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Charlie Sandlan (00:03):
I've been training actors now for almost 20 years, and if I had to pick the one area, the one topic that actors struggle with the most, that can be the most elusive, the most challenging, the scariest part of the craft, it's emotion. How do you handle it? How do you use it? How do you access it inside of yourself? How do you function from your joy, your grief, rage, shame, embarrassment, humiliation? How do you allow it to ebb and flow through you without pushing? It's a big deal.
Charlie Sandlan (00:45):
The only time as an actor that you can really control your emotional life is what you do off camera, off stage, in order to relate to the previous circumstance. It's called emotional preparation. There's a way to do it, there is a technique that will allow you to be able to harness your ability to daydream and fantasize to your craft as an actor, and today that's what I'm going to talk to you about my friends, how do you emotionally prepare? So put the phone back in your pocket. Creating Behavior starts now.
Charlie Sandlan (01:22):
(singing).
Charlie Sandlan (01:44):
Well hello my fellow daydreamers. We're going to get right to it today, all right? No fucking around. Emotional preparation. It is a big part of acting. What is it? The simplest explanation, it's what an actor does to prepare off stage to relate to a given circumstance, self induced emotion really is what I'm talking about. Now, when you read a scene, you get a piece of material, it is just assumed, it's a given that you're coming from some place, you don't just show up out of nowhere. Something's happened to you that has propelled you into the scene. You're coming from some place.
Charlie Sandlan (02:33):
If I am in the living room having a party with my close friends and the phone rings in the kitchen, I go offstage, or off camera, and in the kitchen I get a phone call that says that my wife has been killed in a car accident, and I come back into the living room, I better be emotionally related in some way to what I just found out. That's emotional preparation. If an audience believes the emotional life of the actor, they're going to believe the circumstance, right? You guys know that, that's self explanatory. It is a very sensitive area in acting, as we're talking about altering your emotional life.
Charlie Sandlan (03:25):
Now, in acting there are a few ways that you can come to life, emotionally, and I use the term come to life because it just sounds good and it makes sense to me. The first way that you can alter yourself emotionally is by actually listening and taking in working off another human being. If you're able to be permeated, played upon, changed, in the contact you can come to life, right? That's obvious. The second way that you can come to life emotionally is by really doing. If what you're doing is important, if it has meaning, and you're really trying to achieve something, it's going to change you, depending on the scene and circumstance. And the third way is emotional preparation.
Charlie Sandlan (04:14):
Now, let's talk a little bit about the nervous system. Our body does not know the difference between fantasy and reality. We daydream all the time in life, and you guys know this, if you have a very vivid personal daydream, it can change you. It can change you emotionally. It will change you physically. It's something that we do that's spontaneous. We don't control them. And Freud said that we daydream in order to shape reality in a way that's more favorable to the ego, and our daydreams are potent. I call it the daydream condition. Have you ever been sitting in the subway, driving a car, you're lost in a daydream and the next thing you know you missed your stop, you missed your exit? How many times were you sitting in that classroom and the teacher said, "Oh, hey, can you join us please? Where are you? Back in the classroom here." You're off thinking about what you're going to do this weekend.
Charlie Sandlan (05:21):
So daydreaming is something that we already know how to do. We're really good at it. Now the simplest explanation on the daydream and it's potency is the sexual daydream, which okay, I don't need to get into the details about that, but you guys know, a pretty specific sexual daydream is going to change you. Something's going to happen to you. They're vivid. And there's always a departure point. There's usually something that happens that will trigger a daydream in you. And we daydream about things that have real meaning to us, the things that are important to us, those things that are attractive to the primitive unconscious. Now, if you can harness that to your craft as an actor, then you've got something.
Charlie Sandlan (06:14):
Have you ever been, and I do this all the time, I'll be standing in Whole Foods and I'll hear some song being played in the store, and let's say it's a sappy kind of sentimental song, the next thing I know, there I am at my father's funeral, and I'm singing that song to hundreds and hundreds of people that are gathered to pay tribute to him and of course my voice sounds incredible and I look out and everybody is just weeping and looking at me with just awe and admiration, and tears running down my face, and the next thing I know, the lady behind me is like, "Hey, come on. You're up, let's go." Like oh, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I was daydreaming."
Charlie Sandlan (07:02):
If you're an actor, you do it all the time, right? So the primitive unconscious, Freud said that we really daydream about two things, ego and sex. They're very primitive and they're very private. Those daydreams, we don't walk around sharing those, right? When's the last time you were out with friends and said, "Hey, oh god, you guys, listen to this. I had this daydream this afternoon." We don't talk about them. Not like our night dreams. Our night dreams, listen, we have no problem talking about it. My wife, Trish, jesus, she'll talk about every single dream she has, and she talks to me as if I'm waiting to find out about them. So I sit, I listen, I nod by head, and she goes on and on in excruciating detail about her dreams, her night dreams.
Charlie Sandlan (08:04):
You see, we have no problem talking about those because we're not in control of them. We're at the mercy of whatever our mind is doing to us when we sleep. Now the daydream, that's within our self control and that's why we keep them to ourselves. Now your primitive unconscious is formed around the age of, I don't know, two, three years old. Up until that time, if you ever lived with children, it's all about wants. Primal wants. Food, warmth, love, affection, it's all out there. There's no subconscious.
Charlie Sandlan (08:49):
Now, when your two year old, your three year old, starts to develop one, it's not the most sophisticated, and oftentimes they'll say what's on their mind, and when your ego has been slapped in the face a little bit, the only thing that is going to suffice is utter annihilation, especially when your ego feels rejected. I remember hanging out, I was with one of my good friends, he had a two year old kid and they had a new baby. So I was over visiting to see the newborn, and everybody was fawning over him and he had all the attention. And Peter, the young kid, he was standing there staring at his little brother and he started just pointing at him and he would say, "Garbage. Garbage." We're like, what? What is he saying? "Garbage. That needs to go in the garbage." He wanted to throw his little baby brother in the garbage. And the reason why he wanted to do that is because he was no longer the center of attention. His ego has been bruised, and so the only thing to do to solve that would be to destroy the source of the rejection.
Charlie Sandlan (10:20):
Now, to get back to daydreams, we only daydream about things that have real meaning to us, which means there's a well of material inside of you. And daydreams are always fresh. Go back to the sexual daydream. You'll use a good one until it dries up on you, and then you'll go onto something else, somebody else, right? There's always something else that you can turn to, and this comes out of your life experience, and it's going to dictate to you what's important or not. And all of us have these thematic or chords inside of us, these overriding life issues that can bring you to life, if you craft around them, whether it's rejection, abandonment, injustice. So it's good to know what yours is as an actor, because you can use it.
Charlie Sandlan (11:17):
Now, because daydreams are secret, because they're private, we don't restrict ourselves. We don't edit them. We do things in our daydreams that we would never, ever fucking do in life. Ever. We kill, mutilate, we prostitute ourselves, you know? They're healthy ventilators for our unconscious, and there are good ones, there are bad ones, I mean, shit, how many times have you been in your bedroom listening to some really great music and the next thing you know, there you are in the middle of Madison Square Garden with 20,000 people screaming your name and you're on top of the world and you are doing things in your bedroom, behaving in a way that if anybody saw, they would laugh their ass off, right? We all have those.
Charlie Sandlan (12:10):
Now, if you can harness that, your ability to alter your inner life, to your craft as an actor, then you've got a process. You've got a way of working that's going to really help you. So what I'm talking about here is developing your ability to daydream at will, to be able to steer them without controlling them, so that you alter your inner life, so that you can trigger them at will. That means you've got to really know yourself and you've got to know the material that reaches down inside of you and brings you to life.
Charlie Sandlan (12:46):
Now, this is where Strasberg and Meisner really kind of diverged. Strasberg was all about sense memory, emotional recall, going into your past, using the actual shit that's happened to you in life and using that to manipulate and alter yourself. Meisner thought that was bullshit. Didn't think it was healthy. And so he just thought the power of the imagination was a far more creative and a far more fertile area for an actor to mine. So how do you do it? Well, let's talk through it, all right?
Charlie Sandlan (13:28):
The first question you've got to as yourself every time you get a piece of material is what's the previous circumstance? This is fundamental, 101, basic acting. So let's say I'm doing a film where I'm the owner of a hardware store, and it's a business that's been passed down to me from my father and his father, it's been in the family for 80 years let's say. And because of a couple of really stupid business decisions, the bank is getting ready to foreclose on me, going to take the business, and let's just say I found that out. Okay. And the scene that's going to be shot right now has to do with me walking into a bank manager's office to try to get her to agree to loan me some more money and to give me an extension. Right? I know, it sounds really compelling, but just go with me here, okay?
Charlie Sandlan (14:39):
So the previous circumstance, I've just found out that the bank is going to close on my family business because I've seriously fucked up and I'm going to lose everything. Okay. This takes us to question two when you craft, how would you feel about the previous circumstance? Which means you actually have to sit with it, you have to daydream on that circumstance. Put yourself in it. And so if I'm playing that part, I sit and I go, fuck. Man, I would be scared shitless. I would be scared shitless. 80 years of hard work, my family, they entrusted me with this store and now I've fucked it all up. Yeah, I would be terrified walking into this bank manager's office. Okay. Terrified, that's the emotional life I want to access within myself.
Charlie Sandlan (15:45):
Now, this is where emotional preparation comes into play in order to deepen the response, to fill it out, to make it rich. Now I can sit off camera and tell myself that I'm scared shitless because I am losing my store, and nothing really is going to happen to me. I can understand it. But I want it to be really deeply alive in me. So this is where I get lost in a daydream, that is essentially the same thing. So there I am, in the daydream. Now this could be going on while makeup is putting powder on my nose and dusting me off as I close my eyes and I'm sitting there. I start getting lost in a daydream.
Charlie Sandlan (16:40):
What's going to scare the shit out of me? Maybe I'm walking down the street, it's late at night, there's not a lot of people around and I see somebody behind me, maybe it's two or three guys, and they're laughing and they're getting closer to me, and next thing I know they grab me and they take me down a set of stairs and they pull out a gun and they're robbing me. And one of them pulls out a gun and puts it right to my head, and they're laughing, and they're a little drunk, and all it's going to take is just one stupid move and I'm dead. Now that's a vivid experience for me. If I get lost in that daydream, if I allow myself to give over to that, in the same way that you would allow yourself to give over to a sexual fantasy, I give over to this, I'm going to start to come to life.
Charlie Sandlan (17:35):
I might start to sweat a little bit and my heart will start to beat, and I'm getting scared, because I'm living through that daydream. And when I'm alive, me, the actor, I say to myself, and this too is also true, I've just lost my business and if I don't get this bank manager to give me an extension, I'm going to lose it all. And I bring that emotional preparation to the scene, to the previous circumstance, it'll attach itself to that, and then I walk in. I hear action, boom, I'm alive. Now, what does losing your family business and getting mugged on the street corner in the middle of the night have to do with each other? Literally, nothing. But essentially, they're the same thing, and that is what you learn how to work with. The essential emotional response.
Charlie Sandlan (18:36):
Now, I'll give you another example. Let's say there's a scene an actor is working with, and the scene is the actor walking into his boss's office and quitting. Okay? A shitty job. And the reason why he's quitting is the night before he just found out that he inherited a million dollars from a great aunt that he didn't even know he had. And so the scene is about him storming in and telling off this motherfucker who he's been working for for 20 years, shit job, just awful. Okay. So that's a previous circumstance. I just inherited a million dollars and I get to quit my motherfucking miserable job. Okay. An actor can sit offstage and say to themselves, "I'm rich, I'm rich, I'm rich, I just won a million dollars, I'm triumphant, I'm triumphant."
Charlie Sandlan (19:28):
Nothings going to happen to you. You're not going to walk onstage fully alive. You're just not. So this is where emotional preparation comes in, where can I go inside of myself, the actor says, to really feel triumphant? This is where you have to know yourself. This is where you have to have a real good sense of what has meaning for you and what doesn't. So maybe for an actor who's playing that part, he knows that sexual triumph is something that does it for him. Now he could be sitting there offstage, moments away from coming on, lost in a daydream about I don't fucking know, fucking a herd of sheep for all I care. Bedding one woman after another, right? King of the world. But as he sits there lost in that daydream, what starts to come to the surface in him is triumph, conquest, sexual conquest, and he starts to come to life, and then when he's really alive, feels really triumphant, the actor says to himself, this too is also true, I just inherited a million dollars and I get to quit my fucking job.
Charlie Sandlan (20:45):
The emotional life is going to attach itself to that previous circumstance, if you've done homework on it. And he walks onstage, walks into his boss's office fully alive. Now, nobody in the audience is going to know that that actor was offstage fucking a herd of sheep. Okay? Nobody's going to know that. All they're going to see is an actor fully alive, coming in to quit, and they're going to attach all of that to the circumstance and they're going to believe what they're watching.
Charlie Sandlan (21:19):
So if we look at what the actor was working with there, to get triumphant, what does sexual conquest and quitting a horrible job have to do with each other literally? Nothing. But essentially, it was the same thing, and that is what you have to be able to get really good at working with, your essential understanding emotionally of the previous circumstance, so that you know exactly what it is you want to work with. Now you cannot prepare for two things. You can't say to yourself, well I'd be so fucking angry and I'd be scared shitless. You can't prepare for anger, and you can't prepare for fear at the same time. It's one or the other. So when you're emotionally preparing off camera, offstage, you can only work with one emotion. You've got to be able to boil that down. You've got to know what that is, because that's what you're working with.
Charlie Sandlan (22:22):
Then once you come into contact, once you come on camera, come onstage, it's going to ebb and flow. You can't worry about it. So this is really the only time as an actor that you can have some control about what it is you're doing and working with emotionally. So you're always looking for the meaning of the circumstance. How do you understand it, essentially? A good word that can help link you and get you to that essential point is the word because. Because I've been working 20 years in this miserable job, because I can barely pay my fucking bills and I've been going paycheck to paycheck because this motherfucker has been a tyrant to me the entire time that I've been here, because this, because that, because that, how would I feel if I was able to come in and tell that guy off and quit? The word because can help get you there.
Charlie Sandlan (23:27):
So the thing to remember about this is that no one's going to know what you were doing and what you were using in order to bring yourself to life, that's what's private. And at the end of the day, it doesn't really matter what you use in order to come to life, off camera, offstage. The daydream is wonderful. Music is also a really great tool to help you. You can sit off stage, off camera in your trailer or on set there, put on your headphones. When I was working, this was when I first started trying to work with a process, I don't know what it is, you can't explain it sometimes, your connection to music, but I knew that if I wanted and needed to access heartbreak, devastation, I would just start playing the soundtrack to Schindler's List.
Charlie Sandlan (24:32):
It was a movie that absolutely rocked my world. I thought the music was absolutely just gut wrenching and beautiful, and I could put that soundtrack on and just sit and get lost in the music, in the images from that film, and I would come to life. Tears could start streaming down my face and once I was alive, I'd take off my headphones, attach myself to the previous circumstance of the scene I was working with, and come on, and no one would know the difference. Joy and triumph are difficult areas for actors for many reasons, but man, haven't you ever put on some just great, fun, happy music, and there you are dancing in your room and you're on top of the world? Sometimes that's all it takes is some really good music.
Charlie Sandlan (25:35):
I have gone so far as to lay in the fetal position on the floor and just hum to myself and that has brought me to life. That has broken my heart. For what reason? I don't know. I'm not going to analyze it, I don't give a fuck. It works for me, right? And so as an actor, you're going to find what works for you, and you're going to use it. But what I don't think you need to do is go back into your past, go back to when your girlfriend broke up with you five years ago, and how horrible that was. If I go back to try to connect to how I felt in 2016, when my girlfriend of seven years broke up with me, the rage and the pain, I don't feel that anymore. And why would I want to go back to that? It's been worked through. I'm happily married now. So I don't need to do that.
Charlie Sandlan (26:37):
And the big thing to remember here, you guys, when you're working with emotion, is do not worry about how much you have. It is not about the quantity of your emotional life, it is the quality, and when you're preparing off camera, you go with what you have, and this is what's really difficult, most actors aren't going to feel like they have enough, so when they get in the contact, they start pushing. They start squeezing emotion out of them, like juice from a lemon, and it's hard to watch. It looks forced. It looks strained. It's unappealing and nobody is going to really live vicariously through you when you're pushing like that. So you go with what you have. And oftentimes you're going to be surprised. You're going to be more alive than you think you are, and you just can't worry about it.
Charlie Sandlan (27:36):
Now, I will give you some advice on daydreaming, because it is a skill that you have to get good at, certainly when you're working with it in acting. There's a difference between watching your daydreams and living your daydreams. And so my advice to you is when you're daydreaming, don't get caught kind of watching what you're doing, like it's a film playing out in your mind's eye. So let's say I'm trying to access heartbreak, I know that's where I need to be at the top of the scene. So I'm lost in a daydream where I'm walking into a hospital room and I'm with my father who is on his death bed dying from cancer, and I'm watching it and I say well there I am and I'm sitting on the bed with him and he looks frail, I'm kind of observing that that's not going to really hook you. What you want to do is live it.
Charlie Sandlan (28:40):
So put yourself right there, there I am, sitting on that bed with him, I'm holding him in my arms, cradling him like he cradled me when I was a baby. And he's so frail, he's so light, he's down to, I don't know, 90 pounds. And I've got a washcloth and I'm wiping his forehead and telling him that it's okay to go, and I can tell that he's trying to say something to me, but he can barely speak and I'm leaning into his ear and he's telling me that he's proud of me. See if I lived that, if I put myself right in that daydream, my heart is going to start to open up. I'm going to start to break. So the key to the daydream is to make them vivid, to make sure that you're putting yourself right in it and not watching it from a distance, all right?
Charlie Sandlan (29:49):
And the other bit of advice about daydreaming is that you want to be able to steer them, so to speak, without actually controlling them. So for example, let's say I want to access, I don't know maybe level four irritation. Really pissed, not enraged, but think just fucking pissed off, right? That's what the scene calls for. Well let's say I'm off stage and I'm lost in this daydream about this cop that just pulled me over for doing 27 in a 20. Okay, and I'm sitting there and he's lecturing me about putting children at risk and I'm late for a fucking appointment and I mean I'm coming to life.
Charlie Sandlan (30:40):
Well let's say all of the sudden that cop, in my daydream, turned into my father. Okay. I go with it. I'm not going to freak out, I'm not going to stop daydreaming, I'm just going to go with it. That's my unconscious really saying to me that my dad has more meaning and I go with it. Now let's say I'm lost in a daydream where I'm in my dressing room and it's opening night and I just got off stage and one of my friends is in my dressing room, stopped backstage to give me notes about my performance. Well let's say I'm lost in that daydream and all of the sudden 20 pink bunny rabbits start bouncing through my dressing room, I'm going to gently try to push those bunny rabbits out of my mind so I can continue with the daydream, so that I can really get myself nice and alive. That's what I mean. Learn to steer them without controlling them. And every time you live through a daydream they're going to go a little bit differently, and you might find yourself using a really good daydream that just hooks you every single time, you get lost in it, and that might work for you for quite some time. And then one day it's just going to dry up on you, it's just going to go dead.
Charlie Sandlan (32:08):
It doesn't bring you to life anymore. This is how and why this way of working is so wonderful. Just get yourself another daydream. That's all you've got to do. Fuck it, I'll go onto something else. That's what's great about working this way. You have a wealth of material inside of you. And as you become more seasoned, as you really put together a real way of working, it's going to get a little bit easier, and you're going to get really good, hopefully, about being able to tailor your emotional life to really fit the previous circumstance, to really illuminate it.
Charlie Sandlan (32:57):
At the end of the day, emotion is emotion. You take what you have and then you put your attention on the other person and go from unanticipated moment to unanticipated moment. Because very rarely in acting is the circumstance that you're given really going to ignite you. If you're lucky enough to read a scene and just the sheer circumstance that's written there brings you to a full, rich life, wow, good for you. Lucky. But I wouldn't be banking the rest of my career on the ability to connect to material that way. You're going to have to find your personal way into it. And I will just warn you against one thing that can sabotage you and that's magical thinking. And what I mean by that is, well fuck if I really daydream about my mother getting hit by a bus, fuck, she's going to get hit by a bus. I'm going to get a call next week that she's dead. Of if I'm daydreaming about my father having cancer and dying, I'm going to get a call next week.
Charlie Sandlan (34:07):
It's almost like I can will it to happen. It's magical thinking, and it can keep you distanced from being very vivid with yourself. It will cause you to dry clean, so to speak, your daydreams. It's not true, right? We can't make shit happen that way. If that was true, my ex-girlfriend would have been found in 20 different dumpsters around New York City. That didn't happen. She's thriving. So, so much for magical thinking. So allow yourself to be as vivid, to be as visceral, to be as graphic as you possibly can. The more detailed you are, the more specific you are when you're daydreaming, the richer your emotional response is going to be. And one thing you can do to practice, to help you, is to emotionally prepare once or twice a week, whether you have an audition or not.
Charlie Sandlan (35:11):
If you get to the end of the day and it's been a really shitty day and you're in a foul mood, don't go to bed until you've emotionally prepared and you're laughing so hard and feel so happy that you just want to dance the night away. Conversely, let's say at the end of the day you're in a great mood, it's been a wonderful day, you're happy, don't go to bed until you're crying yourself to sleep. Get yourself lost in a really good, vivid daydream. Do it once or twice a week and get good at it, because your ability to be nuanced and specific with emotion is what's going to allow you to be really revelatory.
Charlie Sandlan (35:58):
I mean just look at happy. Happy is so general. Angry, so general. The happiness that comes with finding out that you just booked the series regular on an HBO show is different, really different, from the happiness of someone who after five years of IVF treatment is finding out that they've conceived a child. That depth of joy is different and so as you grow as actors, as you learn how to handle emotion, it's being precise with it and tailoring your daydreams, tailoring your fantasy to really illuminate what's being written there. That's skill. That's an artist. And the thing about acting, your palette, your canvas is the entirety of who you are. So how you work with yourself is incredibly important. And that means you need a body that's open and pliable, that's capable of processing emotion, that's really free of tension, so that when you come to life, it doesn't look like the veins in your neck are going to pop off or that you're going to die from an aneurysm, or every time you get upset your face crunches up and just looks like a dried up raisin because there's so much tension.
Charlie Sandlan (37:39):
When you watch the really good actors, they're so released. They have ease, and their voice stays in their body. If you find yourself getting upset and when you speak you go up two octaves and you're squealing like a mouse, how are you going to put that on camera? How can you put that on stage? So that means you have to practice, you have to work, you have to train yourself. And I'll just finish with this, you need at some point in your career, in your life, to spend some time in a classroom working on your instrument, and if not, how serious are you? How serious are you if that doesn't appeal to you?
Charlie Sandlan (38:28):
So you can be given a process, I can talk to you about how to emotionally prepare, like I just did. But unless you are in a space where you can really apply that over and over again, where you can really work to access the full gamut of your emotional palate, what are you going to do when the time comes and there you are with five pages of sides because your agent just got you this incredible audition for a casting director that you've never been in for before, and you're reading and you go, "Fuck. Oh my god, this is really emotional." And you end up putting together some really half assed, hack bullshit. That casting director's not going to call you back.
Charlie Sandlan (39:14):
So hold on to whatever vision it is that you have of the type of actor you want to be and really go after it with everything you have. Bust your ass, figure out how I can do what it is I want to do at a high level. And if you're willing to do that, if you're willing to put the time in, you can turn yourself into a first rate professional actor.
Charlie Sandlan (39:40):
(singing).
Charlie Sandlan (39:45):
Well my fellow daydreamers, thank you for sticking around on this one, keeping that phone in your pocket. You can subscribe to the show wherever you get your podcasts. If you have a few seconds and you can leave a review on iTunes, that would be fantastic. You can go to my website, creatingbehaviorpodcast.com For the links and content to every episode, you can book me for private coaching, read the blog, sign up for the newsletter. If you're interested in seriously training yourself, whether that's online or this fall in my New York City conservatory, go to maggieflaniganstudio.com for more details. Follow me on Instagram. Lawrence Trailer, thank you for the music, my man. You guys, stay resilient, play full out with yourself, and don't ever settle for your second best. My name is Charlie Sandlan, peace.
Charlie Sandlan (40:39):
(singing).
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