 

only the angry side of "Carol." Again, the director had to steer the actor away from 

playing this act at one level. The confusion from Act One crops up occasionally here, 

and "Carol" has a lot of hurt to explore as well as anger. Pulling back on the anger in 

key places gave the actor more dynamics to play throughout this act. 

One of the strongest patterns that carried over from the exercises was "Carol's" 

pursuit of "John" during the second act. As with the Predator-Prey Exercise, "Carol" 

pursued "John" relentlessly as she demanded justice for his actions. During these 

rehearsals this developed into a physical act of entrapment. As "John" tried to pace 

around the room, "Carol" would cut him off The director occasionally had to pull 

"Carol" back from violating "John's" personal space to the extreme, but overall the 

technique worked well for both characters. "John" ended up trapped behind his desk 
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with no place to which he could run. This helped to build the tension between "Carol" 

and "John" and to bring the act to the same emotional level that the actors had 

discovered in the entrapment of the Wall Exercise. 

Though frequently trapped behind his desk, "John" had enough room to pace, a 

physical action that increased throughout Act Two. As the actor had discovered during 

the Predator-Prey Exercise, the pacing signified "John's" loss of control. In Mamet's 

second-act dialogue, "John" begins to lose his abihty to articulate, which shows his 

frustration and loss of power, and the physical act of pacing reinforced that theme. He 

also began to flex his fists as the tension built which was a physical action that he had 

discovered when manipulating the tennis balls. Sometimes the actor allowed all of this 

movement to increase to constant fidgeting as the tension built, but the director led him 

away from this choice. The physical action increased slowly over the span of Act Two 

until it came to the natural culmination of the violence at the end of the play. 

This was the point to which the director strived, to create an environment 

through the use of the acting exercises that would allow the actors to make organic 

choices throughout the rehearsal and performance of the play. As director Peter Brook 

says, "Many exercises set out first to free the actor, so he may be allowed to discover by 

himself what only exists in himself next, to force him to accept blindly external 

directions, so that by cocking a sensitive enough ear he could hear in himself 

movements he would never have detected any other way.""* If the actors could create a 

world where every moment for them was honest, then the audience would be able to 
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believe in that world as well. The final step would be to take all that the actors had 

learned during the rehearsal process into performance and still maintain the truthfulness 

of those discoveries. 
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CHAPTER m 

CONCLUSION 

Characters in Performance 

The production of Oleanna ran for five days in the Texas Tech Laboratory 

Theatre. During that time the director observed how the actors had evolved their work 

from the early stages of the acting exercises to the fully developed characters of "John" 

and "Carol" in performance. So much of the physical and emotional characterizations 

were a direct result of the discoveries made during the exercise period of rehearsals. 

The exercise work also had built a trust between the actors that allowed them to create 

continually during performance. Director Peter Brook states: "The purpose of such 

exercises is to lead actors to the point where if one actor does something unexpected but 

true, the others can take this up and respond on the same level."' Actors Amy Broome 

and Kris Allen had created for themselves an environment where they were open to each 

other's changing dynamics while still maintaining their truth in performance. 

Act One begins with "John" talking on the phone. He sits on the edge of his 

desk. He wanders around slightly. He is relaxed, almost casual. It is clearly his office, 

his territory, and he is comfortable there. His physical action takes in the entire stage. 

He sits, he stands, and he wanders around the office with authority. Many times during 

this act, he lectures at "Carol," which causes him to be more animated. He is theatrical, 

a showman. 
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At the beginning of the act "John" is preoccupied with himself and his own 

problems. Phone calls and any reference to his pending real estate deal cause him to 

cross back to his desk and write notes to himself as if "Carol" was not even in the room. 

However, as he begins to realize that they share some common feelings about education, 

he closes the physical space between them. He first sits on the edge of the desk closest 

to her during dialogue that begins the connection between them. He moves into the 

chair opposite her when he speaks in more personal terms. He is getting down on her 

level, becoming more intimate. By the time he gets to his pilot story, their mutual 

understanding of each other excites both characters, and "John" crouches on the floor 

next to "Carol." He is at his most casual. 

Besides establishing the facets of his personality in the realm of Act One," John" 

also hints at some of the things to come. During the dialogue in which "Carol" and 

"John" discuss hazing, both are standing. In a very dangerous voice "John" says, "I 

think that you're lying. I'll grill you, and when I find you've lied, you'll be disgraced, 

and your life will be ruined."^ Physically, "John" crosses right up to "Carol." He then 

jokingly breaks away while saying, "It's a sick game."' Although his mood is actually 

playful, he shows that, even when he pretends to be angry, his natural inclination is to 

violate personal space. 

"John" explores his darker side more seriously during two phone calls. His third 

phone call ends with the line: "Well, then h's going to take as long as h takes."^ He 

slams down the phone, paces briefly, and flexes his fists as he calms down during the 

next few lines. The angry pacing crops up again, to a lesser extent, in "John's" final 
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phone call before he finds out that his wife and lawyer have been trying to lure him to a 

surprise party. Both instances foreshadow the physical activity that evolves in the 

second act as "John" becomes more frustrated, more angry, and eventually violent. 

"Carol" is far more unsure of herself during this act. She sits slouched in her 

chair. She nearly always has one foot on her chair's edge or sits with one leg bent 

underneath her. The posture gives her a look that is insular, as if she is protecting 

herself from "John's" personal probing. It also makes her appear more youthful and 

somewhat inferior to "John's" grand movements around the stage. She avoids eye 

contact and frequently spends her time taking notes or looking up things in her books as 

she feels intimidated by "John's" highly intellectual manner. 

"Carol's" movement in this act is reserved only for moments of complete 

frustration and desperation. She stands when she is defensive. At these times she also 

develops direct eye contact. She becomes even more emotional when she feels 

confused by, or unworthy of, the academic world. In these moments she explodes away 

from "John," crossing as far away from his desk as she can. She tries to avoid the 

personal confrontation. 

Like "John" in this act, "Carol" foreshadows a part of her personality that will be 

dominant in Act Two. During an exchange when "John" uses a word with which 

"Carol" is unfamiliar, she asks, "Does h mean 'liking?'"' Annoyance creeps into her 

voice, and she takes a step toward "John's" desk. She is setting up the custom of 

advancing on "John's" territory when she becomes confrontational. 
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By contrast, the second act loses all of the intimacy and informality of the first 

act. Act Two begins in a silent tension, and that tension creeps into the dialogue and 

builds throughout the rest of the play. From the beginning "Carol's" change is the most 

visible. She sits formally in her chair. Her posture is rigid, and her eye contact is direct. 

She stands frequentiy as she is quick to cut "John" off and make her own points. She 

takes in more of the stage as she moves around during her long speeches. Although she 

never crosses behind "John's" desk, she leans on it when she is confrontational, forcing 

"John" to stay in his own space throughout much of the first scene of this act. 

During the first scene "John's" pacing increases slowly. As his anger flares 

throughout the dialogue, he paces a few times before speaking and flexes his fists. He 

anchors himself quickly when he speaks, giving himself more power. The power begins 

to fade when "Carol" cuts him off in the middle of sentences or when he cannot come 

up with valid arguments. His pacing shows his entrapment in these moments, and as the 

tension builds, he expresses his anger more physically. He strikes the desk or steps 

toward "Carol," dangerously close to violating her personal space. 

In Act Two's first scene the tension escalates to a minor physical confrontation 

which ends the scene abruptiy. The lights go to blackout for five seconds; then they 

come back up as the second scene begins. The strong, unresolved tension at the end of 

the first scene helps to begin the second scene in a disjointed emotional state. The 

characters are on the edge, and the course of their next actions seems unpredictable. 

Immediately as the scene begins "John" is pacing like a caged animal. While he 

displays his anger frequentiy by flexing his fists or pounding the desk, it is not so much 
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out of his own power as it is out of his intense frustration. He has lost his ability to 

argue his points, as evidenced in his fragmented sentences and incomplete thoughts. 

When "Carol" crosses to one end of his desk, he paces to the opposite end, trying to 

avoid her arguments. In this scene he does not come out from behind his desk until the 

very end. "Carol" traps him completely, and even in the moments when he becomes 

confrontational, he only steps toward her menacingly rather than completely violating 

her space as he did previously. 

"Carol" is entirely in control of this scene. She cuts "John" off both physically 

and verbally. She violates his space to a much greater extent. With the exception of 

crossing behind the desk, she covers the whole stage physically. She not only leans on 

"John's" desk, which is clearly his territory, she even places papers and books on it. She 

argues her points ferociously. By the time she corrects another inflated word choice of 

his, she advances on him and screams, "Then say it. For Christ's sake. Who the hell do 

you think that you are?"^ She has taken the reins of power from "John" altogether. 

"Carol" maintains that power until the final two phone calls when she realizes 

that "John" does not know the extent of the charges against him. At this point "Carol" 

turns away from him, trying to avoid the inevitable final confrontation. It is here that 

"John" finally snaps and goes over the edge. His violent attack on "Carol" signifies the 

destruction of both characters as their actions bring them to a tragic but unavoidable 

end. 
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Analysis of the Production 

With this production of Oleanna the director set out to accomplish certain goals. 

The first was to avoid the stereotypical theme of sexual harassment, or man versus 

woman. The director also did not want the audience to react vehemently in favor of the 

play's ending violence. Both of these situations are products of trying to establish good 

and evil characters when, in fact, neither character is ever clearly right or wrong. They 

are simply two people whose continuing choices lead them onto a path that they cannot 

reverse. Both "John" and "Carol" needed to be accessible so that the audience could 

identify with the motivations of the characters' actions even if they could not agree with 

those actions. 

To that end the actors created characters who were personable and even likable 

at the outset. Both actors refrained from forcing their own opinions into the characters. 

Instead they found the truth that was within the motivations and actions of the 

characters, and they carried this truth into the second half of the play when the choices 

made led to destruction. The ending violence became a shattering moment for any 

observer who at first identified with the characters, felt drawn in by their conflict, and 

then witnessed the final devastation. 

The other main objective was to use the acting exercises as the main tool for the 

development of the characters from rehearsal through performance. For this production 

the director was able to cast two actors who were willing to experiment in this method. 

They allowed themselves to experience all of the emotional stimuli of the exercises, and 

in collaboration with the director they translated this work into the realization of two 
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believable human beings in performance. Director Peter Brook says that acting 

exercises can help an actor "open himself to a deeper, more creative impulse."' In this 

production of Oleanna the acting exercises helped the actors find the moments of truth 

in both the characters as individuals and the play as a whole. The exercises opened up 

the actors to trust their own instincts and to trust and support each other's choices. 

Finally, the exercises allowed the director to create an environment in which the actors 

were free to try out all ideas and to follow through with them as they needed. It is the 

actor's job to investigate all impulses which may lead to discoveries about character. It 

is the director's job to provide the actor the freedom to investigate. 
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APPENDIX 

GLOSSARY OF ACTING EXERCISES 

Back-to-Back Exercise: Two actors sit on the floor with their backs touching. 
Without speaking, each actor tries to touch and explore whatever he or she can 
reach of the other actor. Variation: The actors perform the exercise with text. 

Bandana Power Exercise: The actors can move freely around the stage while 
speaking dialogue. One actor has a bandana draped over his or her shoulder. 
This signifies that this actor is in power. When another actor feels that he or 
she is in power during the course of the dialogue, he or she can take the 
bandana and drape it over his or her own shoulder. 

Handcuff Exercise: Two bandanas are tied together, end to end, forming a 
"handcuff approximately five feet in length. Two actors are tied to either end 
of the "handcuff." The actors are allowed to move freely around the stage 
while speaking dialogue. They are allowed to use any physical means to 
communicate with each other, but only through the bandanas. An actor can 
jerk on the bandanas, pull the other actor with the bandana, etc. 

King of the Mountain: A sturdy box or chair is placed in the center of the stage. 
This is the "mountain". The actors can move freely around the stage while 
speaking dialogue. When an actor feels that he or she is in power, that actor 
stands on the "mountain." Whenever the power switches, the old actor must 
step down and let the new actor stand on the "mountain." If the old actor in 
power does not step down, the new actor in power may use any means to 
bring the old actor down. This can be a tap on the shoulder, a tug on the old 
actor's clothing, or a shove off the "mountain." 

Mirror Exercise: Two actors sit on the floor with their legs crossed, facing each 
other. They bring up the palms of their hands, both palms facing flat out 
toward the other actor, approximately to face level. Their palms should be 
very close but not touching. The actors must maintain eye contact. With 
abstract movements, the actors try to mirror each other without touching. The 
motion should be slow, and neither actor should try to lead the other. 
Variation: Same exercise with both actors blindfolded. 

Predator-Prey Exercise: Two actors can move freely around the stage while speaking 
dialogue. When one actor feels that he or she is in power during the course of 
the dialogue, he or she physically pursues the other actor while the other actor 
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tries to keep away. As the power shifts, the actors alternate being the 
"predator" (the one who is pursuing) and the "prey" (the one who is being 
pursued). Variation: The actors pursue each other around an obstacle, such as 
a chair or table. 

Tennis Ball Exercises: The actors can move freely around the stage while speaking 
dialogue. The director throws tennis balls to the actors at points of change in 
the script. The actors can deal directly with the ball by catching it, throwing it 
to other actors, or bouncing or handling it in their own personal space. Other 
variations include each actor bouncing or handling a ball in their own personal 
space while speaking dialogue, throwing a ball against a wall with or without 
dialogue, and bouncing one ball between two actors with or without dialogue. 

The Wall Exercise: Two actors are blindfolded and placed against a wall as far apart 
from each other as possible. In silence, the actors explore the wall through 
touch in any and every method possible using as many different parts of their 
bodies as possible. The actors then must relate by touch to the wall as if 
trapped by it. They must try to get out or get through the wall. The actors 
are aUowed to vocalize during this segment but not with words. Finally, the 
actors speak dialogue but still relate physically to the wall as if trapped by it. 
This can be done with or without blindfolds. 
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