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• Praise for •
Acting Techniques for Everyday Life




“This is a wonderfully healing, challenging book about the art of self-transformation. Jane Marla Robbins describes acting techniques and shows how they can be applied to all sorts of difficult everyday situations. I’m here to say that these exercises really work! Acting Techniques for Everyday Life will make you feel terrific about yourself.”

—PATRICIA BOSWORTH, contributing editor for Vanity Fair

“Essential reading to help anyone prepare for the difficult situations in their lives. The techniques are practical and fun. It’s a standing ovation for Robbins!”

—BARBARA PACHTER, author of The Power of Positive Confrontation and When the Little Things Count... And They Always Count

“As an educator, former media and film executive and producer, I think Jane Marla Robbins has developed a fabulous confidence-building tool for people from all walks of life. What an idea! This book is a classic of the self-help genre and a masterful example of the power of a great teacher.”

—STEPHEN R. GREENWALD, president,
Metropolitan College of New York

“Jane Marla Robbins presents excellent techniques to assist people in overcoming shyness and performance anxiety. Her suggestions for helping people be more centered, use their voices to communicate more effectively, and be more present in every way are invaluable for those lacking in self-esteem and confidence.”

—STANLEY L. RUSTIN, Ph.D., Director of Counseling at
Queensborough Community College

“The techniques Jane describes with such insight, depth, and humor are certainly veritable skills for success.”

—ADELE SCHEELE, author of Skills for Success and
Jumpstart Your Career in College

“Acting Techniques for Everyday Life is destined to become the classic handbook for using acting techniques to get through difficult times in your life. It’s thrilling to get such empowering important information in a package full of such humor, warmth, and wisdom.”

—TALIA SHIRE, actress

“I have often wondered why I haven’t used my numerous acting “lifelines” in my own life. Now I know why. Because until now, no one has written a book that so brilliantly shows me how. Jane’s book is a page-turner and an eye opener! With every page she has helped me open my eyes to myself!”

—LYNN REDGRAVE, actress, playwright


 

 

 

 

JANE MARLA ROBBINS is thrilled to have her many years of experience as an actress, writer, and teacher come together in this book.

Jane has been teaching acting techniques for everyday life for over twenty years all over the United States—at schools, universities, in corporations, and in private practice. She currently leads workshops on Acting Techniques for Business Success in Los Angeles and teaches classes at Loyola Marymount University and the University of Judaism.

Jane was commissioned by the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C. to write and perform the one-woman play Reminiscences of Mozart by His Sister, which she also performed at New York’s Lincoln Center. Jane also wrote and starred in Dear Nobody (which ran for a year in New York, was produced on CBS, and then toured all over the United States and to London); Jane Avril (New York, Copenhagen); Miriam’s Dance (New York, Los Angeles); and Bats in the Belfry (Spoleto Festival, Italy).

Jane has appeared in several motion pictures, including Rocky I, Rocky II, Rocky V, Arachnophobia, True Identity, and Coming Apart. Her television credits include ER, Murder She Wrote, The Heidi Chronicles, Beverly Hills 90210, Knots Landing, Falcon Crest, and 79 Park Avenue. She also performed on Broadway in Richard III and Morning, Noon & Night.

A published poet and essayist, Jane graduated magna cum laude from Bryn Mawr College and studied at the Graduate School of Psychology at Antioch College. She lives outside Los Angeles, California.
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• Introduction •




I HAVE ACTED in plays, movies, and on television for over thirty years, and while I was acting, I always felt secure. I knew what I was doing. I had learned how to make myself look great and even to shine.

But I noticed that in my everyday life, there were too many situations in which I felt uncomfortable, awkward, and ugly. I, whom the New York drama critics had described as “witty and wonderful ... with the smooth cool beauty of a Gainsborough.”

Of course, I had thought it wasn’t the “real me” they were reviewing. Surely, it was the character....

But it was also me, and only me, up there on those stages, feeling free enough to be and reveal those different, witty, wonderful parts of myself.

I got tired of feeling stupid and inadequate in life. I realized I could use the preparation and work that went into giving a dazzling performance on stage to make “real-life” situations that made me uncomfortable easier to handle, and even fun.

I made a list of some of the techniques that actors have used for hundreds of years, tools that have helped them to achieve the  confidence and joy they need for any good performance. I realized that the same tools could help anyone achieve confidence and joy in their real life.

This book describes those techniques, how and why they work, and contains stories from famous actors and ordinary people, all of whom have used them successfully both on and off stage. Including me.

This book is not meant to teach you how to lie, but to help you find ways to be more authentically yourself. With all your humor, grace, and depth. With all your strength, uniqueness, and joy.

The first time I ever consciously used an acting technique in my “real life,” I was frankly amazed that it actually worked. I found myself in a situation where I had to spend time with a man who it seemed could not be in the same room with me without mocking me, belittling me, or in some way putting me down. His put-downs made me want to shrivel up and die. The times I had to see him became unbearable.

Then, one day, I pretended that he had leprosy. I just told myself, “He has leprosy.” I didn’t imagine boils on his face, or bones sticking out of his hands, I just said, “I’ll try it. I’ll pretend he has leprosy.”

I was using a simple acting technique called the Magic As If. I merely acted “as if” he had leprosy. It worked.

For one thing, it helped me to avoid him. After all, I was pretending he had some terrible disease that I could actually catch, why would I have wanted to get near him? So for starters, I never got close enough for him to start in.

Then, later that day, the guy actually told his wife, “Jane seemed better tonight, didn’t you think?”

It’s anybody’s guess why he thought this. Did he feel compassion from me for his disease (his meanness)? Or was it that, because I avoided him, he was no longer threatened by my energy, and therefore didn’t feel the need to try to diminish it or me. The point is, it worked, and I felt wonderful for a number of reasons. For one thing, I had a secret, and this made me feel good. Also, I was being creative. I was no longer a passive victim; I had become  consciously active. An actor. And this made me feel good. And finally, he wasn’t putting me down anymore. That made me feel wonderful.

Sometime after that, I began teaching acting techniques to other people, to help them in difficult real-life situations, job interviews, blind dates, family reunions, any situation that they wished could be easier. These people started using the techniques, and the situations became easier. Sometimes, they even became fun. This I liked. This they liked. The way I see it, if we have a choice between having a situation be difficult or fun, it might as well be fun.

I hope you will have fun reading this book, and that you, too, will change some of the more difficult situations in your life into experiences that you actually enjoy.

WHAT YOU’LL FIND IN THIS BOOK

THE ACTING TECHNIQUES described in this book are to help you through difficult real-life situations. If you are fantastically comfortable in any given situation, you probably don’t need to use any of these techniques. Just close the book and go out and have a good time.

But if you’ve got a difficult situation, a difficult business meeting, presentation, blind date, or family reunion that’s making you nervous, this book is for you. It’s for those times when you’re afraid you won’t perform at your best, or that you’ll lose your voice, get sweaty palms, start to shake, or even want to fall through the floor.

The job interviews, confrontations with your mother-in-law, special meetings, are all, in fact, potential performances, which might be as terrifying to you as the role of Hamlet might be to a nervous actor. I’m suggesting that what he would do to prepare for his performance might well be the same as what you might consider doing for yours.

Maybe you already know and use some of the techniques in this book. If so, I hope that reviewing them will suggest ways for  you to make them even more powerful and effective. Some of the techniques may work better for you than others; some may not work for you at all. Some people get one technique quickly; others may need to practice it longer before they’re able to use it. Keep experimenting.

All the techniques in the book are designed to help you to be all that you can be. As tall and as shining, and with as much charisma as you could ever want. Or as centered, clear, relaxed, self-confident, strong, or as witty as you want to be in any situation you choose. I learned these techniques from the forty teachers with whom I’ve studied over the last thirty years, as well as from other actors with whom I’ve worked. My students have shown me how everyone can use them and have taught me how to teach them to the layman.

Part One of this book describes a number of ways that actors prepare before going on stage or before a camera—many of which may be useful to you. You may not need to do all six parts of the preparation in Part One. Or you may want to come up with your own combination of exercises. But preparations can be essential because they can help you be however you decide you want to be, not only for a big presentation, but also for a big party—before which you might take a special shower, or dress in a particular way, or focus on why you’re going. Maybe it’s to find a new friend, or to recruit new clients. Maybe you simply have to program yourself to have a good time.

I include a chapter on your physical preparation—after all, your body plays an important role in how you feel and how you perceive yourself. The preparation is short but effective, and a big help for getting your body under control. There’s also a chapter for your vocal preparation, so you can make your voice as strong, resonant, or as appropriate as you want. The emotional preparation is useful so you’re not sabotaged by unexamined and unexpected feelings showing up—which could make you freeze, drop a glass, bump into a wall, or simply shake you up.

There’s a preparation for revving up your brain, and one for getting  your soul to shine through, since presumably, you’ll also be bringing your mind and soul with you into that job interview or important meeting. The last preparation techniques are to help you to relax. Most actors understand that relaxation is essential for any good performance. When did you ever perform well when you were tense?

Part Two of the book includes eleven nuts-and-bolts techniques, how each technique works, and some scientific explanations of why. I’ll show you how to understand, use, and practice each one. You’ll read stories of people who have worked with me, how they use the specific technique, and how it helped them. There will be stories of actors who have used the same technique in a movie you may have seen. These techniques are easy and a lot of fun. I’ve found that the more fun they are, the more effectively they work for people.

In Part Three, I describe more tricks of the actor’s trade, including how to have charisma, some vocal tricks, some breathing techniques and how to take a meaningful pause. Part Four offers more examples of difficult real-life situations—everything from finding a way to deliver a passionate sermon to learning to look and feel sexy, glamorous, or younger—and how non-actors working with me have been helped through them by using the techniques in this book.

Acting techniques, yoga, meditation, sex, or drugs can all change your brain chemistry. The choice is yours.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK EFFECTIVELY

I SUGGEST YOU start at the beginning. The six-part preparation can be essential to opening yourself up enough to use the techniques I describe in Parts Two and Three.

On the other hand, if you feel that you’re relaxed and open enough, it’s possible you could turn to any one of the techniques in Part One and Two, get the technique in a flash, and immediately put it to work in your life. It’s also true that the preparations include some very useful and powerful techniques.

Sense Memory, the first technique I describe in Part Two, is the basis for many of the techniques that follow, so I would advise reading about it before the others.

The last section of the book really should be read last since it describes how non-actors have made certain difficult real-life situations easy, or even fun, by using a combination of the techniques described in earlier chapters.

Not all of the techniques in this book will work for you, just as professional actors find that some techniques work for them and others don’t. It all comes down to which techniques you are comfortable using. Some actors use what is known as “the Method,” which is characterized by their ability to generate real feeling through creating the proper conditions. Other actors use a system known as “the English School,” meaning they work from the outside in (starting with the coat they might wear for a role, or the kind of voice they’ll use) to get into character. Both kinds of actors can be brilliant.

For the movie Marathon Man, Dustin Hoffman, considered by many to be a Method actor, stayed up all night before shooting a scene in which he was supposed to appear completely exhausted, to achieve as real and as total an exhaustion as he possibly could. Sir Lawrence Olivier, of the English School, who was acting with him in the scene, saw him as he arrived on the set, and asked him why he hadn’t slept all night. Hoffman said it was so he could appear, and, in fact, be, truly exhausted in the scene. Sir Lawrence asked him why he didn’t just try “acting.”

Actually, I think this is a mean story, but it does illustrate my point. What works for one actor may not work for another. What works for you may not work for someone else.

WHAT I WISH FOR YOU

FOR ME, ACTING has been a sacred art, a healing art, an art of self-transformation. This book is about changing how we are. It’s  about me transforming myself from a well-brought-up Bryn Mawr graduate into the slightly ditzy, verbally limited pet shop owner in the Rocky movies. It’s about Melvin, an accountant from New Jersey who came to me terrified of meeting women, changing himself into a social animal that now enjoys going out and dating.

This book is about changes you can make in yourself so that there can be changes in your life. Change, or creation, is hard work, and usually attributed to the gods. You are about to embark on that holy journey. It is a serious journey, and while most people tend to be afraid of the unknown, it is a journey I feel could not only be fun for you but also give you a sense of the divine and ecstatic mystery of creation—which is what I think the art of acting is all about.

It is with joy and humility that I share some of these mysteries with you. May your growing pains be minimal, and may your transformations be all that you wanted them to be when you picked up this book, and more.
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