Theatre Terms  – Mr. Davis


Mugging – Overacting.  Usually mugging is considered to be negative, done because the actor is unwilling or unable to commit to the emotion required by the part (example:  Fake crying instead of real crying).  Mugging can be a good choice when used in comedy where real tears or laughter might not be appropriate.  Jim Carey very often Mugs in his movies.

Improv or Improvisation – Most often people will use the shorthand version of this word “improv”.  An Improv is when the actor or actors onstage make things up as they go along.  

Stage Directions – Stage Directions are the areas of the stage.  Upstage, downstage, stage right, stage left, etc.  The key to knowing stage directions is to knowing where the audience in a theatre is.  Once you know where the audience is you know that the part of the stage farthest from them is the Upstage end of the stage, and closest to them is the downstage end of the stage.   

An easy way to remember right and left is that it is always from the actors’ point of view when standing onstage and looking out at the audience.  The only remaining trick to keep in mind is that they change terms when in the center area of the stage, so instead of being “center right” it is “Stage right”.  

There are also shorthand ways of writing stage direction so they take less time to write and less space in a script.  The shorthand is to simply write the stage direction as two capital letters.  For example; “Stage Right” would be written SR.  Below are the stage directions and their abbreviations.

Downstage Left = 

DL
Downstage Center = 
DC Downstage Right =
DR Stage Left = 


SL
Center Stage =

CS  Stage Right =

SR Upstage Left = 

UL 
Upstage Center = 

UC Upstage Right =

UR

Blocking – Blocking is an important term and must be differentiated from Stage Directions.  Blocking is when the director tells an actor or actors where to move onstage.  A stage direction is simply the area of the stage, blocking would involve any movement from one area to another.  Often, the first few rehearsals of a play are Blocking rehearsals where the individual scenes and acts are blocked for movement by the director.  The actors write this blocking in their script (in pencil because it often changes) as the director gives it to them, and the stage manager for the show writes it in the prompt script as well.  

Cross – Is a blocking term used to indicate movement.  Cross is a neutral term; it stands in for such words as “run” or “walk”.  The advantage of it being neutral is that it leaves open the chance for an actor to interpret their own part and make those decisions such as whether they will run or walk.  It is also easier to write and thus keeps blocking rehearsals flowing.  In fact, when an actor or stage manager writes the term “cross” in their script – they record it simply as an “X”.  So, if a director tells Mary in a blocking rehearsal “Mary, Enter upstage right and cross to the phone downstage left” Mary would write that in her script as “UR x DL phone”.  

Upstaging – There are several types of upstaging; the most common is when actors upstage themselves by turning their body more upstage than downstage.  This hides their face from the audience and undercuts their ability to communicate with the audience.  An actor may also upstage another actor by forcing that actor to turn upstage to converse with them or by being distracting during another actors performance thus drawing attention to themselves.  Upstaging is almost always considered bad.  It can be positive however if a director blocks it so as to give focus or importance to another character onstage.

Cheat out – This term is related to upstaging.  If an actor is upstaging themselves the director might tell them to cheat out – meaning to turn more downstage and let the audience see them more.  A simple and common way to do this is to move your downstage leg open to a point where the toe points at the audience.

Diaphragm – The diaphragm is a cup or bowl shaped muscle that cuts across the body under the lungs.  When we breathe diaphragmatically, the muscle inverts and pushes down sweeping the internal organs such as the intestines out of the way.  The lungs then drop down into this space to their full capacity and fill with air.  Diaphragmatic breathing the natural way to breathe, when you sleep at night you breathe from the diaphragm.  It is used by actors and singers to support their voice and fill a space with sound without hurting or straining the throat.

Project -  To project is to use the diaphragm to support your voice and fill a space with sound.  Actors must project to be heard at the back of the theatre.

Union – an organization of workers formed for the purpose of advancing its members' interests in respect to wages, benefits, and working conditions.  

SAG or the Screen Actor’s Guild – SAG is the union that represents actors who work in film or television.  

Web Site: http://sag.org/
AEA or Actor’s Equity Association – The AEA or “Equity” as it is more commonly know as, is the union that represents actors who work on the stage.

Web site: http://www.actorsequity.org/
IPC or Immediate Preceding Circumstances – IPC is whatever has happened to your character right before they come onstage.  If your character is coming in from a rainstorm they will enter a room differently than if they are coming in from a sunny pleasant day.  Similarly, if they have just been in an argument they will enter differently than if they have just won the lottery.  Acting begins offstage and it starts with the IPC for your character.

Given Circumstances – This is one of the most important terms we will cover.  Given Circumstances are anything the author of the play tells you about your character.  Any fact about the character that is given either in the character description or during the course of the play is a given circumstance.  The given circumstances are the blueprint for acting the character and are the first thing an actor looks for. 

Spike or Spike Mark – A spike is the same exact thing as a “mark” or “spike mark”.  It is a piece of colored tape on the stage floor that tells an actor where to stand or place a piece of furniture.  

Sympathy – is when you feel for a character.

Empathy – is when you feel with a character.  Empathy is much stronger than sympathy and is what every actor must feel for the character they play, and what they want the audience to feel for them.

Fourth wall – Is the imaginary wall the actor creates in their mind that separates them from the audience.  

Accept and Build - This term represents the key to successful improvisation.  The idea is that you must accept whatever your partner says and build off it. No matter what.

Conflict – The center of all entertainment.  Conflict is what makes a book, play, TV show, comic book, or movie interesting.  Conflict is the struggle between to opposing forces, most commonly, two people whose needs and desires bring them into conflict.

Dramatic Structure – First written down by Aristotle in his work the Poetics, dramatic structure identifies the common elements of drama and comedy that seem to be essential to keep the interest and attention of an audience.  Dramatic structure is what unifies all the great works of literature and theatre, film and television.  The main points of dramatic structure follow below.

Plot – Plot is the spine of a play, and is made up of all the essential character actions or incidents.  The significant events, the confrontations between characters, the changes in situations, and the outcome of the various actions contribute to the development of the plot.

Protagonist – The leading or main character.

Antagonist – The character that opposes the main the main character – often, but not always the villain.  An antagonist is defined in the dictionary as: one that opposes another, an adversary or opponent.

Hero – Often the hero is the protagonist, but it could be the antagonist.  The hero is the character in the play that changes the most.  Since most protagonists struggle – and grow and learn from that struggle, they are often the hero, but an antagonist who finds redemption or changes their ways could be argued to be the true hero of a piece, and a minor or supporting character could also change the most and thus be the hero.

Exposition (Introduction) – The first step of dramatic structure.  The exposition is the explanation of who the characters are and what the situation is.  Since most plays start in a state of crisis or chaos (i.e. before the play opens several events have been taking place, most of them involving conflict, and the play will begin at the convergence of these conflicts) the audience needs information.  They need some or all of the big five questions answered – who, what, where, when, why.  The exposition is the beginning of the play where all this is accomplished – often it is the first act of a play.

Rising Action (Crisis) – The next step of dramatic structure is rising action.  The stakes keep raising, the conflict intensifies, the protagonist and antagonist struggle against each other, the emotions intensify.  Some artists will divide this section into three parts – Crisis, Stronger Crisis, Strongest Crisis.  This allows them to analyze the play in more detail, but essentially in most plays you can keep sub-dividing the rising action into an insane amount of parts (anyone for “really really really strong crisis”?).  Three or four sections seem to be enough to really understand the play.

Climax – All of this rising action culminates in the climax or denouement (pronounced: Day-Nu-Ma).  This is the most intense moment in the play, the biggest event, and the culmination of all that has gone before.  What the whole play builds to.  The Climax may in fact be where the play ends.

Anti-Climax – If the climax is not the end of the play, then the rest of the play after is called the anti-climax.  This is usually where all the loose ends are wrapped up or the moral of the story is explained.  Not all plays have an anti-climax.  



