
 
Developing a Role 

A Thematic Approach to Acting  
 
Goals  

The pedagogical limitations of working on scenes and speeches out of context were the impetus to creating a 
course focused on roles. All acting choices ought to be guided by the intentions of a full production, but class 
work often fails to deal with the big picture of how an actor goes about creating the arc of a performance from 
start to finish. It is in production that actors have the opportunity to work on the whole of a role. One of my 
goals in creating this course was to provide actors with formats and exercises that would allow them to work 
on a role without being in rehearsal.  
 
The other was to share with actors the power and coherence of a thematic approach to performance. 
Developing a Role aims to teach actors how to translate what a play is about into acting choices. 
 
A basic premise 

Ensemble actors need to be inside the same play – that is, they must share an understanding of what matters in 
the world created by the script. They should, moreover, act on that understanding by making choices inspired 
by the issues that informed the writing and are embedded in it. The basic idea is quite simple and too much 
neglected: actors should act what a play is about. 
 
It is perfectly possible to perform in a play without acting what it is about. An actor may create a lively character, 
collaborate on complex relationships, and play a spectrum of emotions without consideration of what a play is 
about. Perspectives may be imported: actors and directors may be inspired by concepts that have nothing to do 
with the work of the playwright, including interesting but irrelevant psychological or social theories, heartfelt 
private concerns and associations, even the energies and conflicts of other plays.  
 
An actor’s process may generate extraneous choices that skew a performance. Some actors, for example, look 
to spontaneous impulses as truth; others may construct objectives that are not germane to this particular story; 
still others seek emotional catharsis. Not to mention the sort of choices that are aim at effect instead of 
meaning: there's acting that aims at being likable, for example, even acting in service of personal and/or box 
office success. Actors who want to serve their material, contribute to a carefully conceived production, and 
align themselves with the power of a good script, need to make choices that embody what the play itself is 
about. This is the basic premise of Developing a Role. 
 
A good play is a unique universe, in which every element is thematically significant. A good play speaks in its 
own tongue, and we must learn its vocabulary and its syntax if we are to act it fluently, sensibly, significantly.  
 
An actor should first map out the themes of a play on the basis of what is there in the script – in the text and in 
the actions: the play is about W, X, Y, and Z. Actors should then develop for each theme a throughline of 
actions that embody it. The goal is a performance in which every moment is in some way expressive of W, X, Y 
or Z. Every line reading, every action, every image, every decision about character and relationship should be 
about one or another theme; everything spoken, everything done, should be significant of what the play and its 
production are about. Any acting moment that does not contribute to fleshing out a theme is extraneous and 
should be cut. This sets the bar high and requires continued investigation, right through the final performance. 
 
All the givens of a play ought to be considered in terms of what the play is about.  

• In Chekhov’s Three Sisters, for example, Masha's love for Vershinin is no generic human emotion, identical 
with the love experienced in other plays. In this particular world, all the characters are searching for 
purpose, each in his or her own way. What Masha feels for Vershinin should be understood in terms of 
her hunger for something to live for. He is her escape from meaninglessness, and her “love” can be played 
in that light. 

• In John Guare's The Landscape of the Body, one of the central themes is chaos. In this universe, death is a 
kind of chaos: there are quite a number of random deaths, including a dismembered victim whose body 
parts are strewn in various rooms. Pornography is another form of chaos in this play – a different sort of 
dismemberment, in which erogenous body parts are divided from the whole person.  

 
A great deal of character work nowadays is based on contemporary cultural understandings of what makes 
people tick, without consideration of the world created by the playwright – a world that has its own values, its 
own culture, its own logic, its own psychology – based on its configuration of themes. An actor who thinks 
thematically can create for his or her character a psychology forged by the issues that define the world of the 
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play. Acting choices should be generated by a commitment to make visible what that unique world is about – 
even if one wants to argue with the values of the playwright.  
 
Vocabulary: role 

Much of the discourse between actors and directors is a mishmash of undefined terms, some used 
idiosyncratically. Even terms in common use may mean different things to different people. Theater 
practitioners cannot rely on a universally understood vocabulary. And to talk about acting issues that have gone 
unspoken, both in class and in rehearsal, individuals and groups may need to invent new terms or redefine old 
ones. Developing a Role has developed its own language, which must be translated to others who have not yet 
articulated how they work on roles, or who speak another language. 
 
In the mainstream of American theater, whether in class or in rehearsal, questions about a role are likely 
addressed in terms of delineation of character, and the prevailing language of discourse is psychological realism, 
which focuses on each individual’s objectives and on the conflict between characters, rather than on the 
meaning of the play as a whole. 
  
By “role” is meant something more than character. To create a role, an actor must flesh out not just a persona, 
but what that persona contributes to the play, how a character participates in its overall pattern. It is one thing 
to make a character likable, powerful, intriguing or quirky, and quite another to develop a character who 
participates in the meaning of the production as a whole. 
 
To play a role effectively, one must play the meaning and design of the play. To play King Lear, for example, 
an actor must shape the role in terms of the play’s major themes, because these define the world that has 
shaped Lear and generated his conflicts. Indeed, those themes demarcate the world in which all the characters 
of King Lear live, and in a coherent production all the characters must be created so that they too struggle with 
the opposing forces that constitute this particular vision of the human condition. Playing a role is more than 
playing a character; it is playing the world of the play. 
 
A thematic approach to acting generates choices on the basis of the central issues of the play as a whole. Since 
each theme is fleshed out by a throughline of multiple acting moments, it may be said that a role is a fabric 
woven of thematic throughlines.  
 
Developing a “role” requires that every thought about character be examined through the lens of what the play 
is about. An actor may do “character work” out of relationship to a play's meaning, but developing a role – 
which by definition is integral to the play – requires a performer to stay focused on central themes. 
 
The about analysis as a tool for understanding the themes of a play 

In the thematic approach of Developing a Role, “about” is often used as an adjective or a noun; this use of the 
term both simplifies and estranges the central concept. An “about analysis” of the play that each actor has 
decided to work on is the initial – and foundational – task.  
 
So that actors can choose a role and play of particular interest to them, the course is structured so that they 
may work solo or in pairs (or small groups). When actors work together on a play, the process is richest when 
each develops her own analysis, and then revises and enlarges it in light of her partner’s. But actors have the 
option of collaborating on a joint analysis after extensive conversations about how they read the play.  

 
Actors use the following outline to develop and shape their about analyses, which they distribute to each other 
when they introduce their roles. 
 
ABOUT 

What is a play about? What should the choices made by actors and directors be about? 
 
Each play is a universe with its own vocabulary of words, actions, and images. Elements that recur, whether by 
way of repetitions, variations or echoes, constitute the play's themes. Nothing thematic happens only once; a 
theme by definition is woven into a text with multiple instances. The first step in analyzing what a play is about 
is to look for recurrences and the issues they embody. An actor must proceed inductively from the script. Any 
idea about a play that cannot be fleshed out by what is in the text is imaginary or imported. 
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Recurring words (and synonyms and cognate terms that echo them) provide a vocabulary for articulating a 
play’s themes. For example, more than a dozen words recur significantly in Shakespeare’s Richard II, and several 
families of related words embody the play’s themes. Stephen Altick’s article on “Symphonic Imagery in Richard 
II” (reprinted in the 1999 Signet Classic edition) is focused on recurrent words, very much in the spirit of 
making notes toward an about analysis.  
 
Other elements in a play may recur as well: 

• Actions and events can recur and echo each other as if variations on a theme.  

• Related images can “cluster” so as to interact and reinforce each other.  
 
Recurrent words, actions and images are the threads with which a playwright, consciously or intuitively, weaves 
what a play is about. Themes are motific, in that repeated elements create a pattern or design that embodies the 
theme. 
 
Concentrating on what recurs is essential to performing what plays are really about. Focusing exclusively on 
character, relationship, emotion and contemporary acting values can lead to choices that have little or nothing 
to do with what the play is about. It is a script’s motific themes that should guide acting choices. 
 
Making notes toward an about analysis 

As the actor reads a play, s/he should make notes about recurrences. These notes should include specifics 
about act, scene, and page number in the particular edition. This exercise is not about summarizing plot, 
analyzing character psychology, or making judgments about the play or the behavior of the people in it. 

 
1. Words 

What words recur? 
What related words are synonymous or analogous? 
What do characters talk, dream, argue, fret about?  
What topics recur? 
What issues are debated between characters? 
What issues put characters in conflict with themselves?  
 

2. Actions and events 
What sorts of actions recur? What do characters repeatedly do? 
What happens repeatedly? 
What actions can be bracketed together as variations on a theme? 
 

3. Images 
What images recur? 
What images develop by adding new facets as the play progresses? 
What images cluster because they are in some way similar? 

 
From notes about what recurs in the play, the actor should group together related words, images, and 
events. Which recurrences belong together because they are in some way about the same thing? These groups 
will eventually identify the play’s themes.  
 
The actor should use a word or phrase or sentence from the play to name each group. This is the first 
stab at articulating a theme in the language of the script. An actor should use language from the play to state a 
theme; this guards against the importation of concepts and avoids generalizations that are not nearly as strong 
as the specifics of the script. An actor should use the language of the play to talk about what s/he is working 
on. This keeps the actor in touch with the play itself and away from abstractions.  
 
After an actor has completed his or her first grouping of recurring elements, s/he should draw two-way 
arrows between groups and between items in different groups that seem related. Which recurrences are 
connected, and how?  

• If items in two groups seem to be variations on the same theme, consider whether these groups should be 
merged. 

• Some groups may need to be subordinated to others. A play may have major themes with subsets or 
secondary or parallel expressions. 

• Two groups that seem related may lead to the articulation of a larger theme, helping you to integrate your 
understanding of what the play is about.  
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Stating themes as opposites 

Some items in an actor’s notes will no doubt contradict each other and indicate energies in the play that are 
opposed to each other so as to create conflict between and within characters. When two groups of texts or 
events or images are in conflict with each other, the actor should state them as opposites: A vs. Z. In the 
universe of Henry IV, Part 1, for example, there is a tension between duty and holiday (that is, between 
responsibility and a carefree, skeptical enjoyment of life). Prince Hal's inner conflict about his relationship to 
his father and to his anti-father Falstaff embodies this tension. An actor playing Hal might title this particular 
conflict, using language from the play:  

If all the world were playing holidays (1.2) vs. Our duty this way lies (5.4). 
 

Just as opposing impulses create conflict within characters when actors are working on a speech or scene, so 
thematic opposites build conflict into the universe of a play. This positions an ensemble – and therefore all the 
play’s characters – to struggle with the same issues. In King Lear, for example, moments of metaphorical (and 
literal) blindness are opposed by texts, events, and images of insight. There are characters who have chosen to 
be blind to the truth, and others who have never been forced to look reality in the face; it is a world in which 
humanity must struggle to see – because the plain truth threatens to undermine the social order, and is 
sometimes too painful to bear. The same play's many clothing references are images of how we cover up the 
truth about ourselves and hide our true identities; these are opposed by recurring urges to strip off clothes and 
by the near nakedness of a beggar. 
 
Awareness of these tensions can generate acting choices that flesh out both the opposing impulses in the hearts 
of all the characters in a Lear ensemble: this is a world in which humanity is conflicted by these (and other) 
warring energies.  
 
An actor should assume that for any central theme some opposite exists. The conflict of energies may be 
apparent from the outset, or it may reveal itself as themes are organized and two-way arrows are drawn to 
connect them. In practice, the opposite for a given theme may become clear only after the actor starts fleshing 
out the analysis with concrete acting choices. If it is not yet clear what to oppose to a recurrent word or action 
or image in the play, the actor should provisionally state the theme without an opposite and keep the question 
of what opposes this energy simmering on a back burner as rehearsals begin. Conversations with fellow actors, 
the director, or a dramaturg, may of course clarify the issue.  
 
After drawing two-way arrows and considering the opposites issue, re-organize your analysis so as to list the 
play’s multiple themes. 
 

The about analysis as a working document  

The about analysis is a working document, a provisional formulation. Some items may grow more important 
than others; some issues may fall by the wayside; new themes may emerge from the work actors do on their 
feet. Almost certainly new connections will be made along the way that guide how a role is shaped. Actors may 
re-organize their about analyses on one or more occasions during the rehearsal process, as they take stock of 
what has been discovered, and as their understanding of how the themes interweave and interact deepens.  
 
The carefully considered themes articulated at the outset should inform initial work on the role, and the 
analysis should be in dialogue with discoveries made in rehearsal. The goal of this approach is that the 
opposing energies stated as issues in the play should focus work on a role and provoke acting choices in every 
scene, speech, and relationship. It is in this way that actors and directors collaborate with a playwright in 
shaping a performance that is about the themes of the play. 
 
Written Assignment 

• An about analysis should list 4-6 themes. In a rich, complex play, there may be more. 
 

• A theme should be stated as a pair of antithetical opposites that put characters in conflict with each 
other and with themselves. In the initial analysis, one or another emerging theme may not yet have a 
clearly defined opposite, but an effort should be made to think through opposing energies for each theme.  
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• Each theme should be stated with language from the play itself: a phrase or a line for each opposite. 
Other language may import ideas that are not there in the text or its events. It is best to talk about a play in 
its own language: this keeps an actor in touch with the script’s specific world.  
 

• Under each theme, the issue or conflict should be stated in italics. This may range from one sentence to 
a short paragraph. Draw on the vocabulary of the script so as to stay close to the world of the play. Be 
careful not to over-generalize: if your statement is true of half the plays ever written, it is probably true of 
no play in particular, and it won't help you to define what this play is about. For example, two themes from 
King Lear might be stated in this way: 

 
Off, off, you lendings! (3.4) vs. Robes and furred gowns hide all (4.6) 

All that hides the inner man must be stripped away if one is to live honestly and authentically.  
 

Look there, look there! (5.3) vs. Out of my sight! (1.1) 
Those who have blinded themselves to the truth must force themselves to see if they are to know themselves and 
perceive the true character of others. 

 

• A list of at least 4-6 texts and/or specific events or actions should flesh out each theme (numbered 1, 
2, 3, etc., with an act/scene/page reference in parenthesis). Actors may choose to list all the relevant items 
in their notes for future reference as throughlines are developed.  Since an about analysis considers the 
world of the play, it may include texts and actions that involve any characters. In rehearsal, of course, an 
actor will focus on moments for his or her own character so as to flesh out themes with acting choices.  
 

• Sometimes an issue may be stated as a sub-theme or parallel theme and subordinated (indented) under a 
larger idea.  

 

• If an actor has noted images, issues, events and other recurrences that are not yet integrated into an 
understanding of the play’s conflicts, or that seem to be minor oppositions, these should be appended at 
the end of the about analysis. Some of these items will fall by the wayside; some may find their way into an 
actor’s deepening grasp of what the play is about; one or another may develop into a major theme during 
rehearsal. 

 
Actors who are working together on roles in a play may create a joint analysis if they choose, in a process of 
give and take that should go through several stages; but pairs of actors may also develop separate analyses – 
and valuably different perspectives on the play and on their relationships – as the preparation for collaboration 
on their feet. 
 

About King Lear 

 

Here is a sample analysis. In other courses, 4-6 texts or events suffice to substantiate a theme. As mentioned, 

actors in Developing a Role often opt to include as many texts, images, and actions as they have in their notes, 

for reference when making choices about moments to include in their throughlines. The following analysis, 

though it is not exhaustive, includes a substantial number of items by way of illustrating how each theme is 

fleshed out in the text.  

 

 Out of my sight! (1.1) vs. See better, Lear (1.1) 

Sight vs. blindness. Those who cannot see the truth are blind and foolish; those who refuse to see 

the truth blind themselves. The blind must force themselves to see if they are to know themselves 
and perceive the true character of others. 

 
1. Lear: Hence and avoid my sight! (1.1.126) 
2. Lear: Out of my sight! 

Kent: See better, Lear, and let me still remain 

The true blank of thine eye. (1.1.159-161) 

3. Lear: Thou hast her, France; let her be thine, for we 

Have no such daughter, nor shall ever see  

That face of hers again. (1.1.264-6) 

4. Gloucester: Let’s see: come, if it be nothing, I shall not need spectacles to see. (1.1.34-5) 

5. Lear: ... Old fond eyes,  

Beweep this cause again, I'll pluck ye out, 
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And cast you, with the waters that you loose,  

To temper clay. (1.4. 299-302) 

6. Fool: Fathers that wear rags / Do make their children blind. (2.4.46-7) 

7. Fool: All that follow their noses are led by their eyes but blind men. (2.4.66-7) 

8. Goneril: Pluck out his eyes. (3.7.5) 

9. The blinding of Gloucester (3.7.65-83) 

10. Old Man: You cannot see your way.  

Gloucester: I have no way, and therefore want no eyes. I stumbled when I saw.  

11. Gloucester: Oh! dear son Edgar... 

Might I but live to see thee in my touch,  

I'd say I had eyes again. (4.1.21-3) 

12. Gloucester: 'Tis the times' plague, when madmen lead the blind. (4.1.46) 

13. Goneril: ... Milk-livered man! 

That bear'st a cheek for blows, a head for wrongs;  

Who hast not in thy brows an eye discerning 

Thine honour from thy suffering... (4.2.50-4) 

14. Albany: See thyself, devil! (4.2.59) 

15. Cordelia: ... A century send forth; 

Search every acre in the high-grown field,  

And bring him to our eye. (4.4.6-8) 

16. Edgar: ... How fearful  

And dizzy 'tis to cast one's eyes so low! (4.6.11-12) 

17. Lear: When I do stare, see how the subject quakes. (4.6.108) 

18. Lear: I remember thine eyes well enough. Dost thou squiny at me? 

No, do thy worst, blind Cupid; I'll not love. (4.6.135-6) 

19. Lear: Read thou this challenge; mark but the penning of it. 

Gloucester: Were all thy letters suns, I could not see.... 

Lear: Read. 

Gloucester: What! with the case of eyes? 

Lear: O, ho! are you there with me? No eyes in your head, nor no money in your purse? Your eyes are 

in a heavy case, your purse is in a light: yet you see how this world goes. 

Gloucester: I see it feelingly. 

Lear: What! art mad? A man may see how this world goes with no eyes. (4.6.136-149) 

20. Lear: ... Get thee glass eyes; 

And, like a scurvy politician, seem  

To see the things thou dost not. (4.6.168-70) 

21. Lear: If thou wilt weep my fortunes, take my eyes... (4.6.174) 

22. Cordelia: Shall we not see these daughters and these sisters? (5.3.7-9) 

23. Lear: ... And take upon us the mystery of things, 

As if we were Gods' spies... (5.3.16-17) 

24. Goneril: That eye that told you so look'd but a-squint. (5.3.73) 

25. Lear: ... Who are you? 

Mine eyes are not o'th'best... 

This is a dull sight. Are you not Kent? (5.3.277-281) 

26. Albany: O! see, see! (5.3.303) 

27. Lear: Do you see this? Look on her, look, her lips, 

Look there, look there! (5.3.309-10) 

 

But for true need vs. he hath ever but slenderly known himself 

Self-knowledge vs. self-ignorance. Lear is blind to his own nature. There is a tension in the 

play between his inability to articulate or admit his needs and the maturity of knowing 
himself. For Lear and other characters, the play can be structured as a series of discoveries, 

realizations, recognitions, understandings, etc. Part of Lear’s journey is to learn what his 

true needs are. The same is true for Edgar, and (in a good production) for others in the 
play. Even the incomprehensible, the unfathomable, is glimpsed: “the mystery of things,” as 

Lear says. Lear needs to become a self: at the outset, there is no self to know. The same is 

true for Edgar and potentially for others in the play. 
 

1. Kent: See better, Lear. (1.1) 

2. Regan: 'Tis the infirmity of his age. Yet he hath ever but slenderly known himself. (1.1) 
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3. Lear: Does any here know me? This is not Lear:  

Does Lear walk thus? speak thus? Where are his eyes?  

Either his notion weakens, his discernings  

Are lethargied -- Ha! waking? 'tis not so.  

Who is it who can tell me who I am?... (1.4) 

4. Lear: Old fond eyes…I’ll pluck ye out (1.4) 

5. Old Man: You cannot see your way. 

Gloucester: I have no way, and therefore want no eyes; 

I stumbled when I saw. (4.1.17-19) 

6. Lear: O, I have ta’en too little care of this. (3.4.31-2) 

7. Lear: Is man no more than this? Consider him well. (3.4.99) 

8. Lear: I will keep still with my philosopher. (3.4.165) 

9. Lear: ... They flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the white hairs in my beard ere the 

black ones were there. To say 'ay' and 'no' to every thing that I said! 'Ay" and 'no' too was no 

good divinity. When the rain came to wet me once and the wind to make me chatter, when the 

thunder would not peace at my bidding, there I found 'em, there I smelt 'em out. Go to, they 

are not men o'their words: they told me I was everything; 'tis a lie, I am not ague-proof. (4.6.96-

105)  

10. Albany: See thyself, devil! (4.2.59)  

 

Dost thou call me fool? (1.4) vs. Thou should’st not have been old till thou hadst been wise. (1.5) 

Foolishness vs. the wisdom of self-knowledge. The condition of not knowing oneself is 
foolishness. Wisdom depends on acknowledging one’s needs. On Dover Beach, after the 

Fool has disappeared, Lear seems to have incorporated the Fool in himself. But 

foolishness is not just failure: we are all born to this great stage of fools: it is the human 
condition to be foolish.  

 

1. Kent: ... To plainness honour's bound 

When majesty falls to folly. (1.1.146-48) 

2. Lear: How now, my pretty knave! How dost thou? 

Fool: Sirrah, you were best take my coxcomb. … 

Lear: Dost thou call me fool, boy?  

Fool: All thy other titles thou hast given away; that thou wast born with. 

Kent: This is not altogether Fool, my Lord. … 

Fool: I would rather be any kind o'thing than a fool; and yet I would not be thee, Nuncle; thou 

hast pared thy wit o'both sides, and left nothing i'th'middle. (1.4.94-5, 145-7, 181-4) 

3. (Lear plays the fool) 

Lear: Does any here know me? This is not Lear:  

Does Lear walk thus? speak thus? Where are his eyes?  

Either his notion weakens, his discernings  

Are lethargied – Ha! waking? 'tis not so. (1.4.223-33) 
4. Lear: ...O Lear, Lear, Lear! 

Beat at this gate, that let thy folly in, 

And they dear judgment out! (1.4.268-70) 

5. Fool: The reason why the seven stars are no more than seven is a pretty reason. 

Lear: Because they are not eight? 

Fool: Yes, indeed: thou wouldst make a good Fool... If thou wert my Fool, Nuncle, I'd have 

thee beaten for being old before thy time. (1.5.33-9) 

6. Kent: Where learn'd you this, Fool? 

Fool: Not i'th'stocks, Fool. (2.4.83-4) 

7. Goneril: 'Tis his own blame; hath put himself from rest, 

And must needs taste his own folly. (2.4.288-9) 

8. Kent: Who's there? 

Fool: Marry, here's grace and a cod piece; that's a wise man and a Fool. (3.2.39-41) 

9. Gloucester: O my follies! Then Edgar was abus'd. (3.7.89) 

10. Goneril: A fool usurps my bed. … 

Whil'st thou, a moral fool, sits still, and cries 

'Alack! why does he so?' (4.2.28, 58-9) 

11. Lear: When we are born, we cry that we are come 

To this great stage of fools. (4.6.178-79) 
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12. Lear plays the fool on Dover Beach with Gloucester and with the soldiers who come to rescue 
him. 

Lear: ... I will die bravely,  

Like a smug bridegroom. What! I will be jovial: 

Come, come; I am a king, masters, know you that? 

Gentleman: You are a royal one, and we obey you. 

Lear: Then there's life in't. Come and you get it, you shall get it by running. Sa, sa, sa, sa. [Exit 

running.] (4.6.194-9) 

13. Cordelia: Will't please your Highness walk? 

Lear: You must bear with me. 

Pray you now, forget and forgive: I am old and foolish. (4.7.83-4) 

 

Nothing will come of nothing (1.1) vs. Look there, look there! (5.3) 

Nothing is an ominously recurring word in the play. When it is the void that stares us in the 
face, we can hardly be blamed for looking away. There are times when refusing to see is 

not a “bad” choice, because our struggle to face the truth instead of looking away from it is 

part of the human condition.  
 

1. Lear: ...Speak. 

Cordelia: Nothing, my lord. 

Lear: Nothing? 

Cordelia: Nothing. 

Lear: Nothing will come of nothing: speak again. (1.1.88-92) 

2. Lear: Nothing. I have sworn. I am firm. (1.1.247) 

3. Gloucester: What paper were you reading? 

Edmund: Nothing, my lord. 

Gloucester: No? What needed then that terrible dispatch of it into your pocket? The quality of 

nothing hath not such need to hide itself. Let's see: come; if it be nothing, I shall not need 

spectacles. (1.2.30-5) 

4. Fool: Can you make no use of nothing, Nuncle?  

Lear: Why no, boy; nothing can be made out of nothing. 1.4.128-30) 

5. Edgar: That's something yet: Edgar I nothing am. (2.3.21) 

6. Lear: Couldst thou save nothing? Wouldst thou give 'em all? (3.4.64)  

7. Lear: No, no, no life! … Thou’lt come no more. Never, never, never, never, never, never! 

(5.3.304-7) 

 

Robes and furred gowns hide all (4.6) vs. Off, off you lendings! (3.4) 

Clothed vs. naked, covering up vs. stripping away. Clothing and outward show cover up a multitude 
of sins. What hides the inner person must be stripped away if one is to live honestly. The path to 

self-knowledge is stripping away all that hides one’s true nature and true needs. 

 

1. Kent's disguise: His stripping of his aristocratic garb (and shaving his beard) conceals his identity. (1.4) 

2. Kent: You cowardly rascal, nature disclaims in thee: a tailor made thee. (2.2.52) 

3. Edgar's transformation to Poor Tom 

Edgar: ... Whiles I may 'scape,  

I will preserve myself; and am bethought 

To take the basest and the poorest shape...  

And with presented nakedness outface  

The winds and persecutions of the sky. (2.3.5-12) 

4. Fool: Fathers that wear rags 

Do make their children blind... (2.4.46-51) 

5. Lear: ... Thou art a lady; 

If only to go warm were gorgeous, 

Why, nature needs not what thou gorgeous wear'st, 

Which scarcely keeps thee warm. But for true need – (2.4.265-68) 

6. Gentleman: ... unbonneted he runs... (3.1.14) 

7. Lear: Let the great Gods 

That keep this dreadful pudder o'er our heads, 

Find out their enemies now. Tremble, thou wretch, 

That hast within thee undivulged crimes, 



 

 9 

Unwhipp'd of Justice; hide thee, thou bloody hand,  

Thou perjur'd, and thou simular of virtue 

That art incestuous; caitiff, to pieces shake,  

That under covert and convenient seeming 

Has practis'd on man's life; close pent-up guilts 

Rive your concealing continents, and cry 

These dreadful summoners grace. (3.2.49-59) 

8. Lear: Expose thyself to feel what wretches feel... (3.4.33) 

9. Edgar/Poor Tom: ... set not thy sweet heart on proud array. Tom's a-cold.  

Lear: What hast thou been?  

Edgar/Poor Tom: A servingman, proud in heart and mind; that curl'd my hair, wore gloves in my cap... 

3.4.80-4 

10. Lear: Thou wert better in a grave than to answer with thy uncover'd body this extremity of the skies.... 

Ha! Here's three on's are sophisticated; thou art the thing itself; unaccommodated man is no more but 

such a poor bare, forked animal as thou art. Off, off, you lendings! Come; unbutton here. (3.4.99-107) 

11. Goneril: Wear this; spare speech; [Giving a favour.] 

Decline your head... (4.2.21-3) 

12. Albany: Thou changed and self-cover'd thing, for shame, 

Be-monster not thy feature.... howe'er thou art a fiend,  

A woman's shape doth shield thee. (4.2.62-7) 

13. Edgar: You're much deceiv'd; in nothing am I chang'd  

But in my garments. (4.6.9-10) 

14. Lear: Thorough tatter'd clothes small vices do appear;  

Robes and furr'd gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold,  

And the strong lance of justice breaks;  

Arm it in rags, a pigmy's straw does pierce it. (4.6.162) 

15. Edgar: ... taught me to shift 

Into a madman's rags, t'assume a semblance 

That very dogs disdain'd...  

Never – O fault! – reveal'd myself unto him... (5.3.185-7, 191) 

16. Lear: Pray you, undo this button... (5.3.308) 

 

O Fool, I shall go mad (2.4) vs. What, art mad? A man may see how this world goes with no eyes. 

(4.6) 

Lear must strip away his former identity in order truly to become himself. Madness is 
integral to this process as a stripping away of what passed for sanity. The whole world is 

seen differently.  

 

1. Kent: ...be Kent unmannerly 

When Lear is mad. (1.1.147-8) 

2. Lear: O! let me not me mad, not mad, sweet heaven;  

Keep me in temper, I would not be mad. (1.5.43-4) 

3. Edgar: Poor Turlygod! Poor Tom! (2.3.20)  

Edgar's performance as Poor Tom (3.4 ff.) 

4. Lear: I prithee, daughter, do not make me mad. (2.4.216) 

5. Lear: I will have such revenges on you both 

That all the world shall-- I will do such things, 

What they are, yet I know not, but they shall be 

The terrors of the earth. You think I'll weep; 

No, I'll not weep: 

I have full cause of weeping, but this heart 

Shall break into a hundred thousand flaws 

Or ere I'll weep. O Fool! I shall go mad. (2.4.277-84) 

6. Gentleman: ... making just report 

Of how unnatural and bemadding sorrow 

The King hath cause to plain. (3.1.37-9) 

7. Lear raging on the heath (3.2) 

8. Lear: My wits begin to turn. (3.2.67-73) 

9. Lear: ... this tempest in my mind  

Doth from my senses take all feeling else 
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Save what beats there -- filial ingratitude! (3.4.12-14) 

10. Fool: This cold night will turn us all to fools and madmen. (3.4.77)  

11. Gloucester: ... I'll tell thee, friend, 

I am almost mad myself. 

... true to tell thee,  

The grief hath craz'd my wits. What a night's this! (3.4. 162-167) 

12. Fool: Prithee, Nuncle, tell me whether a madman be a gentleman or a yeoman? 

Lear: A King, a King! (3.5.9-11) 

13. Lear enters “fantastically dressed with wild flowers.” (4.6) 

14. Gloucester: The King is mad: how stiff is my vile sense 

That I stand up, and have ingenious feeling 

Of my huge sorrows! Better I were distract: 

So should my thoughts be sever'd from my griefs, 

And woes by wrong imaginations lose  

The knowledge of themselves. (4.6.276-81) 

15. Lear: And, to deal plainly, 

I fear I am not in my perfect mind. (4.7.61-2) 

 

I will forget my nature (1.5) vs. Is there any cause in nature that makes these hard hearts? (3.6) 

Kindness vs. “unnatural hags.” The play is a meditation on what is natural and what is unnatural.  

 

Note the many references to beasts, especially dogs. E.g.: 1.4.109-11 (dog); 1.4.259-60; 1.4.286, 306; 
2.4.208; 2.2.66; 2.2.77 (dog); 2.3.9; 3.4.102-3; 2.4.208; 2.4.265; 3.1.12-14; 3.4.91-2, 102-3, 126-130, 

134-5; 3.6.18-19; 3.6.60-71 (dogs); 4.1.33; 4.2.49; 4.2.63; 4.6.97 (dog); 4.6.153, 157 (dog); 4.7.36-8 

(dog); 5.1.57; 5.3.187; 5.3.305 (dog). In this play, when the clothes come off, the beast is revealed: 
that is a connection between this theme and the clothing theme.  

 

1. Lear: Which of you shall we say doth love us most, 

That we our largest bounty may extend 

Where nature doth with merit challenge. (1.1.53-5) 

2. Lear: Which nor our nature nor our place can bear... (1.1.170) 

3. Lear: ... a wretch whom Nature is asham'd  

Almost to acknowledge hers. (1.1.210-11) 

4. France: ... Sure, her offence 

Must be of such unnatural degree  

That monsters it... (1.1.217-19) 

5. Edmund: Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law 

My services are bound. (1.2.1) 

6. Gloucester: Unnatural, detested, brutish villain! (1.2.73-4) 

7. Gloucester: These late eclipses in the sun and moon portend no good to us: though the wisdom of 

Nature can reason it thus and thus, yet Nature finds itself scourg'd by the sequent effects. (1.2.100-03) 

8. Edmund: A credulous father, and a brother noble, 

Whose nature is so far from doing harms 

That he suspects none... (1.2.176-8) 

9. Edmund: I promise you the effects he writes of succeed unhappily; as of unnaturalness between the child 

and the parent... (1.2.140-1) 

10. Cornwall: This is some fellow ... doth affect  

A saucy roughness, and constrains the garb 

Quite from his nature... (2.2.92-5) 

11. Lear: ... we are not ourselves  

When Nature, being oppress'd, commands the mind  

To suffer with the body. (2.4.104-106) 

12. Lear: Thy tender-hefted nature shall not give 

Thee o'er to harshness. (2.4.169-70) 

13. Lear: ... thou better know'st  

The offices of nature, bond of childhood... (2.4.175-6) 

14. Lear: But yet thou art my flesh, my blood, my daughter; 

Or rather a disease that's in my flesh,  

Which I must needs call mine: thou art a boil,  

A plague-sore, or embossed carbuncle, 
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In my corrupted blood. (2.4.219-23) 

15. Lear: If it be you that stirs these daughters' hearts 

Against their father...  

... let not women's weapons, water-drops,  

Stain my man's cheeks! No, you unnatural hags... (2.4.272-6) 

16. Gentleman: ... making just report 

Of how unnatural and bemadding sorrow 

The King hath cause to plain. (3.1.37-9) 

17. Lear: But yet I call you servile ministers, 

That will with two pernicious daughters join 

Your high-engender'd battles 'gainst a head 

So old and white as this. (3.2.21-4) 

18. Gloucester: Alack, alack! Edmund, I like not this unnatural dealing. (3.3.1-2) 

19. Lear: Death, traitor! nothing could have subdued nature 

To such a lowness but his unkind daughters. (3.4.69-70) 

20. Edmund: How, my lord, I may be censured, that nature thus gives way to loyalty, something fears me to 

think of. (3.5.2-3) 

21. Lear: Is there any cause in nature that make these hard hearts? (3.6.75-6)  

22. Albany: ... I fear your disposition: 

That nature, which contemns its origin, 

Cannot be border'd certain in itself... (4.2.31-3) 

 
Sir, ’tis my occupation to be plain (2.2) vs. They flattered me like a dog (4.6) 

Truth vs. flattery and other lies. Honesty of speech and the courage to speak the truth are the only 

antidote to the blindness caused by flattery and deception. The characters in Lear are either truth-
sayers or flatterers/deceivers. 

 

1. The speeches of Goneril and Regan in 1.1 are flattery.  

2. Cordelia then refuses to speak what is not true.  

3. Kent is banished for speaking the truth. 
4. Lear: ...Speak. 

Cordelia: Nothing, my lord. 

Lear: Nothing? 

Cordelia: Nothing. 

Lear: Nothing will come of nothing: speak again. (1.1.88-92) 

5. Cordelia: Why have my sisters husbands, if they say  

They love you all? (1.1.98-9) 

6. Lear: Let pride, which she calls plainness, marry her. (1.1.128) 

7. Kent: Think'st thou that duty shall have dread to speak  

When power to flattery bows? To plainness honour's bound 

When majesty falls to folly. (1.1.146-48) 

8. Edmund: A credulous father, and a brother noble, 

Whose nature is so far from doing harms 

That he suspects none; on whose foolish honesty  

My practices ride easy. (1.2.176-8) 

9. Kent: I can keep honest counsel...and deliver a plain message bluntly. (1.4.32-33) 

10. Knight: I beseech you, pardon me, my Lord, if I be mistaken, for my duty cannot be silent when I think 

your Highness wronged. (1.4.62-4) 

11. Lear: Take heed, sirrah; the whip. 

Fool: Truth's a dog must to kennel; he must be whipp'd out... (1.4.108-09) 

12. Fool: I marvel what kin thou and thy daughters are: they'll have me whipp'd for speaking true, thou'lt 

have me whipp'd for lying; and sometimes I am whipp'd for holding my peace. (1.4.178-81) 

13. Kent: That such a slave as this should wear a sword 

Who wears no honesty. (2.2.69-70) 

14. Kent: Sir, 'tis my occupation to be plain: 

I have seen better faces in my time 

Than stands on any shoulder that I see 

Before me at this instant. (2.2.89-92) 

15. Cornwall: ... he cannot flatter, he,  

An honest mind and plain, he must speak truth. 
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And they will take it, so; if not, he's plain. (2.2.95-7) 

16. Kent: I know, sir, I am no flatterer... (2.2.107) 

17. Kent: ... It is both he and she, 

Your son and daughter. 

Lear: No. 

Kent: Yes. 

Lear: No, I say. 

Kent: I say, yea. 

Lear: No, no; they would not. 

Kent: Yes, yes, they have.  

Lear: By Jupiter, I swear, no. 

Kent: By Juno, I swear, ay. 

Lear: They durst not do it, 

They could not, would not do't... (2.4.12-22) 

18. Lear: ... My breath and blood! 

Fiery! The fiery Duke! Tell the hot Duke that --  

No, but not yet; may be he is not well... (2.4.100-02)  

Here Lear decides to swallow the truth and accept the lie that the Duke has refused to see him because 

he is ill.  
19. Lear: No, Regan, thou shalt never have my curse:  

Thy tender-hefted nature shall not give 

Thee o'er to harshness: her eyes are fierce, but thine 

Do comfort and not burn. (2.4.168-171) 

Here Lear flatters his daughter as a ploy to get his way.  

20. First Servant: Hold your hand, my Lord. 

I have serv'd you ever since I was a child, 

But better service have I never done you 

Than now to bid you hold. (3.7.70-3) 

A servant speaks up. 

21. Edmund: Yet better thus, and known to be contemn'd, 

Than, still contemn'd and flatter'd, to be worst. (4.1.1-2) 

22. Lear: ... They flattered me like a dog, and told me I had the white hairs in my beard ere the black ones 

were there. To say 'ay' and 'no' to every thing that I said! 'Ay" and 'no' too was no good divinity. When the 

rain came to wet me once and the wind to make me chatter, when the thunder would not peace at my 

bidding, there I found 'em, there I smelt 'em out. Go to, they are not men o'their words: they told me I 

was everything; 'tis a lie, I am not ague-proof. (4.6.96-105)  

23. Edgar: ... and my best spirits are bent 

To prove upon thy heart, whereto I speak, 

Thou liest. (5.3.138-40) 

24. Edmund: Quickly send, 

Be brief in it, to th'castle; for my writ  

Is on the life of Lear and on Cordelia. (5.3.243-5) 

Edmund speaks up, honestly. 
25. Edgar: The weight of this sad time we must obey; 

Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. (5.3.322-3) 

 
We have no such daughter (1.1) vs. Come, let’s away to prison (5.3) 

Disconnection vs. connection, self-absorption vs. other-directedness, narcissism vs. empathy. Lear’s 

isolation is a consequence of his being an autocrat (who is further isolated by flattery), a narcissist, a 
father who has alienated or exiled his children, a madman, and an old man facing death. He 

journeys to a real connection with Poor Tom – and in spirit with all the other poor naked wretches 
of his kingdom to whom he had paid too little attention. Loneliness is a consequence of Lear’s 

disconnection. His bond with Cordelia in the latter part of the play is all the stronger because it is 

the beginning of a real relationship.  
 

1. Lear: Thou hast her, France; let her be thine, for we 

Have no such daughter, nor shall ever see  

That face of hers again. (1.1.264-6) 

2. Lear: I did her wrong. (1.5.24) 

Lear’s first admission of guilt. He is thinking of Cordelia.  



 

 13 

3. Fool: But I can tell why a snail has a house.  

Lear: Why?  

Fool: Why, to put ’s head in—not to give it away to his daughters and leave his horns without a case. 

(1.5.28-30) 

A lonely scene follows Lear’s leaving his “home” at Goneril’s.  

4. Lear: Come on, my boy. How dost, my boy? Art cold? …  

Poor fool and knave, I have one part in my heart  

That’s sorry yet for thee. (3.2.68-73) 

This is a turning point: Lear sees another’s need and responds with empathy.  
5. Lear: But I’ll go in.  

(To the Fool) In boy, go first. You houseless poverty – (3.4.25-6) 

6. Lear: First let me talk with this philosopher. 

... Noble philosopher, your company. (3.4.151-169) 

7. Lear: I will keep still with my philosopher. (3.4.172) 

Lear refuses to leave Poor Tom behind. They have bonded.  

8. Lear: I know thee well enough, thy name is Gloucester.  

Thou must be patient. We came crying hither:  

Thou knowst the first time that we smell the air  

We wawl and cry. (4.6.173-5) 

Here is empathy not only for Gloucester but for all humankind.  

9. Lear: Do not laugh at me; 

For, as I am a man, I think this lady 

To be my child Cordelia. 

Cordelia:  And so I am, I am. 

Lear: Be your tears wet? yes, 'faith. I pray, weep not. (4.7.68-71) 

Lear bonds with his daughter.  

10. Lear: No, no, no, no! Come, let’s away to prison. 

We two alone will sing like birds i' th' cage. 

When thou dost ask me blessing, I’ll kneel down 

And ask of thee forgiveness. (5.3.8-11) 

11. Lear: Howl, howl, howl, howl! (5.3.255) 

12. Lear: Thank you, sir. (5.3.325) 

 
Oh, I have ta’en too little care of this! (3.4) vs. Poor naked wretches (3.4) 

The poor and defenseless who live on the heath and in hovels are naked to the world’s 
storms. Lear learns that he has “taken too little care of this.” The opposition here is 

between seeing the poor naked wretches and being blind to their suffering. Their 

nakedness is also related to the clothing – stripping opposition.  
There is an old folktale about a king who bathes in a river and has his clothes 

stolen; no one believes he is the king. He wanders the kingdom until he is 

recognized, and thereby learns much about the lives of his subjects that makes 
him a better king.  

Lear’s discovery of the suffering of poor naked wretches is a discovery by a narcissist that 
others exist and what he learns makes him more empathetic and connected to others – 

Cordelia, Gloucester, Kent.  

 
1. Edgar: ... Whiles I may 'scape,  

I will preserve myself; and am bethought 

To take the basest and the poorest shape... (2.3.5-12) 

2. Fool: Fathers that wear rags     

Do make their children blind,    

But fathers that wear bags  

Shall see their children kind. 

Fortune, that arrant whore, 

Ne'er turns the key to th'poor. (2.4.46-51) 

3. Lear: ... our basest beggars  

Are in the poorest thing superfluous... (2.4.262-3) 

4. Lear: Poor naked wretches, whereso'er you are, 

That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,  

How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, 
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Your loop'd and window'd raggedness, defend you  

From seasons such as these? O! I have ta'en 

Too little care of this. (3.4.28-33) 

5. Lear: Unaccommodated man is no more but such a poor bare, forked animal as thou art. Off, 

off, you lendings: come, unbutton here. (3.4.104-07) 

Lear really sees this poor naked wretch and identifies with him, which leads to the impulse to 
strip off his own clothing.  

6. Gloucester: Here, take this purse, thou whom the heav'ns' plagues  

Have humbled to all strokes...  

Let the superfluous and lust-dieted man,  

That slaves your ordinance, that will not see  

Because he does not feel, feel your power quickly; 

So distribution should undo excess, 

And each man have enough. (4.1.63-70) 

Here is a new awareness of and empathy for the poor in the parallel subplot.  

7. Lear: Thorough tatter'd clothes small vices do appear;  

Robes and furr'd gowns hide all. Plate sin with gold,  

And the strong lance of justice breaks;  

Arm it in rags, a pigmy's straw does pierce it. (4.6.162) 

8. Gentleman: A sight most pitiful in the meanest wretch. 

Past speaking of in a King! (4.6.201-2) 

This is a gentleman’s comment on Lear’s condition on Dover Beach: Lear has become a poor 
naked wretch. 

 

Other recurrences in King Lear: 

 

Age vs. youth 

1. Lear: Let it stamp wrinkles in her brow of youth (1.4.276) 

2. Goneril: He may enguard his dotage with their powers / And hold our lives in mercy. (1.4.319-20) 

3. Gloucester reading Edmund’s forged letter: This policy and reverence of age makes the world bitter to 

the best of our times, keeps our fortunes from us till our oldness cannot relish them. I begin to find an 

idle and fond bondage in the oppression of aged tyranny, who sways not as it hath power but as it is 

suffered. (1.2.46-51) 

4. Fool: Thou should’st not have been old till thou hadst been wise. (1.5.41) 

5. Regan: O, sir, you are old: / Nature in you stands on the very verge / Of her confine. (2.2.335-6) 

6. Lear: Dear daughter, I confess that I am old; / Age is unnecessary. (2.2.343-4) 

7. Lear: Strike her young bones (2.2.352) 

8. Lear: Pray, do not mock me: I am a very foolish fond old man, Fourscore and upward, not an hour 

more nor less … (4.7.60-61) 

9. Edgar: The oldest hath borne most: we that are young. Shall never see so much, nor live so long. 

(5.3.324-5) 

 

Which of you shall we say doth love us most? 

Lear characteristically quantifies matters of affection and allegiance.   

1. Lear: Which of you shall we say doth love us most,  

That we our largest bounty may extend 

Where nature doth with merit challenge. (1.1.51-3) 

2. Lear: To thee and thine hereditary ever  

Remain this ample third of our fair kingdom, 

No less in space, validity, and pleasure 

Than that conferred on Goneril. (1.1.79-82) 

3. Lear: But now our joy,  

Although our last not least 

… what can you say to draw 

A third more opulent than your sisters. (1.1.82-6) 

4. Lear: Nothing will come of nothing. (1.1.90) 

5. Lear: What in the least / Will you require in present dower with her, /Or cease your quest of love? 

(1.1.192-5) 

6. Lear: When she was dear to us, we did hold her so, / But now her price is fallen. (1.1.197-98) 

7. Lear: What, fifty of my followers at a clap? (1.4.286) 



 

 15 

8. Lear: Thy half o’the kingdom has thou not forgot,  

Wherein I thee endowed. (2.2.368-9) 

9. Lear: … What, must I come to you 

With five and twenty, Regan? Said you so? 

Regan: And speak't again, my lord; no more with me. 

Lear: Those wicked creatures yet do look well-favour'd, 

When others are more wicked: not being the worst 

Stands in some rank of praise. I'll go with thee: 

Thy fifty yet doth double five and twenty, 

And thou art twice her love. (2.2.442-49) 

 

While we unburdened crawl toward death (1.1) vs. She lives! (5.3) 

Death: denial vs. awareness. At the outset of the play Lear seems to be both hyperaware of death 

and in denial of his mortality: he abdicates but refuses to give up the accouterments of power. His 
last words are a denial of Cordelia’s death even though he knows she is “dead as earth.” Awareness 

of mortality makes everything more urgent in the play, especially the need to learn and become wise. 

1. Lear: … and ’tis our fast intent 

To shake all cares and business from our age, 

Conferring them on younger strengths while we 

Unburdened crawl toward death. (1.1.37-40) 

2. Lear: … only we shall retain / The name and all th’addition to a king … (1.1.136-7) 

3. Lear: Come, let’s away to prison. … So we’ll live 

And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh  

At gilded butterflies … And we’ll wear out  

In a walled prison packs and sects of great ones  

That ebb and flow by the moon. (5.3. 8-19) 

 

 
About the abouts 

Where do themes – the abouts of a play – come from? From the script. King Lear is full of texts and events 
which have to do with sight and blindness, and the play has more references to clothing – and more exposed 
flesh – than any other Shakespeare.  The acting work here is to realize what is in the script, and to make the 
themes visible to the audience. This won't take care of itself. As Peter Brook said in The Empty Space, one has to 
work very hard to make a play mean what it means. It is not enough to know that Lear is about what is natural 
and what is unnatural; one must shape a production so that the audience experiences this opposition.  
 
Since theater is a collaborative art, directors and actors can amplify what the play is about by creating thematic 
moments which the playwright had not seen in the theater of his/her mind. A scene in which Edmund and one 
of the sisters undress each other, for example, might flesh out a new dimension of Shakespeare's theme while 

helping to tell the story. In rehearsal, actors can explore how texts and actions that are not explicitly about a 

theme may be played as thematic moments, so as to be made integral to the production. 
 
Dealing with what a play sets out to be about – even if an actor or director wants to argue with the script – is 
always the first order of business. Suffice it to say that a production may ignore what a play is about and instead 
focus on an agenda brought to it. In a Serbian production of Hamlet some years ago, Hamlet is the usurper, 
Claudius is a benign leader, and Horatio is the incarnation of evil. This may have been well-intentioned and 
politically provocative in context, but it is not what Hamlet is about.  
 
Themes may be developed as attempts to understand, interpret, and realize what is in a script. One must be 
very careful to distinguish between imposing ideas which are not really in the play and creating actions and 
moments which make visible what is there under the surface. In a production of The Tempest at Theater Emory, 
for example, the actor playing Prospero based a good deal of his performance on the concept of Shakespeare's 
characters as “wounded narcissists” in Meredith Skura’s Shakespeare the Actor and the Purposes of Playing. That 
Prospero is a narcissist with a negative view of himself is not one of Shakespeare's express themes – how could 
it be, if it were an unconscious result of his own actor psychology, as Skura suggests? – but it’s certainly there in 
the play, and other critics (e.g., Natali Bogosyan, David Sundelson, Joseph Westlund) have analyzed Prospero 
in terms of “patriarchal narcissism.” 
 
One may therefore propose themes that help to realize the depths of a play. Such themes can illuminate roles 
and reveal new dimensions. S. L. Goldberg (in An Essay on King Lear) analyzed Lear in terms of defenses 
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against vulnerability; his thesis suggests a Goneril who, because she has the strongest defenses, is perhaps the 
most vulnerable underneath the surface – a wonderful provocation for the actress playing her. In the case of 
the classics, research into critical literature may in this way suggest themes for developing a role. But one may 
rely as well on one's own instincts, as long as one is careful to test a thesis thoroughly and to follow through on 
it.  
 
One might bring to a particular play thematic energies in other plays by the same writer, or perspectives from 
other disciplines. An existentialist approach to Hamlet, for example, might suggest that, given the confines of a 
princely upbringing, Hamlet has never developed a self of his own. It is not simply that, like Lear, he has little 
known himself; he is in process not of learning who he is but of creating who he is. That is how one might 
understand Hamlet’s loathing for Ophelia's subservient behavior in being a decoy for spying Polonius; not only 
has she proved herself yet another deceiver, but Hamlet can’t stand seeing what he takes to be her absence of 
self, which mirrors his own. Such a theme is worth pursuing only if it fits most of the facts of the script.  
 
Whether explicit or implicit in the script, themes become the hypotheses which allow actors and directors to 
experiment in rehearsal in search of actions which embody the tensions of a play.  
 
This is a serious-minded approach to acting which subordinates all other values to the task of realizing the 
meaning of the whole play in a way that many actors do not practice – whether because they are unchallenged, 
because they are content with audience-pleasing effects, because they buy into the politics of telling people 
what they want to hear in exchange for the rewards paid to those who confirm rather than challenge the way 
we live, or because they are taught to think that emotion is everything – or impulse, or working on an objective, 
or responsiveness to partners, or some other approach to performance.  
 
Vocabulary: to make visible 

In The Empty Space Peter Brook wrote that theater is the art of making the invisible visible. To physicalize 
themes, to give flesh to issues, to discover how to embody what a play means, actors must learn to use all the 
resources of theater. Actors naturally focus on voice and gesture and movement, behaviors and interactions, 
physical actions and responses to events, and the playing of circumstances as significant elements of a 
production. But they also play space and lighting and sound designs, and use objects and costumes 
expressively. All these elements can be employed to make a play’s issues visible.  
 
It is not enough to define a theme, then note the relevant texts and speak them “meaningfully” or with feeling; 
it is not enough for an actor to think that a moment s/he plays is thematically significant. Thematic moments 
must be shaped so that the audience experiences them as what the play is about. Actors must make a play’s 
themes visible, audible, and tangible, however subliminally. Each theme must be put it into action by every 
means at the actor’s command. Cognitive science has taught us that the brains of audience members “mirror” 
what they see on stage, and that vicarious experience is possible because the bodies of audience members live 
through what actors make visible in their bodies onstage.  
 
Vocabulary: throughline 

One focus of the Stanislavski system is motivated action. In the mainstream of American actor training, this 
aspect of Stanislavski’s work is taught something like this: 

▪ In a given scene each character has an objective; whatever a character does to gain his or her objective is an 
action.  

▪ Rehearsal focuses on defining objectives, then exploring various strategies for gaining the objective by 
improvising a multiplicity of actions.  

▪ The actor's task in developing a role is to develop a throughline of actions motivated in this way, all 
orchestrated in pursuit of the character's super-objective, or most fundamental goal.  

 
One might of course look at many of the thematically significant moments in King Lear in terms of objectives 
and actions: why a character strips, refuses to see, plays the fool, tells the truth, etc. But a narrowly motivational 
approach may import generic psychological motivations into choices that are more fundamentally generated by 
the pressure of thematic energies – which, as we shall see, create a psychology specific to the world of the play.    
 
Nor does the analysis of characters in terms of a single super-objective do justice to the complexity of 
characters who embody multiple themes. The fact is that Stanislavski coined the word “super-objective” to 
refer to the playwright’s overall objective, what Stanislavski called the “ruling idea” of a play. His system is in this 
respect a thematic approach, but it is reductive to define what a play means in terms of a single issue. The 
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approach of Developing a Role assumes that a substantive play has a number of central themes, and it prompts 
actors to develop throughlines of acting choices that develop each theme.   
 
A throughline makes visible one of a play's abouts, and it does so in a manner which helps to tell the story: a 
throughline has a beginning, a middle (the mounting conflict of opposites), and an end, whether or not the 
issue is resolved.   
 
The acting moments which constitute a throughline may be verbal and/or physical:  

• how texts are voiced and shaped, 

• thematically significant movements and gestures and actions,  

• interactions with other characters,  

• reactions to events, 

• the expressive playing of circumstances,  

• what is written into a character's voice and body, 

• the spaces to which a character gravitates, 

• characteristic behaviors,  

• the embodiment of images in the text. 
 
Anything an actor can do may be part of a thematic throughline. And anything a character takes in and responds 
to – an event or something another character says or does – may contribute to a throughline. An actor does 
well to set aside a page in his or her journal for developing a working list of elements that might embody a 
theme.  
 
Throughlines consist, first and foremost, in realizing what in the script. It is a question of how to play what's 
there on the page so that the events are actually about what the play intends them to be about. Secondarily – and 
judiciously, in the spirit of collaboration – actions may be created by an actor and director as additional, fresh 
expressions of a play's themes. 
 
Some moments in a script clearly belong to a given throughline; others the actor must interpret and shape so as 
to contribute to one or another throughline. The actor’s goal is to understand a role from moment to moment, 
beginning to end, in terms of its several throughlines. Everything said and done should be expressive of what 
the play is about. If a choice made in rehearsal has nothing to do with a thematic throughline, it is extraneous 
and ought to be cut. This is a powerful way of thinking about and doing theater. It challenges actors and 
directors to create a universe in which everything has meaning in relation to the whole. It positions actors to 
tell a play's story by way of its throughlines, which are so many threads in the weave of the role.  
 
Note the metaphor. A thematically sensitive performance is like a woven fabric. Every thread is a throughline: a 
sequence of moments throughout the play which are about the same theme. It is not a machine weave, 
however, with all threads neatly parallel. The threads sometimes cross over each other; at such moments of 
intersection, what is said or done is expressive of more than one throughline. Such moments are especially 
resonant and complex; they tie the play's throughlines together and the cloth is stronger. 
 

 
 

 

There are moments in Hamlet that are about both madness and seeming – such as Hamlet's decision to put on 
an antic disposition. There are richly significant points in King Lear when the action is at once about stripping 
and madness and seeing: when, for example, Lear begins frantically to tear off his clothes in response to seeing 
Poor Tom's nakedness. When Lear finds Kent in the stocks and denies it by making jokes, he is refusing to see 
and playing the fool – and the Lear actor is playing two throughlines at once. Understanding such moments in 
terms of throughlines provides fresh perspectives and helps an actor to tie a play together. In working on the 
role of Babe in Beth Henley’s Crimes of the Heart, one actress discovered that the moment of shooting her 
husband was the climax of several throughlines she had been working on. With respect to what she called her 
detective/discovery throughline, for example, Babe shoots him because she finally figures out why her mother 
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committed suicide. Key moments are thematically rich, because two or more throughlines are in play at such a 
nexus. How the various throughlines relate to each other, how they fit together, is an understanding that grows 
during rehearsal. The better the play and the production, the tighter the weave. 
 
Developing a Role is a course in which actors create and shape each thematic thread separately, then weave 
them together at the end of the process. In this way they learn to make visible the design and structure of a 
play. In this context, actors cannot, of course, weave entire productions, but they can discover the essential 
pattern of their own roles within the fabric of the play. 
 
 

 

Vocabulary: role-through 

A “role-through” is the performance of the spine of a throughline, using moments from throughout the script, 
played in sequence. A full thematic throughline for a major role would of course entail a considerable number 
of moments. In class, a role-through will normally consist of 5-8 moments. A role-through is a nutshell 
performance of a role, with a focus on one theme. 
 
How much text should an actor use for each moment? It will vary. A throughline moment might be silent, it 
might involve a sentence or two, a few lines of dialogue (4 or 6 or 8 lines), a short speech or an excerpt from a 
longer speech. For role-through purposes, actors should use no more text than is necessary to capture where 
the character is at with respect to a particular theme at that point in the play. For a role-through, therefore, 
actors play a sequence of snippets.  
 
Each role-through should include at least one short speech (or excerpt of a longer speech) – about a 1/2 
minute – which provides an opportunity to act the theme. The speech may or may not articulate the theme, but 
how the text is played should make the theme visible in what is done as well as in what is said. It may be that 
different sections of a single speech are developed in connection with different themes.   
 
For students at Emory University, where this thematic approach, first taught in private workshops, became a 
Theater Studies elective, speeches are an opportunity to revisit and exercise the tools learned in Acting Narrative 
Speeches, which is available on Academia.edu. Various tools in that book apply to every sort of speech, and a 
narrative sensibility, in combination with a systematic approach to layering together opposing energies, is 
essential to developing a coherent story about a character’s inner conflicts with respect to the themes of a play.  
 
Performing in class 

Everything should be carefully scored – subject, of course, to revision. The point of each exercise is to learn 
how to craft stage-worthy throughline moments – to make theater out of themes. 
 
Actors need to be off book so that they are free to act, though they can refer to an outline of the role-through 
as they proceed from moment to moment. 
 
Actors must focus on actions so as to avoid acting adjectives and indicating emotional states. An actor wants 
not to show shy but to develop shy actions; not to indicate cowardly but to make cowardly choices; not to sign a 
theme but to embody it in word and deed. A character is (in part) each theme. 
 
All moments must be organic, believable behaviors within the style of the material and the imagined 
production. This means that in a realistic play, for example, nothing must destroy the illusion that this is real 
life. Actors can do most anything in realism, but it is necessary to justify behavior as credible in the 
circumstances. One can certainly push the envelope, in search of a heightened or extended realism, but one 
needs to craft such work very carefully, so that the acting does not call attention to itself or distract the 
audience from the events of the play.  
 
A throughline enacts one thread of the play and is in fact one version of the play. It should have its own shape. 
An actor presenting a throughline should, after stating clearly and succinctly what s/he is working on, 
efficiently move from one moment to the next, giving shape to the whole sequence: each moment is relative to 
the last and to the next and to the whole. A role-through should not be a flat succession of moments of the 
same intensity. A role-through needs to have a beginning, middle, and end, so that each moment builds on the 
last and leads to the next. Where does the character start with respect to this throughline, where does s/he end, 

https://emory.academia.edu/TimMcDonough
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and what are the relative highs and lows, the twists and turns, in-between? Are there turning points? How do 
moments in the throughline accumulate? Do moments build so that the throughline has a climax?  
 
What shape results from the conflict between opposing thematic energies? Inner conflict, as well as conflict 
between characters, should give a throughline a good deal of its shape. Does the conflict get resolved? At the 
outset of Developing a Role, actors are asked to create a throughline for what they perceive to be the central 
theme, then a throughline of opposite moments for that same theme. Thereafter, role-throughs include both 
opposites for a given theme. 
 
It is important for an actor to stay inside a role-through so s/he can sense how the throughline defines where 
the character is at from moment to moment. Actors should set up their work so as to avoid distracting 
themselves as they feel their way through a character’s conflicted journey. The goal is to live through the 
transitions from one moment to the next. Even though a role-through’s sequence of moments leap from scene 
to scene, it is often possible to play successive moments in an organic flow, as if they followed on each other. 
This process can reveal how events and choices and energies carry a character from this scene to a later one. 
 
Vocabulary: posting 

Before the course is underway, students are encouraged to communicate with one another about plays of 
interest to them and about partnering to work together on a pair (or triad) of roles, but actors may also work 
on a role without a partner. If a student is working solo, how is s/he to handle dialogue exchanges and 
relationship moments, and how can partners play actions with characters not available to them? A course such 
as this needs a way of dealing with interactive moments. The solution is to ask the whole class to serve as an 
ensemble and to step into each other’s throughlines as needed.  
 
In Developing a Role, an actor can ask a classmate to post – that is, to stand in for a character for one or more 
moments, so that s/he can play an exchange. The person who is posting may simply receive an action that an 
actor needs to play as part of a throughline, or the actor might give that person an action to play so that s/he 
can receive it. The person posting is not a co-initiator – unless asked to improvise along carefully specified 
lines. The need to be specific and concrete in situating those who post helps an actor to be clear about what 
s/he is working on, because the actor needs to direct those posting with care, so that they perform precisely 
what s/he imagines might happen in the production for which the role is being developed. 
 
When posting involves text, actors come to class with a photocopy of it for the other actor – either a separate 
sheet or an additional copy of the texts gathered for that role-through (a script which is also handed in). At the 
beginning of every class, actors have 12-15 minutes to negotiate posting for that day.  
 
Those who post may read dialogue from a staged position, or perhaps memorize a line or two if they need to 
be free of text. In general, actors in Developing a Role minimalize the demands they make on others so as to 
avoid making unreasonable requests. 
 
It is sometimes the case that another actor in class will take on the posting of a character on a regular basis, so 
that this role becomes an additional, secondary focus.  
 
Since scripts are often in hand, actors are encouraged to find ways to deal with them so as to minimalize 
distraction. The text can be placed on a music stand, or (given the scenic arrangement) on a desk or table or the 
pillow of a bed, so that it tends to disappear. Working in this way makes it easier to shape a role presentation at 
the end of the process. 
 
Vocabulary: role presentation  

Twice during the semester, students gather their work together in light of what they have progressively learned 
about their roles for a public performance event called a role presentation. It is useful to outline the possibilities 
for this assignment at the outset, so that actors know where they are headed. 
 
This presentation is an actor’s final exercise with respect to understanding and acting the spine of a role. It 
integrates the various throughlines developed and orchestrates them so that the whole has a beginning, middle, 
and end.  
 
For the majority of actors, role presentations follow the sequence of events in the play, with the stages of the 
role structured so as to make visible how it might be played in a full production. This sort of role presentation 
maps a character's journey through the play; it focuses on how the throughlines tell the story and shape the 
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spine of the role. Actors are free to open up this format by using non-chronological devices which help to 
ground them – and their audience – in the central issues. For example: 
• prefacing the piece with a flash forward; 
• ending with a flashback; 
• returning repeatedly to a central moment or image between installments of the role as it develops in the 

play; 
• cutting back and forth between scenes so that the conflict between opposed energies is clarified; 
• juxtaposing interactions with other characters so that the interplay of several relationships is revealed. 
 
There are other approaches to putting together a role presentation. While the goal is still to play the essence of 
the role, it may be that excerpts which follow the play's chronology do not get at the heart of the matter so well 
as another format. An actor might:  
• create a sequence in which something other than the plot suggest the order of events and how s/he segues 

from one moment to the next; 
• perform 2-3 radically different versions of the role; 
• present several throughlines in order, one after the other; 
• set up “stations” – mini-sets or environments identified with different themes – throughout the 

performance space, that enable a character to journey back and forth from one to another theme as pieces 
of material are played; 

• create a “response” to the role – a theatrical composition generated by images, motifs, the interaction of 
throughlines, the actor’s personal investment in the issues, etc.; 

• deconstruct the role à la Charles Marowitz, with a focus on clarifying central issues – and underlying 
themes culturally embedded in the play – by a radical rearrangement of the material. 

 
Aspects of several of these approaches might be combined, of course, and still other formats might be 
invented. Actors have considerable latitude in shaping their role presentations. Playing throughlines so as to 
capture the essential content and shape of a role should remain the primary tool. Whatever shape a 
presentation takes, whatever style is evolved, the goal is to act the themes and to map a way to act the spine of 
the full role. The role presentation is a performance piece on its own terms, but creating it should not distract 
an actor from the thematic issues. Its form should help to focus the central task. 
 
It is quite possible that an actor won't know until the end of his or her process how to shape the role 
presentation. But actors are advised to set aside a page their journals for notes along the way about ideas for 
shaping or staging the final exercise. 
 
Some guidelines: 
• A presentation should have a striking beginning and a final freeze-frame snapshot. 
• The title of a role presentation is the name of the character.  
• Role presentations should run in the 8-12 (solo) or 14-18 (paired) minute range. Actors must curb the 

temptation to do too much material. What is essential to playing the spine of the role? 
 
Casting a role presentation 

With respect to the involvement of others in a role presentation, the options are:  
• a solo or paired performance that does not involve others;  
• lines are read in by actors who are in fixed positions, perhaps at music stands;  
• other characters are staged in emblematic images, toward which the central actor(s) might travel at will; 
• one other actor plays all the other characters needed, a familiar convention in contemporary theater; 
• two or more other actors play other characters deemed necessary to fleshing out the issues of the play.  
 
It would be unreasonable, certainly, for an actor to expect everyone else in the class to play a part in his or her 
project; and, given that all have their own projects to develop, it is best not to involve an actor in multiple 
major supporting responsibilities. It is sometimes useful for actors to form alliances with one or two classmates 
so as to assist in each other’s presentations. 
 
Actors should make minimal memorization and rehearsal demands on the rest of the class. It is reasonable to 
ask other actors to be off book for short bits, but it is up to those who are assisting whether they can manage 
more than a few lines of memorizing. Actors should assume that others in a presentation will be on book 
unless they are willing to memorize and are interested in the opportunity to act in a presentation in a fuller way. 
It is sometimes the case that an actor chooses to take on a substantial role in another’s project because the 
material is of interest or the pairing is attractive, and the acting in such supporting roles has often been quite 
good – even surprisingly good. But in general, everyone must be responsible about not getting overextended by 
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becoming involved in too many role presentations. Actors must pick and choose carefully what they want to 
work on. No one should feel rejected or rebuffed because another actor says no.  
 
Set design and production values 

Set elements should be one of the elements explored as actors work on their roles, and it is useful to use the 
available space as flexibly as possible. Actors are encouraged to think in terms of minimal production values, 
employing the blocks and platforms and standard furnishings available to them.  
 
In terms of space, actors might think in terms of: 
• a minimalist set (whether a unit set or several separate spaces);  
• an imagistic environment which is more about the interior landscape of the role than about the actual 

setting of the play;  
• conventions adapted from staged readings – e.g., a semi-circle or other configuration of characters, staged 

or simply at music stands. 
The physical set-up should facilitate the flow of the piece, not impede it. Clunky set changes should be avoided. 
If something must be moved, this should happen as part of the dramatic action. 
  
Offstage entrances and exits are generally not useful for role presentations. Other characters might be in place 
throughout one's piece, or might come on from neutral perimeter positions. Conventions created for the 
course may be useful – e.g., having dialogue read in from an audience position. 
 
If others in your presentation are on book, consider how the setting might take care of script so that it is not in 
the way of performance. It is possible to minimize its presence, even hide it, by placing it on the set; script may 
be integrated into the staging (inside a book or on a clipboard that is part of a scene); the presence of script 
may be formalized (music stands, binders, etc.) 
 
There is the option of music played through a room system, if available, or via a portable speaker. 
 
If lighting is available, a few lighting looks may be useful to playing significant moments. But transitions 
should depend mostly on how the actor goes from one section to the next, since the piece is largely about a 
character's journey. Blackouts are not at all needed; there are more interesting and revealing ways to segue from 
one moment or scene to another. 
 
The props used should be carefully selected and invested with significance so that they too are part of how the 
play is thematically understood. If a character is reading, what is the material and what is its thematic 
significance, even if the audience is unaware? What associations are attached to each object, what issues are 
awakened and made visible?  
 
Costuming, from the actor’s own wardrobe, should be emblematic; a few additions or subtractions or 
adjustments are generally all that is needed.  
 
Taking a developmental approach 

The essential business of this course is the development of conflicted throughlines. Shaped with the help of 
discoveries made in exercises useful in structuring a role, these thematically inspired threads are what actors 
weave together in their role presentations. 
 
Actors must stay flexible during this process, just as they would in rehearsal: themes unfold, evolve, change 
emphasis; some grow in relative importance; some reveal connections with other themes or coalesce (a good 
development); some wither away. Actors must cultivate an open, patient, searching, inclusive approach. 
 
Keeping a journal 

Actors are asked to keep a journal for each role. It's a place to think. It's also a place to: 
 
• Make lists. 

List-making is a creative tool. An actor might create lists as a means to improvise possibilities, pursue 
impulses and intuitions, and expand on new ideas. Lists can imagine moments to flesh out a 
throughline, create a motif, and extend a metaphor by articulating its implications for action. A Lear 
actor, for example, might make lists in search of ways to make visible Lear’s blindness and to imagine 
actions for the clothing /stripping throughline. While working on Weston in a production of Sam 
Shepard's Curse of the Starving Class, an actor became interested in creating a baseball motif as a 
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vocabulary for playing both solo and interactive moments. Making a list of baseball actions suggested 
several bold choices: hitting a series of artichokes into an open frig with a broom, playing an image of 
sliding into home plate at the end of a speech about going broke, etc. Baseball was a subset of a sports 
and competition throughline important to the father-son relationship in this production. 

• Make connections.  
Actors can draw two-way arrows between themes, moments, texts, events, images, etc., so as to 
connect disparate elements in a play. 

• Do written exercises and explorations. 
In a journal actors may: 
o outline events and moments in a character or relationship biography,  
o imagine the details of off-stage events,  
o flesh out interim periods when a play jumps time,  
o develop images and metaphors for a role and think about how to play them, 
o reflect more broadly and deeply on what the material is about. 

• Record: 
o research, 
o dreams related to the role,  
o  “serendipitous” connections. 

When an actor is seriously at work on a role, selective attention makes the world rife with 
relevant information. All sorts of playable actions and energies may be discovered in 
everyday encounters and observations, “unrelated” reading, conversations, visuals (from the 
news, magazines, art works, snapshots, found objects), music on the radio, etc. 

• Evaluate and plan process.  
Actors can use the journal to: 
o look back and take stock of their work to date,  
o re-contact what they have lost touch with, 
o make rehearsal notes,  
o set goals, 
o outline agendas for future work. 

 Each actor can design his or her own format for the journal, but it should be organized in sections so 
that materials can be found.  
 
Some Principles of Role Development 

Shape the story of your character’s journey so that it is about the throughlines. Play the throughlines, not the 
plot. 
 
Aim to understand every moment of the play in terms of your throughlines. 
 
Artistic process is like scientific method in this respect: a hypothesis (this play is about X, for example) leads to 
the development of concrete actions, often with unexpected results – which may lead one to amend the 
statement of a theme, or even suggest a new theme. Keep a dialogue going between your understanding of the 
role and your rehearsal process and performance experience, between your themes and your acting. 
 
Really listen as you talk to yourself about your character: what you hear may suggest the refinement of a theme, 
another approach to realizing a throughline, a new action or image. 
 
Questions, mysteries, confusions and conflicts are more valuable than answers. 
 
It is later on in the process that one begins to see the tapestry of throughlines as a whole. 
 
If it happened truthfully once, it may happen on more occasions – in the same way, or by way of variations on 
a theme. Extrapolate from key events and strikingly evocative, defining actions an essence that you may reprise 
at other moments in the script. In Shepard's Curse of the Starving Class, for example, Wesley pisses on the charts 
his sister has made for her 4-H project. Does this suggest a pattern? How many variations might you improvise 
on this action? 
  
Your character should never be on top of it: that’s boring and undramatic. Keep your character conflicted and 
off balance. 
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Internalize how others in the play perceive your character as a source of inner conflict. E.g., St. Joan might 
internalize how others doubt her, and this will shake her own conviction; she will then have to fight the feeling 
that she is as incapable as others see her. 
  
Playwrights, directors, and actors invent psychologies for characters that embody the conflicts of a play. A 
character’s psychology should be thematic and play-specific. Work toward a psychology of your characters, not 
from imported notions of what puts them in conflict with others and with themselves. 
 
 

 

 

Commitment and synergy: advice for students of Developing a Role 

Imagining an actor's life that is not busy with other things besides developing the role at hand is a pipe dream. 
Those who don't make their living at performing do this, that and the other to support themselves; those who do 
act for a living are auditioning, juggling different gigs, preparing for upcoming projects, etc. So the fact that all 
of you will be busy with other activities and responsibilities as you work on your roles is the usual case.  
 
Some of you will be working on other roles, other projects at the same time. You can view this as a problem, 
but many actors would kill to have such a problem, and you're probably not cut out for a conventional career if 
you can't deal with more than one role at a time.  
 
It would be better to think of the split focus as a virtue. For one thing one can find relief from each role in the 
other. This is not simply a question of escaping pressures. Turning to another project (be it rehearsing a 
different role or writing a paper or directing something) allows a role to simmer on the back burner. A lot of 
preconscious problem-solving and synthesizing goes on while one is “not thinking” about a question. 
 
Rehearsal goes best when one is “in shape” as an actor, and multiple rehearsals (if one is not overextended) can 
strengthen performance muscle. If Rehearsal A puts you in a creative, exploratory state, you may well come 
into Rehearsal B stimulated and well warmed up. Working well in classes should help you rehearse well, and 
vice-versa. That is synergy: the two activities can actually feed each other. It is not as though we have a finite 
amount of creative energy. 
 
What you get excited about or discover in one role may stimulate you in another. You might realize, for 
example, that what you are working on in one role suggests something you could do with your other role; or 
that an issue for this character is in the other play as well; or this sort of expansive movement or a contrasting 
kind of interaction would really help me in that other play. 
 
Occasionally two roles develop a substantive relationship with each other. Perhaps the characters are cousins or 
alternative selves that throw light on each other; it may be that they are opposites and that this helps you make 
them more fully distinct. Dimensions of one role may add an interesting edge to the other. It can be expansive 
and clarifying to go back and forth between plays that present conflicting world views. Work on one play can 
sometimes prepare you to enter the world of the other, even if the landscape is radically different. All that is 
synergistic interaction.  
 
The same sort of synergy can happen with all sorts of other activities. 
 
In any case, you won't be successful in the two roles that you will undertake if you're half-hearted or neglectful 
or strictly a part-timer. You must make a genuine commitment to your work. While you will not be called to 
rehearsal for hours a day, you do have five to six weeks for the role to gestate, and you should be mindful every 
day of what you are working on.  
 
You should set aside regular times to rehearse on your own – several sessions between classes – so that your 
work accumulates and grows. Try to safeguard your rehearsal time: if something else comes up at the same 
time, that should be seen as a conflict. You must give to each of your projects the same sort of energetic 
concentration that you would if you were actually cast in the role. 
 
Correction: you are cast in the role. 
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