Expressive Skills and Realism


Style

Style in drama refers to the manner in which a theatre piece is performed. It is the how of drama. For example 'how shall we perform this play script?'. Style is variously referred to in drama as 'theatre style', performance style' or 'theatrical style'.

Realism

Without giving it a second thought, you may already have been acting mostly in the style of realism without knowing it. It is only now that we are labelling some of your performances with a particular style and focusing on including all the necessary performance ingredients that are associated with that style.

At the heart of all drama is the need for acting to be believable. It is a strange concept, but an audience initially sits down before a theatre performance not believing. They have arrived at the theatre that evening from a busy day at the office and know full well they will soon be watching a group of actors perform a play. We are going to call the fact they begin by not really believing in the drama, as 'disbelief'. It is then the actors' job to make the acting so realistic that it forces the audience to hold off their disbelief and start believing in the stage action, as if it were a real life drama happening before their very eyes. 

If the audience forgets they are sitting in the theatre while watching a play (or in our case, the drama classroom), then the actors have successfully made the audience 'suspend their disbelief', and are therefore performing a totally convincing and believable play. If a drama performance is believable, then it is almost certainly realistic and therefore performed in the style of realism. If an actor does not fully believe in his or her character they are portraying, then the audience will feel cheated. They will instantly see acting that is not convincing. If an actor does not believe in his or her role, then why should the audience?

Here is a list of some of the common ingredients essential to all realistic performances. You should carefully consider each of one of them, including them in your drama performances in class. It may prove worthwhile discussing your performance and receiving constructive critical feedback from other classmates:

· little or no backs to the audience, unless stylised and briefly used for effect

· loud vocal projection (louder than normal everyday conversation level)

· appropriate stance and stage movements for the character being portrayed (remember, a young child may crawl, but an old man will walk slowly)

· small gestures that add a convincing 'extra touch' to the character (also making this character unique from others on the stage in the drama)

· suitable facial expressions at particular moments in the drama

· stage movement that occurs naturally, usually based on certain lines

· realistic props, costumes, lighting and sets

If performing in the style of realism, then your 'level' of acting must be at a certain point to begin with. It is slightly exaggerated (heightened) because if you spoke at exactly the same volume as you would in a particular situation in everyday life, then the audience may not hear you. You have to be aware of the presence of the audience and yet ignore them at the same time. However, if you over-act in a drama performance (easily done accidentally) it may border on being melodramatic. This style of acting is 'over the top', like that of a daytime TV soapie and is not realistic. On the other hand, if you 'under-act' (understate) your role, it may not be enhanced enough to satisfy the basic level needed and it too may not be a realistic character portrayal. An actor, with the guidance of a teacher or director, must find exactly the right balance (level).

A basic tip for when to move on the stage is this: an actor moves on motivation. When the spoken lines and situation in a scene ask for something, then it may be an appropriate time for a character to get off a chair or storm out of the room etc. The actor must ask him/herself 'when would my character be naturally motivated to move?’. Stage action (movements, facial expressions and gestures) come from within the actor, naturally pushing themselves outward. So, stay true to your character's lines and it is in the script that you will ‘see’ when to move on stage or what to do? Realistic stage movement is basically an attempt to physically illustrate a character's lines.

Always remember that much of acting is really re-acting. Characters are rarely on the stage on their own, so most of what a character does is a reaction to another character's spoken lines or actions. It takes two to tango.

Expressive Skills 

When acting in the style of realism, focus closely on appropriately using the actor's four expressive skills:

· voice

· movement

· facial expressions

· gesture (small movements)

Vocals skills can include the use of pitch (high or low), pace (fast or slow), projection (loud of soft), tone and diction / articulation (speaking clearly so the actor may be understood by the audience). Emphasising particular words over others in spoken lines also creates the correct (intended) meaning. Actors refer to emphasis as ‘stressing’ certain words, normally underlined by the actor on the script, itself.

Large movements involve various parts of the actor’s body. Movement on the stage can occur when the actor is not speaking at all or during regular conversation. Although we take movement for granted every day, actors must take particular care with their movements, as every move, no matter how small, must be calculated and deliberate as it communicates non-verbal meaning to the audience about the character and plot.

Facial expressions occur as a result of small muscle movements in the face and are crucial for the actor. While we must always be aware that the face is the most expressive part of the body, we must also ensure we act with our entire body, not just our heads. Facial expressions must come naturally or they will look artificial if overdone and ineffective if underdone.

Gestures are small movements by the actor. These may involve the use of the hands, feet, arms or legs. Gestures can include pointing a finger at another character, waving, stroking your fingers through your hair, scratching an ear etc. Effective use of gesture often marks an average actor from a powerful one, as sometimes it is the subtleties in acting that make the difference in character believability.
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