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Charlie Sandlan (00:00:03):
The great painter Degas has this quote that I share with my students. He said, "I never paint what is. I paint what could be." And to me, it's just such a wonderful way of describing how important the imagination is for the artist. I think it's the most important part of what you have to offer. Yes, as an actor you need a pliable body, you need a resonate voice, you need craft and technique, but man, if you just hang out in the prison of conventionality, if you are an actor that works in a very pedestrian, practical way, you are not interesting to watch. Period. Full stop. And today, we're going to talk to another mentor of mine, a master teacher, Lenard Petit, author of the incredible book, which is an essential part of your library, The Micheal Chekhov Handbook for the Actor. We're going to talk about the imagination and how the work of Michael Chekhov can help make you more interesting. So, put the phone back in your phone. Creating behavior starts now.
Lawrence Trailer (00:01:18):
(singing)
Charlie Sandlan (00:01:40):
Well, hello my fellow daydreamers. Today is a conversation really about the imagination and the love of theater. The love of creating behavior for a living. Now, I've been very lucky. Very, very lucky. I've had three really serious artistic mentors in my life. People that have been in my life really since the day I met them, and have become, for me, very, very important relationships. Maggie Flanigan, of course you guys know about, right? You had a chance to hear her talk last season, episodes 12 and 13. Rich Rand, who I brought to you, I think it was episode 15 of last year, Rich Rand, who was my first real teacher in undergrad when I was at Purdue. And the third, just as important to me, really, is Lenard Petit. Lenard is one of the best teachers I have ever had. Period. He's one of the most compelling, interesting teachers that I've ever had the privilege of learning from. I have been profoundly changed as an actor on how I view what's possible as an actor, because of him.
Charlie Sandlan (00:03:10):
He is a master teacher, he is absolutely brilliant. He has been working with the Michael Chekhov technique, I don't know if you'd even call it technique, but the work of Michael Chekhov and his approach to the actor, for, Jesus, 40 years? And I met him at Rutgers. And the way Bill Esper set up the grad program at Rutgers, is, we had, two of the three years was the full progression of Meisner's work, right? Technique. But what he did is he had us track that with two years of Chekhov and clown, and Lenard was our teacher. Man, you know what he did? Personally, for me, and I know for anybody that's worked with him, he took me out of the prison of conventionality and showed me how powerful the imagination can be, how powerful our life body is, if we can just imagine it, will it, do it, what can happen to you as an actor? What can change? And it's an incredible companion to Meisner's work. And that's why I've just been very lucky to not just have him as a teacher, but as a resource, someone that I can talk to. He's been coming into my studio for 20 years. With Maggie, with me. He's been teaching my students in Chekhov work, clown.
Charlie Sandlan (00:04:50):
We've taught together, which was an incredible experience, pre-pandemic. We created a class together. We co-taught. Kind of trying to use what I was working with my students in the Meisner technique in second year with his work, and it was just this kind of collaborative effort. It was incredible. I sat there, I said, "I can't believe I'm actually teaching with Lenard." I didn't feel worthy, because he's so good. So good. When I interview perspective students or I talk to actors, I've always just been taken aback, slightly put off, when I hear, "Yeah, no. I'm not really into the theater. I just want to do film and television. That's really all I care about." And I always just think to myself, "Really? Really? You're not my type of actor then." The best actors that I know, and I've been hanging out with actors for 30 years, they love all of it. And most of the really successful, working actors... and I'm not talking about just celebrities... and there are certainly a lot of really good actors that have never done a day of theater work in their entire life. But many, many, many started in the theater.
Charlie Sandlan (00:06:21):
They came out of school, out of a training program. They start doing regional theater. They're all around, throughout the country. They're in New York, they're doing off-Broadway, off off-Broadway. It doesn't pay that much, it's not a lucrative job, just I just have always thought if you're an actor, you'll do anything. You love it. You love all of it. You love the history of theater. You love really good plays and playwrights. You love film, you love television, you love it all. I want to do everything. There's something magical about being in the theater, about being on a stage and taking this collective group of people, this communal experience through something that's vital and in the moment, and is experiential. It's ritualistic, it can be profound. Some of the most searing experiences I have had as an audience member have taken place in the theater, where I have just been left rocked. And I mean rocked to my core. Changed in some way.
Charlie Sandlan (00:07:38):
Two right off the stop of my head. I remember sitting in the audience and watching Danny Glover do Master Harold and the Boys. And I couldn't leave the theater. It took me 10 minutes after it closed. I was just sobbing. I was so moved. It was so good. And the second time, right off the top of my head, mind you, that I can remember, is watching Jez Butterworth's play, Jerusalem, with Mark Rylance. Shattered. I was just shattered. Sat, sobbed, tears running down my face. I was one of the very last people to leave the theater. I couldn't move. I saw that play three times. I was so taken by it. So, the theater is very, very, very special place. And so today, we're going to talk to a man of the theater. An incredible teacher. He's going to talk about Chekhov's work, how it helps actors, how is it possible to use, and some things to just ponder and think about. It's an incredible conversation. He's a very dear friend of mine. I have a tremendous amount of respect for him.
Charlie Sandlan (00:08:59):
And at the top of the conversation I was... I just thought I'd ask him, "How do you describe Chekhov? How would you... what is it?" And we just talk about what it is. Because it does seem a little elusive to me. So, this is how we started our conversation. Here's Lenard Petit, everybody.
Lenard Petit (00:09:18):
Intangible means of expression lead to tangible results. And so, you look up the word tangible or try to figure out what the word tangible means. And really basically means something you can touch, something you can put your finger on, something that's clearly what it is. But we have concepts like inner gesture, radiating, things like this, atmospheres. What is that? It's very difficult to talk about it and make any sense of it, because it has to be experienced. Once it's experienced, the body understands. But it's difficult for the mind to understand. And maybe that's one of the reasons why people don't know so much about it, because nobody could really talk about it.
Charlie Sandlan (00:10:00):
Yeah, I think anybody that maybe knows a little bit about it or has heard about it, will mentioned the psychological gesture. That's what Chekhov means. The psychological gesture.
Lenard Petit (00:10:07):
Yeah, the psychological gesture. But then there's, "What is a psychological gesture?" I knew a very famous Meisner teacher, she said, "Well, what is the psychological gesture?" I said, "Well, what do you think it is," first? And she said, "I think it's this." And she started demonstrating a person with Tourette's Syndrome or something, having a kind of tic. And it's just like, "This says something about their psychological makeup." I said, "No, that's a tic." When we start to work in our Chekhov technique, we work on a psychological gesture maybe on the first day. We say, "This is a psychological gesture." And only to say that you see how much of the body's involved in it. You're using your entire body to make this gesture. And it's nothing to perform. Nothing to be seen by the public. Nothing to be demonstrated to anybody. It's really your work. It becomes an energetic thing that produces impulse to act, impulse to do, impulses to be, even. It depends on the application of it. Yes, but it becomes an inner gesture. But this is like, "What's an inner gesture? What could that possibly mean? What do you do? Do you think about it? Do you remember it? What do you do with it?"
Lenard Petit (00:11:21):
And so, you have to come to this place of, "No, no. You have to do it. You have to do it and nobody sees it." And so, what's the point of doing it? But that's for people who don't know it or work with it. As soon as you start to work with it, you know what to do with it. You know how to make it work. But it is an inner thing.
Charlie Sandlan (00:11:38):
It just activates the entire body. You are immediately producing behavior.
Lenard Petit (00:11:44):
And it begins with the imagination, also a kind of intangible thing. Like I said, this idea of radiating. Just sending out something beyond the physical body. Just like the sun radiates heat or a hot object radiates heat. There's a heat in it that's just coming off of it. But this is something that can be learned how to do, but it's like you can't... you look at the actor and you say, "He's doing something. He's doing something there and I don't know what it is. I can't put my finger on what it is." But it's interesting. I was reading this thing the other day. It was kind of an interview with Michael Chekhov and one of his benefactors. He said, "What we do is interesting and that's a really important thing for artists, that it's interesting. We think it's much more interesting to be on the stage and radiate, then to just be on the stage and do your lines and do your blocking and stuff and make sure that I have the right feelings and the right actions and the right objectives and all that. That's all good and that's all correct and all necessary. But we find it much more interesting and rewarding and valuable for the actor to radiate at the same time. And that's what makes us different from other actors."
Charlie Sandlan (00:13:04):
And what would he mean by radiate? I mean, because it's such a good word, but just taking up space? An energetic thing that's kind of, again, intangible?
Lenard Petit (00:13:11):
It's like, I mean, we practice it in a very simple way. I mean, if you're in a room, for example, a larger room, or even a small room, you stand there and you look at the opposite wall and you say, "Touch the wall. Don't move from where you are. You can point... yeah, point your hand, point your arm and your finger at the wall, but imagine that you're touching it. Really work at touching it. Now, maybe you're going to wipe the dust off of the top, where the ceiling meets the wall," or something like this, right? So, this is an active thing. But what you realize you're doing is you're reaching beyond yourself, beyond your physical self. And so, this is fundamentally what radiating is. It's sending out what's inside. So, then we learn that we can radiate anything. We can radiate our feelings, we can radiate the feelings of the room. This is an atmosphere. This is also intangible.
Lenard Petit (00:14:08):
See, I'm starting to sound like an idiot, a babbling idiot, talking about it, because it's a really difficult thing to talk about. So, it's an interesting exercise to talk about it. It's like, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, you know?
Charlie Sandlan (00:14:21):
Yeah, I would think that once... and I know this from my own experience. Once you understand it, then when you're reading a script and you've got these ideas coming to you, you're like, "Oh yeah, he's a closed system, he's an open system. He contracts, he's bitter, he's sour," he's all these things that-
Lenard Petit (00:14:42):
He's an orphan, he's a love, he's a tyrant. I mean, we work a lot of archetypes. Yeah, everything. Everything is actually... revolves around that idea of archetype. Everything that we work with is bigger than it actually is. And we understand that it's being fed by bigger energetic connections. And so, it's more universal, but we got to understand that we have to create the specifics. So, instead of going directly to the specific, in term of behavior or understanding or action or whatever, we don't go to the specific immediately. We go to the larger archetype, the more universal understanding, the big brush strokes. And then, in the rehearsal process, you start bringing it down into the particular, so that you're creating very individual character. I mean, if you take an archetype like a hero. There are often hero in plays, characters, say, "Oh yeah, this guy's a hero." And you just work on psychological gesture for the hero, and then you just go out and say, "Oh," and you feel all this stuff coming in you from the gesture and say, "Okay, I got it. I have the character. This is not me. This is hero."
Lenard Petit (00:15:53):
And you go out and you do the hero, it's interesting for about a minute. It's too big, to universal, to general. It's not particular enough to sustain interest of the necessary development that you would have in a character's life that's in a play. They develop. And that's what makes it worth staying to the end of the play. To watch this development and hopefully big change in the character. And so, what we do, instead of just playing archetype of a hero is that we just say that we're fed by this archetype of the hero. And what we wake up, which is a very, very interesting thing with Michael Chekhov. We wake up what he calls quality of the will that belongs to the hero. And that's how this character is a hero, is that he does things with his will or her will, that a hero would do, that only a hero would do. But they're particular people. But in the play they do this, and they do this, and they do this. And oh yeah, heroes, that's what heroes do. Heroes take up the quest. Heroes go save Princess Leia from whatever, you know?
Lenard Petit (00:17:08):
And this is this job that they have to go. And they refuse or they say, "I can't do this, I don't know how to do this." Then they meet somebody, like who's that guy in the Star Wars? Yoda. And Yoda tells them, "This is how you do it. This is what it's all about." And they learn how to do it and they say, "Okay, I'm going to go do this thing. I'm going to go get Princess Leia back." "I'm going to go slay the Medusa." Or whatever. "I'm going to do that, now that I've learned who I am and what it takes to do it." And this all belongs to hero, which you can see in a play if you look for it.
Charlie Sandlan (00:17:43):
Or you have to be able to read a play and have kind of a creative way to read it.
Lenard Petit (00:17:50):
Yeah. I mean, I know certain actors who just read the play for their part. "I have how many lines? How many lines? I'm not in this scene." I've seen that happen. I've seen actors going through scripts that way. That's a different kind of thing all together. Right now I'm teaching a class on archetypes. I'm working with this woman in the class and she's a director. She's in Athens. She'd came to this class about archetypes and so now we've developed a kind of email correspondence and I'm presenting her with these problems to solve with archetypes. And then I say, "Well..." she brought up Uncle Vanya, by Anton Chekhov, his play, Uncle Vanya. And I said, "Well, you want to talk..." and she said the character Astrov is a hero. And I don't know, I forget exactly what she did. She named all these possible archetypes for all the characters. And I said, "Yeah, yeah. That's possible. Sure. I could see how he could be a hero. But what if Yelena were a Sphinx and all the rest of the archetypes, they revolve around her and they have to fit into this family where there are sphinxes?" So, there has to be a high priest, there has to be a disciple. So it's kind of a religious almost kind of a thing. So, what's this family?" And called it a constellation.
Lenard Petit (00:19:19):
And she wrote back and said, "Wow, my mind is completely blown, I can't even sleep, what this is doing to my imagination." And then I said, "Great, now let's look at the play again and say, 'What if Vanya is a fool? What are all the characters who live in the world of the fool?' Where a fool could exist? That are in a particular family or constellation?'" And she's like, "This is a completely new interpretation of this play, for me, what I understand now." She said, "Thank you so much for this. What a tremendous lift for my imagination and for my understanding of things." And it's just coming from this idea of big energies, these archetypes. And there are, well, they're in the mythology from Greece and in the mythology from Native America. They're in the Bible. They're in the zodiac. They're in the tarot cards. They're in all these old things.
Charlie Sandlan (00:20:20):
Like the jokester, the witch, the wizard.
Lenard Petit (00:20:24):
The magician.
Charlie Sandlan (00:20:24):
The magician.
Lenard Petit (00:20:25):
The healer, the teacher. It's a really interesting...fairytales. Grimm's fairytales. That's all archetypes.
Charlie Sandlan (00:20:35):
Yeah, but now if someone's sitting here going, "Well, how the fuck does that help me as an actor, when I'm working on a script to think about, 'I'm a jokester, I'm a wizard, I'm a high priest, a sphinx,'?"
Lenard Petit (00:20:43):
Yeah, I eman, why wouldn't it help. You're not going to play the sphinx, you're not going to play the jokester. That's playing the archetype. That's not interesting. You're going to be fed by it. You're going to wake up through the gesture, through the connection. Because all of these things are living in us, absolutely they're living in us. We all understand the hero. In fact, you ask people to make a gesture on the very first day, say, I usually start with a witch, for example. That's one to start with. And I suspect that Disney has something to do with it, somewhere along the line. But it's like, can you make a big psychological gesture, the whole body involved, that is expressing a witch? They all make the same gesture more or less.
Charlie Sandlan (00:21:32):
Right. It's universal. Everybody shrivels up, there's just-
Lenard Petit (00:21:34):
They also move down. They move down, towards hell, I suppose, or down into the earth. And they move forward. And mostly everything, the hands, the chest, the face, is facing downward. They're all individual people with individual bodies and they all make it slightly different. But we do it and I say, "Do you like it? If you don't, change it. If you like it, make it better." We work on that for a few minutes. And I ask them all to be looking in a different direction. Facing in a different direction. So, we make a circle and face out when they make these gestures. And it's like, "Okay, just turn back now and let's see what we have." And everybody's just... I'm not any longer, but everybody's just blown away. "We're all doing the same thing." What does that tell you?
Charlie Sandlan (00:22:22):
So, why is that the case? Because you look in a room, you got 15 people. Everyone's approaching kind of the same idea. I mean, you're going to play the hero, everybody's chest expands.
Lenard Petit (00:22:33):
Yeah, you move forward and up is the direction for the hero, where the witch is down and forward. Defining it in that way, which is the dominant direction, is really what it is, because it's a kind of... I mean, the only way I can describe it is like it's a vibration that happens when you just name it. Just name it and be quiet with yourself. And then you feel, you feel an impulse to move, either forward or down or up or back or to grow, as you said, the chest expands, to expand, or to contract. These six things are lines or direction in which the energy flows within us. It's a human thing. And it's all tied up with psychology and biology and survival and whatever. And so, we become connected with that. So the human energetic system begins to vibrate as soon as you name it, the hero or the witch or whatever. It wants to move in that direction.
Lenard Petit (00:23:39):
And I say, "Okay, well you know that. You know that." And so, before we work on the gesture, we just work on that. I name maybe 15 different archetypes, 10 different archetypes. And I say, "If you just be quiet with yourself, if you have an impulse to move forward, please just point forwards. If you want to go backwards, point backwards. Up or down or whatever. Not make a gesture. Just point in the direction." And they're all pretty much all going in the same direction. Their eyes are closed so they're not, "Oh, I'm going forward and he's going down." Everybody's eyes are closed and I say, "It's all good, whatever happens is good. It's all right." But 90% of the people were going to be pointing forward. And maybe the other 10% point... maybe be growing or some kind of thing. Usually it's not so different that one person goes up and one person goes down. Usually that doesn't happen.
Lenard Petit (00:24:33):
It's like, "Okay, so now you know that. You know that things move this way. That's 85% of the gesture right there, is the movement and the direction. Now bring the rest of it to form. You got to form it with the body." So you got to be involved with your hands, you have to be involved with your arms, you have to be involved with your head, your face, even your voice. Your legs, your feet. The whole body has to be involved in it. But it is really there only to activate a particular quality of will. Because that's a major consideration for Chekhov actors, in terms of solving the problem of the character.
Charlie Sandlan (00:25:13):
Yeah, the will. And then you talk about stick, ball, veil. Which is also a great, great... oh, man.
Lenard Petit (00:25:20):
It's a whole other thing, but the whole organism working around thinking and feeling and willing. These things have to be understood.
Charlie Sandlan (00:25:27):
And this is before you're really even getting into the script. Maybe you read through it, right? And you put it away and some ideas have come to you. And then you start exploring. This is where this work starts.
Lenard Petit (00:25:38):
Yeah, exactly. Or you say... the stick, ball, and veil thing, that's a whole kind of work. But it's really connected to thinking, feeling, willing. And so you say, "Well, these are not archetypes. These are types. Feeling types, thinking types, willing types."
Lenard Petit (00:25:56):
What type is Romeo? Say, "Oh, well he's a feeling type." "Why? Because he's in love with Juliet? Is that why he's a feeling type? Is he a thinking type? Could he be a thinking type? Could he be a willing type?" And then we find out he's a willing type. He just does shit, before he does anything. He does. Then he thinks. No, then he has all his feelings about it, then he thinks about it. But the doing comes first with him.
Charlie Sandlan (00:26:20):
But the doing comes first.
Lenard Petit (00:26:21):
Right. And then we find out what his archetype is and we say, "Oh, well this is the quality of the will of his doing. And so we go in this direction. All of it is with the body. I remember talking with people about movement versus whatever, or outside versus inside. People say, "Well, if it's movement like that, then the work is outside in. And when we work in Method or we work in Meisner, when you think this stuff through, it's kind of inside out." And it's like, "Not really." It's a funny way to talk about things and judge things. A lot of people don't want to really think about movement. They think about movement as, "Oh, you have to study dance. You have to study fencing. You have to study period styles of movement," or this kind of a thing. But nobody but Chekhov says you have to study the body, because that's the instrument and that's where everything is. Everything that is known, everything that needs to be known has to be put into the body. And everything that has to be expressed has to come through the body. So, he said that's the tragedy of our profession, actually. I just read that the other day.
Charlie Sandlan (00:27:40):
It is. Even just getting my students who are coming to me because they want to be seriously trained. You have to talk them into understanding, "You need to develop your body. You need to develop your voice if you really want to be able to create interesting-"
Lenard Petit (00:27:52):
But the attitude that you have while developing the body, that's an important thing. And that's really what the Chekhov thing is very special, because what's called psycho-physical. So he says, "Of course we have to work on the body as actors. And of course we have to work on the human psychology." But when we start to do that, we find out that it's in the body. When you work on anything, it's in the body. So, working on dance classes, that's good. Working on fencing and combat classes, that's really good. But that doesn't develop... I mean, if you had the right attitude about it, that could develop the psychology, but that doesn't develop the psychology. That doesn't develop the heart, really, of the actor. That develops their muscles. So you have a fit body. So, that's not our aim. Those are his words. "This is not our aim in developing and working with the body, to have a fit body." It's a consequence and result of working with the body. It's a benefit. Great, my body gets in shape, or my muscles are fit, because I'm working with the body. But my attitude is, "What does it mean? What does this movement mean to my feeling life? What does it mean to my thinking life? What does it mean to my willing life?"
Lenard Petit (00:29:13):
And so, we find out that certain movements, they very definitely mean certain things, in terms of what has to be expressed or what is expressed. And that's a distinguishing element in a Chekhov actor, is their body, their use of their body and the ease with which they can manage things. Very difficult things.
Charlie Sandlan (00:29:39):
That's a lot of hard work to be that simple, yet clear and do things with ease and grace.
Lenard Petit (00:29:46):
But it all has to be worked into the working. All of those attitudes and ideas are continually being put forth to the actor as they're moving. As they're moving their bodies, there are different aims that we're looking for.
Charlie Sandlan (00:30:02):
And you're training, you started with Meisner's work, right? I mean, that's where you started?
Lenard Petit (00:30:08):
No, not at all. Not at all. No, before that I came into the theater in the 1970s and it was mine. Pantomime was a very popular thing. White-faced mime. It was like hippie kind of thing in a way. And people were performing on the street. So, I don't know. I got interested in that and then I just got swept up into the theater. But it was a physical thing. I came in through movement. Then I found Chekhov's book. And his first chapter in his book is about movement. It's about the body and about movement. And I said, "Oh, this must be what you've got to do to be an actor." So I studied it. No, I studied Chekhov before I studied Meisner.
Charlie Sandlan (00:30:49):
What made you jump into a Meisner class?
Lenard Petit (00:30:51):
A really good friend of mine was studying with William Esper. And she was a great actress. And she just was getting better and better. And her understanding of things and her approach to rehearsals. We worked closely. And she was just getting better and better. And so I said, "I'm going to check this out."
Charlie Sandlan (00:31:08):
What do you mean by better and better?
Lenard Petit (00:31:09):
More proficient. More expressive. More efficient, in a way, in terms of rehearsing and making things work. It spoke to her. Bill really spoke to her. So I went and studied with Bill. And I put all this Chekhov in my pocket and just went and did that. I learned a lot from him. A lot. And I'm really happy that I studied him. And he liked me and he hired me, also, to teach and Rutgers and be your teacher, you know? Because I asked him for a job, he said, "I'm sure you're an expert in what you say you're an expert in." And it was movement that I wanted to go and teach there. Eventually I just started doing Michael Chekhov. At first I was doing Michael Chekhov, but I wasn't saying what it was. I was just saying 'some movement'.
Charlie Sandlan (00:31:58):
Well, why do you think that Meisner and Chekhov are so compatible with each other? Because they are.
Lenard Petit (00:32:03):
Well, I think that... I don't know. I studied Chekhov with people who studied with Michael Chekhov. And Chekhov had certain attitudes and ideas about the rehearsal and about training and about technique. And he had come from Stanislavski and they did a lot of this... it's called internal work. A lot of think-y work, table work, that kind of stuff, script analysis. But he abandoned that. He said, "We used to spend months back in Moscow at the table. Months at the table, getting more and more clever about our characters and what we would do. But as we're getting more and more clever, we'd better getting more and more cold, because we weren't up on our feet, acting. We were in these cold rehearsal rooms. Just getting cold and being clever. And then when we'd get up to act, we'd forget a good portion of what we had been so clever about, and we started acting and then things started happening." So anyway, he didn't teach that business of analysis and-
Charlie Sandlan (00:33:07):
Like, breaking things down into beats and actions and-
Lenard Petit (00:33:10):
Well, no. We're talking about archtypes. We're talking about large things. We're talking about very generalized ways of moving and then finding the particular in that for yourself and the character and being... the question is never, for us, why? Who, what, why, where? All these questions that the actor's supposed to... the why question is not for us, he said. We probably will need to answer that. If we start there, we'll never get anywhere else. Our question is how? How does this take place? How does Uncle Vanya take place? Well, if Uncle Vanya is an acolyte towards the sphinx, for example, that's going to take place in a certain way. He's going to have a relationship to the sphinx. He's going to have a relationship to the high priest, who's the professor. He's going to have a relationship to the nun, who is Sonya, and this kind of a thing. But we say, "Well, he's a fool." Well, and then you build all these other archetypes around... it's going to be a very different... how it happens is going to be really different.
Charlie Sandlan (00:34:05):
Is that important? That sounds like it's more important for a director approaching the script, than for the individual actor playing Yelena, let's say.
Lenard Petit (00:34:14):
I mean, that kind of a thing, that's so specific as that, it would benefit from a group agreement, indeed, that's generated by the director. That's why this woman in Greece is so excited, because she's a director. But that doesn't mean that I can't think along these lines for myself. It doesn't matter. So long as I have these certain lines I have to say and this certain business I have to do, and I have to be good, right? That's really what's required. So, however I come to it, it's my business, you know? So anyway, getting back to your question, it was all this business of how. I was all involved with how. And how different from myself could I really be, beyond the stage? And I remember being on stage and friends of mine coming to see me in a play and saying, "Wow, it took me a good 5, 10 minutes to figure out it was you. You really left yourself. You were somebody else." So, "Oh, I'm a big success," to myself.
Lenard Petit (00:35:17):
But then, as I said, I was watching my friend develop in another kind of way. And so I went and studied with Bill. And what I think happened is a learned a lot about analysis. I learned a lot about what is actually necessary for the actor to be in a play, or to realize a script, same would be in the film. So, what I've figured out was, in Meisner you are taught what you have to do to be an actor. And that was really very thorough and wonderful with Bill Esper. He really taught me what I had to do. But they don't really teach you how to do it.
Charlie Sandlan (00:35:56):
That's where I think his work stops.
Lenard Petit (00:35:58):
Yeah, so that's why these things go together very well, because we learn the what about acting from the Meisner and we learn how to do it through Chekhov.
Charlie Sandlan (00:36:09):
Well, I always use this analogy when I try to tell my students the importance of what you do. I say, Meisner built the frame of the house, gives you a foundation, but there's nothing inside of it. And Chekhov is a great way to just furnish the house. Put in some good furniture, hang the blinds, paint it these wonderful colors. But you've got to be able to find a way... whether it's Chekhov or something else, you've got to find a way to be able to add more to what Meisner provides you or you're going to be boring. You might be truthful, you might be organic, really listening and grounded, and have a good reality. But you're not going to be interesting.
Lenard Petit (00:36:49):
No, but that's a great way of talking about these two things. I think it's lovely. Lovely picture. Because that picture immediately requires you, if you're going to into that picture, to use your imagination. In the Chekhov work, the most celebrated of all the functions that we human beings have, is the imagination. And he's always, always, always asking us to engage the imagination. Try it this way, try it that way. Look at it this way, imagine this, imagine this impossibility. I was told he would give his actors impossible things to do. I mean, one thing I remember was, "Take this letter over there into the dark corner of the room and read it." You wouldn't do that. You'd go to where the light is. You'd go to where you have a light. But you've got to do it. It's what he's suggesting you do. so, how is that going to happen, where you can legitimately read the letter, but you're in the dark? And then there's all this interesting behavior and interesting thing to look at kind of comes out. And that all could only happen with the imagination.
Charlie Sandlan (00:37:55):
And then if you end up reading that letter with that idea, in a brightly lit room or under a lamp, it's like, "What's this guy doing? What's he doing?"
Lenard Petit (00:38:08):
I remember I directed a play at Rutgers called The Fox. But I gave the guy in the play, Paul was his name, I gave him this direction at one point, because he had a line, which was, "Well, what are we going to do? Why don't we go out?" Something like that, right? And this took place in this old farmhouse, which didn't really have electricity and stuff. And so, the scene opens up and there were three people in it. And one woman is sitting by a lamp and she's sewing or something like this. And another person is sitting by a lamp doing something else. He's wandering around not knowing what to do. He's sort of a guest in the house and he doesn't really know what to do. So, he picks up a book, there's no lamp anywhere for him to read by. And so, he's walking around with this book, and sitting here and sitting there and trying to open the book and then his line is, "So what are we going to do? Let's go out." He just slams the book shut, because he can't read it. And says, "What are we going to do?"
Lenard Petit (00:39:06):
It is so beautiful. It was just such a... the line was necessary. He brought himself to a point where he had to say only that line.
Charlie Sandlan (00:39:15):
And Meisner teaches you to try to figure out how to do that. That's why nursery rhyme work and all that stuff about justifying text. But Chekhov gives you how to do it in a really interesting way.
Lenard Petit (00:39:25):
In a fun way, very playful. Very, very, very playful.
Charlie Sandlan (00:39:28):
Yeah. Yeah.
Lenard Petit (00:39:29):
But always the imagination. And some very difficult exercises for the development of the imagination and they're really worth doing. Kind of crazy. One of them was like, "Imagine a horse, a big horse. And take some time to sort of construct that in your imagination and now, ask the horse to walk backwards." Which is something that you don't normally see, a horse walking backward. You see a horse walking forward. If you can see the horse, that's great. Now you're going to make it do something with your imagination and do it so that it's real enough for you to see.
Charlie Sandlan (00:40:08):
Well, it's interesting you said about backing up, because you were the first teacher that I had that made me aware of how important backspace is, above, below, I mean, the 360 degrees. There was, I'll never forget this. We were working on entrances and you gave one idea. You said, "I want you to enter as if you are bringing along with you the entire lineage of human history trailing behind you."
Lenard Petit (00:40:37):
Fantastic walk.
Charlie Sandlan (00:40:39):
Oh my God. It changed me, immediately. And that was one of the moments where things started to unlock for me. I was like, "Oh my God. This is possible."
Lenard Petit (00:40:49):
Yeah, and if you have that imagination and you do it, then I see it. I see it. Yeah, I remember part of that is like, lift your arm and 100 years just fall out of your arm as you lift it up. And then, you do that with a group of people, a whole class. Wow, what an entrance that would be, in a play where a whole town sort of enters like that. It's impressive. And there's, again, this sort of intangible thing that's going on. Nobody knows what it is you're doing, you know? I'm very interested in the theater and I'm very interested in the fact that the audience is interested in the theater. And the audience knows they're in a theater and the audience knows that they're looking at somebody on the stage. And that the actor should also know they're looking at an audience. They're facing an audience. And of course, we all know that. But a lot of actors, they work with this fourth wall business. That's all fine. That's all fine. But it's so small and private in a way. And it's difficult for me, actually, to be in the audience and to witness that kind of theater now, where there's no acknowledgement of me in the audience.
Lenard Petit (00:42:01):
Not me personally, but just as being, these people are on a stage, performing in an play. And I actually remember working at Rutgers, getting involved with some students in a discussion about this word performance and how they said, "Well, in our acting classes, if they tell us we're performing something, that's not good. That means that I'm not doing it right, that I'm not being real and I'm not being truthful, and I'm indicating," and all that whole list of other words that are used, which are connected to the performance. And I said, "Yeah, but when you are in a show, when you are in a play, and you're eating dinner, what are you thinking about doing? You're thinking about going to your performance. You think, 'Oh, my performance starts at eight o'clock.' And the producer is paying you for your performance and they're paying you because you can perform well. Because they could have hired somebody else who could perform better than you. But no, you're the person who can perform this thing. So, performance is an important element in being an actor. Because you can believe whatever you want to believe, but in the end, if you just did it for yourself it wouldn't be interesting, would it?"
Charlie Sandlan (00:43:26):
Well, so when you read a script, are you just constantly seeing the how and behavior being played out?
Lenard Petit (00:43:33):
Yeah, I want to love it, right? I want to love the script and so I want it to be as active and alive and magical and colorful and bright, because I love the theater to be like that. So I, when reading the play, I read it imaginatively. I don't read it to figure out what to do. I don't-
Charlie Sandlan (00:43:54):
What do you mean read a play imaginatively?
Lenard Petit (00:43:57):
I read it, first of all to enjoy it. This is the first reading. I'm in the play. I know I'm in the play, that's why I'm reading the play, but I have to separate myself from that and live only in the desire that I would like to do this play, I really want to be in this play. Not that I'm in this play, but I really want to be in this play. And from that point of view when you read the play, then you're filled with a lot of ideas. When you come to it and you say, "I'm in the play," and then you read the scene, it's like, "Oh shit, I don't know what to do. I can't see it. I can only see the struggle of it. And hopefully the director will have ideas, hopefully the professor will have ideas," or whatever, right? No, no. You cannot bank on that. you cannot bank on that. You have to come fully alive in your imagination. So, we read the play from the point of view of desire and enjoyment, and not work.
Charlie Sandlan (00:44:50):
How does that change the experience?
Lenard Petit (00:44:52):
Because you're able to see things then. You're able to see things happen, as opposed to wonder what it will be. "Oh, it could be like this, it could be like this. Oh, what do I see here? Oh, I see this person jumping up and down when he's saying this line." And maybe I'll never do that, maybe the director won't let me do that, but it doesn't matter.
Charlie Sandlan (00:45:15):
It doesn't. And I try to tell my students all the time, "It's not about the lines." Everyone gets caught up about the lines. You got to get behavior first. Let the lines run through the behavior and then-
Lenard Petit (00:45:24):
Yeah, yeah. Chekhov suggested just really whisper lines for the longest time.
Charlie Sandlan (00:45:29):
Whispering? In rehearsal or as you're working?
Lenard Petit (00:45:32):
Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (00:45:32):
What's the value of that?
Lenard Petit (00:45:33):
Not getting fixed on a reading in the very beginning, trying to get something. If you whisper it and it's not acted out so much, then you can receive something from that. You could receive the other person. I'm interested in living and the possibility that actually it could be a little bit different night by night. And that can only happen if you work on the how. If you work on the why, you're just going to be stuck in the world of reason.
Charlie Sandlan (00:46:06):
In the intellectual.
Lenard Petit (00:46:07):
Yeah, it's rational. One of the ways to describe Chekhov is to say that it's a completely non-rational way of working or rehearsing and then performing. But it's not irrational. So, when you say non-rational, people automatically assume it's irrational. It's not irrational, it's just not rational. One plus one doesn't always equal two. One plus one can equal five sometimes. And it's like, "Wow, well how can that be? How can that be?" Just let it be, let it be. It's really, really quite fascinating what you can do. Because I'm teaching about the human experience as it's physical experienced. So I'm teaching about the human body and I'm teaching about being a human being and just the mere fact that we stand up on two legs. We're the only creatures on the earth that do that. That makes us people. That's one of the things that makes us people. And that we have a head, and that we have a neck, and that we have all these things.
Lenard Petit (00:47:08):
This is what I teach, so that's all the same for everybody. So, in the Meisner work, for example, I know, because I did it with Bill and also studied with Maggie and sitting in classes and stuff, and there's this connection of being quite personally connected to what you're doing. And this is a kind of place of measurement, in a way. You can measure the actor by how personally related. And you can say, "Well, you're not personally related to that, so what are you going to do to make yourself more personally related? Or to make another choice in which you can get personally connected to it," right? Is that true?
Charlie Sandlan (00:47:44):
Absolutely.
Lenard Petit (00:47:46):
What happens to the body when I'm sad? What happens to the body when I'm happy? What happens to the body when I'm jealous? I don't have to recall the time when my girlfriend was taken away from me by some asshole and how jealous I was. I don't need that. All I need to know is what my body does with it. And my body will do something really, quite specifically. All I have to do is ask for it. When you're sad... how do you know that you're happy? How do you know that you're sad? You say, "I'm sad. I'm tortured," and whatever. I mean, how do you know when you're hungry? You could answer that one, right? "My stomach is telling me. My stomach is saying something to me. My stomach is saying, 'Feed me. Put something in here that I can work on,' because I'm losing my energy, I'm losing my strength. I need to sit down. I feel so weak from hunger." The body's telling you that, right? It's the body. And the body also is the... it's the only... how can you say that, "I'm happy"? What makes you say you're happy?
Lenard Petit (00:48:55):
It's not because you're thinking about some friend of yours. I mean, they might be part of that happiness in some way, but they're not the reason that you can say, "I'm happy. I'm happy because I'm having this conversation with you." I'm happy, maybe because I'm having this conversation with you, but I don't know it unless my body's telling me that I'm happy. And it's quite specific how we experience these things. And conversely, how blocked we are to these things. And that's a really sad thing for actors who are really blocked. They have the desire to act, they have the knowledge. They take all the technique, they take everything else. But they're blocked in their bodies. They're blocked in, what, biofeedback, basically. So, we are always looking for connects with biofeedback. "What was that? What happened then?"
Lenard Petit (00:49:52):
I remember working with some guy, I don't know, he was doing some Shakespeare thing. I said, "Can you just ask yourself to experience the physical sensation of defeat?" He said, "What do you mean? Am I defeated? Why am I defeated?" I said, "No, I won't tell you why you're defeated, I'm just going to say that I want to experience the sensation of defeat." And he was standing up, his knees kind of buckled a bit, right? I said, "Oh, what happened?" He said, "I don't know, what happened?" I said, "Did something happen just then?" He said no, I said, "All right, stand up, start again." So, he stands up straight again. "I want to experience the sensation of defeat." And his knees buckle, right? And I said, "What happened?" He said, "I don't know. I'm trying to experience the sensation of defeat as you asked me and I'm trying to think of what would defeat me or what would make me defeat." And I said, "Don't you see you're already in that? Your body did that and spoke and actually gave you a signal and a cue?"
Lenard Petit (00:51:00):
You're going to go down, the defeated have fallen. They fall in defeat. You go down. Yes, you go down. It took half an hour or something, no so long, in times of a person's training. But it took a half an hour of a session to make him realize, or help him realize that something was happening in his body. And then once you can experience that, you can experience all things.
Charlie Sandlan (00:51:23):
When we have all these sayings, when you really think about, not think about it, but put it into a physical gesture, like, "Oh, the agony of defeat."
Lenard Petit (00:51:32):
Yeah, even, "I fell in love, she fell in love, he fell in love, they fell in love." Did they? But don't you fall asleep? Yeah, you do, too. All these things are just real. They're completely real, but we have said them so much that they don't really mean the real thing anymore. They mean the metaphor of it. To have fallen in love, that's a fact. You fall in love. And the special thing about that fall is that you don't give a fuck. You don't care if you're going to fall and smash your face on the ground, and that's true about being in love, the first love, it doesn't matter. "Oh, nobody can understand my love. Nobody can understand this person that I'm in love with and I'm so in love with this person." "It doesn't look like it's real." "Oh, it's so real. It's so real. You don't know. You don't know." And what they are is in a free-fall that they're falling into each other. They're going to save other some how, these people that are falling in love. But they're in a free-falling. Which is different than falling asleep, is-
Charlie Sandlan (00:52:40):
Or being lovesick.
Lenard Petit (00:52:41):
Yeah.
Charlie Sandlan (00:52:42):
You know? What's that?
Lenard Petit (00:52:44):
Look at it. Look at it. The body is talking. Everything is all this kind of feedback. But this goes back to what Chekhov said about the tragedy. The biggest tragedy for the actor is that they have to use their body, because they also have to use their body to live with. We develop all these different kinds of mechanisms, and they're called habits. They're called the ways people how their bodies. Some person cannot be around another person or can't even be in life without folding their arms, or putting their hands in pockets, or crossing their legs when they sit down or all these kind of things. They're all these kind of coping mechanisms which help us to numb this sense of the biofeedback. So, we try to undo all that stuff.
Charlie Sandlan (00:53:33):
So, when you're working on a script, you're directing actors, let's get the behavior first and then figure out what the emotion life is? Or does the emotional life come out of actually putting your body in a physical state or a physical position?
Lenard Petit (00:53:50):
Let's tell the story in the most interesting, vibrant, vivid... that's a term that you guys use... way that we can. That's how the rehearsal takes place. So, if you have ideas, lets go for it. Lets see them and we'll make them work.
Charlie Sandlan (00:54:07):
So, how important is emotion? How important to Chekhov was emotion?
Lenard Petit (00:54:11):
Hugely important. I mean, he calls it feelings, but he said, "Feelings is the language of the actor." Which is direct conflict to someone like David Mamet who says, "Feelings are fickle, leave them be. Action is the fundamental thing. Is the language of the actor." Action. They're both true, perhaps. But we have a means to invite our feeling life to come to us and come through us. We have ways of doing that. So, for people like David Mamet he says, "Well, the feelings are fickle. They come when they come. And if they come, great. And if they don't, you don't need them. Just get up there with courage and say the lines and do the actions, the tasty actions that you've chosen to do. And the feeling will be there or not. But it's not necessary."
Lenard Petit (00:55:06):
With Chekhov, it's like, we can invite our feelings. And you read plays, like Anton Chekhov plays and it says, "She says, through her tear, laughing, 'Dah, dah, dah, dah, dah.'" And so it's like, "Okay, so I'm crying, because I'm sad? But I'm laughing because I'm happy? What is it? And I have to speak at the same time? That's an interesting challenge, right? That's a really interesting challenge. It must be necessary for the story it the playwright himself has written that." Right? I mean, if the stage manager from the production from 1937 writes, "She cries and then she laughs," that's something different. But if Chekhov says this should happen, it's like reading Arthur Miller in The Crucible, and I'm sure you know the scene when John and Elizabeth meet. He's been in prison and she comes and said, "Just do the confession." Miller writes, it's as if they're in a spinning world." What the hell is that? What is that?
Charlie Sandlan (00:56:13):
Let's investigate it. Let's investigate it.
Lenard Petit (00:56:14):
Let's investigate it and see what that is, right? So, you get the world spinning, get the physical space spinning, as an imagination, so that what happens when that happens? You have absolutely no sense of balance and groundedness right? And they're both in this world. It's fantastic.
Charlie Sandlan (00:56:33):
It's a little disorienting, where they find themselves in this position. He's going to die.
Lenard Petit (00:56:37):
Right, if only-
Charlie Sandlan (00:56:38):
Just confess.
Lenard Petit (00:56:40):
Right. And then you.. or you lose your integrity, right? Or whatever, right?
Charlie Sandlan (00:56:43):
Yeah. Right.
Lenard Petit (00:56:45):
And so, there's nothing to hold onto in this spinning world. So, it's beautifully put, but difficult. A lot of people would say, a lot of acting teachers would say, "Just cross that out. Just cross that out, do the text." But we say, "No, no, no, no, no. That's just the world that he wants them to be in. It must be in this world if it's going to be the way that it should be to tell this story."
Charlie Sandlan (00:57:07):
Because he sort of may have had something going on in his mind, in his imagination, or he wouldn't have written that.
Lenard Petit (00:57:13):
Exactly. That's what he saw and that's how he was able to convey it. It's very impressionistic, but at the same time, much fuller than people would give it credit for.
Charlie Sandlan (00:57:25):
It's important. It's like looking at a piece of poetry and saying, "Well, those last few words, I mean, not that big of a deal."
Lenard Petit (00:57:32):
Yeah, much like in Amadeus when the emperor says, "There's too many notes." And he says, "Well, which notes would you have me take out?"
Charlie Sandlan (00:57:40):
Yeah, yeah. For young actors out there, actors that are starting out, do you have anything to offer them in terms of advice, or way to think about themselves, or way to kind of reimagine or contemplate what it means to be an actor?
Lenard Petit (00:57:59):
If you don't love it, don't do it. You have to love it. Because it's so difficult. And it's not that it's difficult to do, it's difficult to be. You have to love it. And obviously, you're not getting in it to be a star or getting in it to make a lot of money, because that's going to be a huge, huge disappointment. I mean, actors make a lot of money. Julia Roberts makes a shit-ton of money. Most people don't. Most people make... some people make a living. Some people make a living for themselves and their families as actors. But those people love it. Love's a huge thing. And there's a beautiful, beautiful lecture from Michael Chekhov, an essay called Love in Our Profession. And he talks about all these kinds of love that exist, and puts them in sort of categories and on levels and stuff. And he does this whole thing. He ends it by saying, "Now, we've talked about love, but I want you to notice I did not say, 'An actor must love his profession. I said, 'An actor does love his profession'."
Lenard Petit (00:59:10):
So, if you don't already love it, you're not going to come to love it. And if you don't love it, it's not going to happen.
Charlie Sandlan (00:59:19):
Well, my fellow daydreamers, thank you for sticking around and keeping that phone in your pocket. Please, do yourself a favor and get into Lenard's class. Go to michaelchekhovactingstudio.com and make that happen. You can subscribe and follow this show wherever you get your podcasts. If you have a few seconds, drop a review on iTunes and tell all your friends, "There's this amazing podcast Creating Behavior. You got to listen to it." Go to the website, creatingbehaviorpodcast.com. You can book me on private coaching, you can leave me a message. If you are interested in training yourself as a professional actor, go to maggieflaniganstudio.com and get in my classroom. You can follow me on Instagram @creatingbehavior @maggieflaniganstudio. Lawrence Trailer, thank you for the music my man. You guys, an actor does love what they do. And if that is the case, you've got to play full out with yourself and don't even settle for your second best. My name is Charlie Sandlan. Peace
Lawrence Trailer (01:00:34):
(singing)
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