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 You Can’t Take It With You by Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman was first published in 

1936. It went on to win the Pulitzer for Drama in 1937, and the film adaptation won the 

Academy Award for Best Picture in 1938.  In the University of Florida production, directed by 

Charlie Mitchell, I created the role of Tony. This document chronicles my creative process from 

casting to the final performance. 

 Honoring the fluid nature of my creative process, this document is much like a 

conversation between the reader and the writer. The first portion is a brief examination of the 

play. Next is an account of the acting process, which includes casting and concept, 

characterization, physical explorations, vocal explorations, and diverse techniques employed. 

The final portion of the document includes a chronicle of the actual performance, as well as the 

program and production photos.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 I enjoy learning how artists create their artwork. It dispels the myth – or proves it, 

depending on your lens – that their brilliance is effortless. If the medium permits, I then go back 

and review their artwork a second time, with a new lens, appreciating the process they undertook 

to create such mastery. DVDs and documentaries are great tools for revealing the veiled tactics 

filmmakers, musicians, and visual artists employ. Live theater, however, has no special features 

menu option. Audiences are lucky if they catch a glimpse of the actor after a performance, at 

which time the actor is probably more concerned with eating than pontificating. On rare 

occasions, theatre practitioners are given the opportunity to put down in writing their creative 

process. So, long after the play has closed, some would-be audience member has a chance to 

learn of an actor’s artistic journey. Such a document is especially rewarding for fellow artists 

within their medium. Writing such a document is another thing – or beast – entirely. But, as I 

have learned so many times before, with each challenge comes an opportunity – in this case, an 

opportunity to get a MFA. Much in line with the way I approach a role, I am eagerly plunging in. 

And, who knows, perhaps I will even come to love describing how I came to create “Tony,” my 

thesis role.  

The time is now 10:31 a.m., Thursday October 20, 2011. By the time you read this 

document – actually, by the time I finish writing it – my creative process will have morphed, yet 

again. My creative process is constantly evolving. None of the characters I have played are 

developed exactly the same. While the scaffolding is usually consistent, the method of invention 

is altered. The creation process is modulated according to the demands and stresses of the role. 

Needless to say, the journey about which I write is unique to You Can’t Take It With You. I’d like 

to think of myself as a sculptor molding and shaping a block of clay. Unlike Michelangelo, I do 
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not see the sculpture hiding within the block of marble, peering at me. I see my creation, the final 

product – “Tony” in this case – in flashes. I see the “finished” form in waves, like sporadic car 

headlights on a dark street. I get these flashes while in rehearsal, or in conversation, or while 

molding my interpretation of the text.  

This, my “project in-lieu of thesis” document, shall be as fluid and strategically 

impromptu as my creative process. I would like to take you, the reader, on my You Can’t Take It 

With You journey from textual analysis and casting to characterization and performance. Within 

these pages one will find references to artistic blunders, Acting 101 pitfalls, and hopefully, my 

journey as it was when I embarked upon this endeavor.  This, so to speak, is my “special features 

menu” option. 

CHAPTER 2 
THE PLAY 

 
First published in 1936, You Can’t Take It With You marks Moss Hart and George S. 

Kaufman’s third of six collaborations together. The play premiered at the Booth Theatre in New 

York City on Monday night, December 14th, 1936. It was met with instant success, and was 

adored, in part, because of its appeal to audience members to live life to the fullest despite the 

perceptions of others. The fifth-longest-running show of the decade, it ran for an astounding 837 

performances and went on to win the Pulitzer for Drama in 1937. Soon after, Hart and Kaufman 

sold the rights to Columbia Pictures who then immortalized it in film. In 1938, the film won the 

Academy Award for Best Picture. The play had two successful Broadway revivals in 1965 and 

1983. Widely adored for its message, You Can’t Take It With You “has earned the status of a 

Broadway classic” (Harris 34). 

As the play was in its early phase of development, Kaufman wrote to his wife Beatrice, “I 

doubt if I can convey the quality of the Hart play in writing.” He went on to say: 
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You know it’s a slightly mad family, and has to do with the daughter of the house, 

the only sane one. She falls in love with the son of a conventional family, and the 

play proper concerns her attempts to reconcile the irreconcilable elements. The 

Tony family comes to dinner – arriving on the wrong night – and finds everything 

at its most cuckoo. It turns out that the young man himself has a streak of 

madness in him, and at the finish he converts the girl and they both settle down 

happily with (her) family. But it has a point, as you see – that the way to live and 

be happy is just to go ahead and live, and not pay attention to the world. I think 

the play will have a nice love story and a certain tenderness, in addition to its 

madness. Does it sound too naïve – I don’t think it will emerge as such. Of course 

we have some swell mad things for the family – the father manufactures fireworks 

in the cellar, the grandfather retired from the world in 1898 and doesn’t admit that 

anything has happened since then, etc. Please let me know how you react. (qtd. in 

Goldstein 271) 

Beatrice’s reactions were quite encouraging (Harris 38). Interestingly, Kaufman had a great deal 

of difficulty writing the love scenes between Alice and Tony. He and Hart agreed that love was 

the thread that linked the entire story. Without it, the play would be a wacky exhibition with little 

narrative.  As a result, they insisted that the characters not appear to be stock, cardboard cutouts 

(41).  

 Aside from the struggles Kaufman and Hart had in developing the romance scenes 

between Alice and Tony, we know little about the challenges they faced in developing the story. 

History tells us that the play was written in the aftermath of the Depression and the threat of war 

was certainly looming. In fact, the play was produced only three years prior to World War II. 
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One can surmise how vital Kaufman and Hart saw their message of love to be. Blending the 

condition of one’s environment and the theatricality of their art form, playwrights have a peculiar 

challenge. Adolphe Appia notes: 

The theatre has always been bound strictly by the special conditions imposed by 

the age, and consequently, the dramatist has always been the least independent of 

artists, because he employs so many distinct elements, all of which must be 

properly united in his work. If one of these elements remains subject to the 

conventions of age, while the others free themselves to obey the will of the 

creative artist, the result will be a lack of balance which alters the essential nature 

of the dramatic work. (7-8) 

Through the voice of dance master Boris Kolenkhov, Kaufman and Hart repeatedly discuss the 

absurdity of Stalin and his regime. Through Grandpa Vanderhof’s exchange with Henderson, the 

IRS agent, the irony of militarism and the US occupation of foreign countries are examined. And 

through Tony’s appeal to his father, Kaufman and Hart argue that one’s dreams are always 

present no matter how hard he or she tries to suppress them. About the play, Edmond M. Gagey 

maintains:  

Whatever its failings, it kept its humor and its sanity at a time when civilization 

seemed to be going to smash under the impacts of depression and war. Its 

impudent escapism is admirably expressed… (Gagey 229) 

Further noting the timely nature of the play, Joseph Mersand suggests: 

This play is an example of clever theatrical craftsmanship, of strikingly funny 

situations, of dialogue that is humorous and stage worthy and of a view of life that 

may have been in the hearts of many in the unhappy days that had not yet seen the 
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last of the Depression and were shortly to witness the beginning of World War II. 

(Mersand 223) 

 
CHAPTER 3 

THE PROCESS 
 

Casting and Concept  
 

Theatre artists have become the poster children for the slogan: “Hope for the best, and 

prepare for the worst.” One unsuspecting challenge or another met every single production of 

which I have been a part. We’ve all come to expect them, and if for some reason a disaster 

doesn’t happen before the show opens, we fear that it’ll occur on opening night. Our production 

of You Can’t Take It With You was no exception. While the word “disaster” is a bit heavy-

handed, we did encounter a few unanticipated setbacks.  

 Not long after the play was announced and billed to open the 2011-2012 season, word 

spread that Paul Favini, Interim Director of the School of Theatre and Dance, would direct the 

show. This was exciting for me because I had never worked with him before, and long before the 

rehearsal process would begin, I decided I was going to approach this production as I would one 

in a professional setting. Paul recognized the strain our production would put on the costume 

shop. Considering that our show was set to open no less than 4 weeks after the first day of class, 

and that there were over nineteen named characters and even more costume changes, Paul 

decided to cast several of the named characters in the Spring 2011 semester. This would give the 

costume shop a head start. At that time, Grandpa, Alice, Rheba, Essie, Ed, and Tony, my 

character, were cast. Then came the bad news. Before the summer was over, I received a 

personal email from Paul, saying that his remittent cancer had come back, and for health reasons 

he could no longer direct the show. His words proved to be transformative for me.  
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For several months leading up to rehearsals, I dismissed the play as another white-bred 

story, with antiquated language. Though I tried to see otherwise, the demeaning cultural 

references of Rheba and Donald, the only characters my ancestors could play, screamed at me. 

To both acknowledge and subvert these cultural eye-sores Paul cast me, an African American 

man, as Tony, the son of an affluent, Wall Street business owner. Historical understandings of 

miscegenation had no place in the world Paul sought to create. With a sensitive lens he selected 

actors who would not reinforce cultural stereotypes. For example, Paul believed a particular BFA 

senior, though he gave a fine callback audition, should not be cast as the dull-witted Donald 

because it seemed to convey a statement of Latino ignorance. It was with this sensitivity that 

Paul approached the casting process. This was remarkable for me.  

Prior to his message, I had not realized the power and beauty of You Can’t Take It With 

You. He encouraged me to see the play as a vehicle to teach, to inspire. He taught me that the 

play encourages all of us, despite color, creed, or orientation, to live unapologetically, to love 

without fear. When he looked back over his life, he told me he had no regrets. It was not about 

the quantity of his days, but the quality. This moved me. At that moment, I decided to embrace 

the journey, to meet Tony with love and not resistance.   

 By the start of the Fall 2011 semester, we had gone through yet another director, Tim 

Altmeyer. Due to other obligations, he was unable to direct the show. Charlie Mitchell, the third 

and final director, took the helm and picked up where Paul left off in casting. Charlie’s concept 

was to cast the Sycamores as all Caucasian and the Kirbys as African-American. He said that he 

didn’t want the audience to work too hard at trying to figure out who belonged to whom. While 

he recognized that interracial dating was revolutionary at best during this time in American 

History, he thought that calling attention to it gave no real payoff.  
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As we developed our characters, Charlie encouraged us not to “comment” on each other’s 

strangeness. In other words, our acting choices should not suggest that the character thought the 

Sycamore’s way of life was bizarre. Romance and beyond, we were to pass no judgments 

whatsoever. Excluding the Kirbys, at no point was a character to make a judgment call on the 

wackiness of another. Everything was accepted with open and loving arms. In doing so, when the 

Kirbys' arrive in Act II, the two families would appear even more contradictory.    

 
Characterization  

I stated earlier that my character development process tends to be fluid. Depending on the 

nature of the project and role, I prepare in slightly different ways. I also noted that while the 

scaffolding of my creative process tends to be the same, the invention is different. By 

“scaffolding,” I refer to the foundational analysis I do, no matter what the role demands. To 

explain this idea further, I will compare my development of Biff and Cephus, two characters I 

hope to one day portray.  

The most obvious difference between Biff in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman and 

Cephus in Samm-Art Williams’ Home is their race. While themes like neglect, being 

misunderstood, and unfulfilled dreams are universal ideas, these themes (and themes like them) 

are engaged differently when filtered through a certain cultural context. Stated plainly, Arthur 

Miller had no intention of making Willy Loman, Biff’s father, an African-American. There are 

historical improbabilities that exist if Willy Loman is played as a Black man. This unstated fact 

must be accounted for when I begin developing his son’s backstory. After examining the 

commonalities between Willy Loman and my Great-Grandfather who lived during this period, 

certain elements become clearer. I learned this lesson from American playwright, actor, and 
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founder and Artistic Director of the Negro Ensemble Company, Douglas Turner Ward. In his 

discussion, “Actor or Black Actor,” Ward notes: 

…when you talk about interpreting characters, there will be a particular rhythm to 

the cultural experience. I am not going to be believable playing a Russian before I 

can first play my grandfather. That is going to give me closer access to the 

character of my own experience. I will come to find out after playing my 

grandfather that my grandfather’s experience might be similar to those of the 

peasants of the Gulag, or pre-Czarist Russia, during Turgenev’s time. But I’m not 

going to be able to do anything with Chekhov, until I know what those peasants 

down on the Southern American plantation were like. I can’t skip over that 

experience and say, I’m going to be a Chekhovian actor. I can’t play Chekhov 

worth a damn unless first I come at it through the route and particularities of my 

own subjective personal/historical experience. It is not separate; it is related. It 

gives me access. It is first things first. (Edwards 19) 

After adhering to Ward’s admonition, an important detail materializes if I were to portray Biff. 

Willy Loman was written to “fit” on the periphery of the dominant culture, though he was 

Caucasian himself.  

Willy Loman’s social position is my way into the text, for Willy’s journey is not far 

removed from the journey of a Black man. However, an African-American during this pre-Civil 

Rights era would receive far more bigotry in the form of threats of violence and blatant racist 

lashings. As an actor, it is easier for me to fill in the cultural gaps, making Willy and Biff’s 

existence as Black men more tangible, once I can connect their journey to a journey that my 

people endured. A peer of mine once noted that Linda’s final words to Willy, “We’re free and 
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clear. We’re free. We’re free…We’re free…,” mean something drastically different if said to the 

body of her Black husband. Recognizing these intricate details is possible only after asking 

myself: “what were my people doing during this time?” 

Justifying Cephus’ race is not necessary. He was written as a Black man by a Black man. 

Certain inalienable cultural experiences are inscribed within Samm-Art Williams’ text that 

reveals the unique challenges that face African-Americans. Williams engages a universal theme 

– searching for one’s dream – and pays homage to cultural nuances within and outside the Black 

community, without making a heavy-handed show of sensitivity. He explores these cultural 

nuances without sacrificing the plot, or theme. In the same way that Williams pays homage to his 

culture, Miller similarly pays homage to his; however, we are taught that the culture of 

Caucasians is itself universal.  

The above analysis, considering what was happening to Black people during the period in 

which the play was set, is the “scaffolding” to which I refer. With this understanding I am then 

able to contextualize my character’s respective journey. Otherwise, I am “adding fiction on top 

of fiction” as one of my acting teachers once said. Conversely, Peter Brook (1993) argues that 

such a discussion should not be the starting place for the actor: 

It is always a mistake for actors to begin their work with intellectual discussions, 

as the rational mind is not nearly as potent an instrument of discovery as the more 

secret faculties of intuition. The possibility of intuitive understanding through the 

body is stimulated and developed in many different ways. (108) 

While I generally agree with Brook, this up-front “work” helps me make sense of the role and 

play. Probing these questions is critical so I do not reject my character on the basis of 

improbability later. Saying to myself, “this would never happen to a Black man during this 
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period” is the last thing that should be going through my head, whether in rehearsal or when 

exploring the text in private. Despite how disconnected my ethnicity and role may be, as long as 

my intellect is disengaged, I can play the game.  

I wish I could say with confidence that I did this preliminary work for Tony. The truth is 

I did not. I stated briefly that I chose to approach this production as I would in a professional 

setting. So, while my MFA predecessors and peers may have spent countless hours immersing 

themselves in the language, world, and experiences of their characters, I picked up a part-time 

job at Starbucks. Somewhere in my mind I rationalized that working a part-time job in the day 

and going to rehearsal at night would mirror the life I will encounter in the coming months as a 

professional actor. As I will explain below, I attempted to employ every technique I found useful 

during my time as an MFA student, while throwing away the ones that didn’t serve me. I will 

explore whether or not I found success in Chapter 4.  

The latest and most profound technique that I used to create Tony comes from A 

Practical Handbook for the Actor by Melissa Bruder et al. (1986). In it Bruder et al. note that 

acting is the physical process of achieving a specific goal with the other actors in a scene. Acting 

means to essentially improvise within the framework of given circumstances (8). The 

improvisation, they note, is “the act of impulsively choosing from moment to moment how to do 

that action. These choices are based on what is going on with the other actors in the scene at that 

instant” (9). 

The technique outlined in A Practical Handbook for the Actor can be summarized in the 

following statement: there is no functional separation between you and the character. You are 

the character. “Being,” however, is just a starting place for the actor. Working oneself into an 

emotional state in an attempt to “be” the character is a common pitfall for actors. The actor does 
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not have to work himself into frenzy, nor does he have to convince the audience that he is the 

character. Bruder et al. maintain: 

The actor does not need to think about or work for these things. If he really 

throws himself into getting the other person to take a chance, the audience will 

believe he is driven by his love because of the given circumstances of the play, 

even though the reasons he gives himself for doing it may have nothing to do with 

love.  (22) 

The audience knows that my name isn’t Tony Kirby, Jr. They can open the program and see my 

name is clearly written: Ryan Johnson-Travis. They have come willing to play the game, to 

accept the convention. The audience believes that they see Tony Kirby, Jr, despite that countless 

other people have played the role before me. They are willing to come along for the journey.  

I personally have no idea of what it means to study at Cambridge, or to be raised in 

affluence, or to be a Vice-President of a Wall Street business. I do not need to trick myself into 

believing that I am Tony Kirby, Jr. Nor do I need to agonize over “being” the character. By 

immersing myself in the given circumstances of the play and plunging into the pursuit of my 

essential action/objective, my portrayal of Tony Kirby, Jr. is well on its way to being successful.   

I held tight to this technique. I went into the rehearsal room with the utmost confidence 

that this character was absolutely tangible. While I’d still have to work hard, I understood that I 

didn’t have to search too far outside of myself, as I had come to demand of myself in other roles.  

 
Physical Explorations  

Not long ago, my creative process hinged on the costume renderings. I believed that my 

process was unquestionably “outside-in,” that I had to put the fabrics on, that I needed to feel the 

texture of props. While all of these elements to some degree still inform my understanding of my 
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character and the world he inhabits, they definitely are not nearly as critical as they once were.  I 

have come to learn that the Meisner Technique is truly at the root of my physical exploration. I 

discovered Meisner during my second year as a MFA student, searching for a platform from 

which to teach my Acting II class. I was both stunned and delighted at how closely Meisner 

mirrored my own creative process. I taught my class with authority, knowing that my process 

was tried and proven by a master.  

An original member of the famous Group Theatre and a direct apprentice of Michael 

Chekhov, Sanford Meisner is the pioneer of the art of doing. Radically different from Chekhov, 

Meisner believed that spontaneous interaction between living, breathing human beings was the 

seat of true acting. The idea that anything could happen, at any given moment, was what 

compelled audiences to listen. From his experiences as an actor, he learned that “the foundation 

of acting is the reality of doing” (Meisner and Longwell16). "An ounce of behavior is worth a 

pound of words," and "Act before you think," became the maxims for which he is most known. 

On the walls of his classroom and studio these proverbs were posted, serving as a constant 

reminder to students that acting is about doing (Eckhart). 

The process of doing before thinking or analyzing served as my bedrock as I explored the 

physicality of Tony. I began by using my own physical habits as a launching pad. The text 

always tells me if my personal way of standing and walking is too grounded or direct, as was the 

case with Tony. After rehearsal on Wednesday, August 31, Kathy Sarra, my Alexander 

Technique instructor, gave me a wonderful physical adjustment to work with. As opposed to the 

wide stance I usually maintain, she suggested that I find another way to stand, one that is more 

befitting for someone who hasn’t quite recognized their full potential as an individual. Instantly 

an idea was generated. I figured by standing with my feet closer together, my stride would begin 
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to totter and become less grounded.  I took that physical choice into rehearsal. It helped 

tremendously as this physical posture informed how the words were delivered. This added to the 

boyish nature of the character. While these choices were subtle in performance, they helped 

holistically in the discovery of the character. A physical choice is often where my character and I 

meet for the first time. As with Meisner, doing – in this case, physicality – really helps me 

discover the character from multiple points of entry.  

 On another occasion, the director asked me to attach a physical movement to the imagery 

of the text. Up to that point he noticed that I was arbitrarily gesticulating with my hands. I 

gesticulate with my hands when I am unsure of what else to do with my body. So, the moment I 

get a note about my hands, it is a trigger for me to go back and really look at what I am saying. 

He had me make broad/bold physical choices to articulate through my body what I couldn’t say 

through words. This was a wonderful exercise. I was free of my holding patterns. I felt present 

with the actors around me. And most importantly, I was connected to both the imagery and my 

body.  

 Meisner would ask his students to count the number of light bulbs in the room, in an 

effort to get the actor out of their own way. By “getting out of one’s own way” I am referring to 

the process of transferring the point of concentration outside of oneself. Some actors tend to play 

their characters internally. Their choices, as a result, become less active and casual. Meisner 

maintains that transferring one’s concentration from themselves and to the other person is a “big 

battle won” (26). This notion is further articulated in Bruder et al’s work. What we do should 

always be purposed toward the other person. Acting is not about attitude, or about being clever. 

It is always about the task – for example, to get another character to forgive me, to shut him 

down, to get her to love me. The action must be specific to the other person. One’s performance 
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does not truly come alive until the action is motivated, until one makes a deliberate choice 

toward pursuing his or her goal. For Tony’s exchange with Alice in Scene Two, for example, I 

used the above admonition to guide the choices I made as the actor. While I could show some 

quirky method of getting Alice to love me, I made the deliberate choice to get Alice to love me. 

This subtle psychological shift makes all the difference when engaging a real human being. 

Meisner also maintains that a scene must have an emotional texture prior to its beginning. 

For him the text was secondary, he maintained that a person could communicate everything 

without words. The only way this was possible, however, was to have an emotional investment 

prior to even entering the scene. From this starting point, actors can proceed organically within 

the given circumstances. 

The text is like a canoe, and the river on which it sits is the emotion. The text 

floats on the river. If the water of the river is turbulent, the words will come on a 

rough river. It all depends on the flow of the river which is your emotion. The text 

takes on the character of your emotion. (Meisner and Longwell 115) 

Separate from Strasberg’s idea of plunging into one’s personal experiences, Meisner believed 

that one should stimulate an emotional state through imagination. This was another idea I sought 

to incorporate as I developed the emotional template for Tony. I used my interactions with the 

other actor’s onstage as a gauge to modulate his temperament. I couldn’t ask, “How would I 

respond if I were in this situation?” The questions became more direct, such as: “What is at stake 

here? What happens if she walks out of my life for good?” These questions juxtaposed to Tony’s 

responses helped me determine if he was relaxed or high-strung. 
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Vocal Exploration 
 
 Through my tenure at UF, I have learned and become somewhat proficient in the Lessac-

based vocal approach. The synthesis of voice work into a complete and harmonious acting 

technique has been something I often neglect. Though I try not to admit it, to some degree, I am 

a “heady” actor. Every day is a constant effort to plunge in, to not deduce my creative choices to 

intellectual rationalization, to not care about how crazy I may appear. The moment a “heady” 

actor learns a technique such as the Lessac-based vocal approach, he tends to apply left-brain, 

scientific analysis to a medium that is fundamentally organic. This intellectual lens he applies to 

voice work is often the foundation for utter failure. Arthur Lessac (1997) emphatically notes: 

In the final analysis good acting is nothing more than interesting, imaginative, 

involved behavior; it is the experiencing of communication and, at the same time, 

the effective and involved expression of that experience. It is the voice, the 

inflections and intonations, the words, eyes, gestures, and emotions working 

together, expressively, in symphonic concert and harmony.  (8)  

Lessac argues that voice work has to become integrated into the entire acting process, that 

everything is working together to form a beautiful tapestry.  

 While I clearly understand there should not be a dichotomy between the voice, the body, 

and the text, I did not approach my thesis performance with such clarity. As the saying goes, 

“You always have 20/20 in hindsight.” Yes, I see clearly now. Below is an excerpt from a 

journal I kept: 

Friday, September 16, 2011. This entire You Can’t Take It With You process has 

been…interesting. I can’t remember feeling more disconnected from a role. I keep 

coming up against this hurdle. This feeling of resistance has finally crept its way 
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into how I explore Tony. I’ve found a set rhythm, and have gone on auto-pilot 

most nights in rehearsal. I am so concerned with my voice; everything else has 

taken a back seat.  

This entry is dated exactly one week before the play opened. The concerns that I note should 

have been rectified by this point in the process. But the truth is my voice became my foremost 

concern.  

The unusual concentration I placed on my voice was sparked by an instructor. About one 

week into the rehearsal process, I received a note and had a subsequent meeting with an 

instructor involved with the rehearsal process. I was told, quite frankly, that I was standing out 

like a sore thumb, that the way in which I was handling the text was subpar. The person was 

concerned because this would be my thesis performance, the showcase of all that I have learned 

throughout my tenure at UF. This person strongly encouraged me to go back and specifically 

deal with the text, to score it, to do the vocal markings, to play the end consonants and “ng 

oboes,” etc.  Every day I struggled to minimize my “regionalisms” and maintain the crisp 

articulation and pronunciation befitting of a man who studied elocution as a child and abroad at 

Cambridge as a young adult. My acting was reduced to hitting my mark and hitting the endings 

of my phrases. Much of my creativity was devoured by the fear of looking out of place, of 

looking untruthful because of the way I spoke. So, while Lessac and Yanci Bukovec, my voice 

teacher of two years, encourage the complete harmony of body, voice, and text, I reduced their 

system to the mechanics of pronunciation and diction. 

 
Diverse Techniques Employed 

 As the title suggests, this section describes the diverse techniques I employed to create 

Tony. The first of these came from Reginald Wilson, a former castmate of mine. He taught me a 
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wonderful lesson while working on his thesis role, Solly in Gem of the Ocean. Since our 

characters were longtime friends, he believed it was important that we create a rapport that 

honored the love Eli and Solly have for each other. Though Reggie and I didn’t know each other 

well prior to Gem of the Ocean, I believe the time we spent together outside of rehearsal made 

our chemistry onstage more palpable. Hopefully the audience saw the bond. Having personally 

felt the difference onstage, I applied Reggie’s technique in getting to know Chelsea Sorenson, 

my castmate, in You Can’t Take It With You. Since Alice and Tony’s love story is at the core of 

the play, I thought it was vital that Chelsea and I get to know each other on a personal level. 

Prior to our first rehearsal, we spent about an hour together “breaking the ice.” Though I was 

once her Acting II instructor, I didn’t know her personally. Throughout the entire rehearsal 

process and performance run, during every free moment we had offstage together, I found 

something to talk with her about. I don’t think I ever explained my motive for spending so much 

time with her, but I believe our connection as actors helped solidify our bond onstage.      

 Another technique I employ is using the people around me as a source to help inform my 

understanding – and eventual interpretation – of my character. While I probably won’t know the 

zodiac sign of my character by the time the play opens, I have a pretty good idea of his 

idiosyncrasies, and how he functions in the world around him. Much to their credit, a great deal 

of help comes from the people closest to me. Much discussion with the director, my peers, and 

loved ones helps to narrow my focus.  

An example of this process happened on Wednesday, September 7, 2011. Sparked by a 

discussion with one of my peers, I had a breakthrough in my Alexander Technique class. I 

discovered that Tony is more like me than I realized. After talking about several moments in my 

romance scene with Alice, Jessamyn Fuller, my classmate, mentioned that Tony’s desire to be 
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loved is not far removed from my disposition when I first arrived at UF. She was right. I wanted 

so badly for people to see me as the nice person I know myself to be. In doing so, I probably 

appeared overeager, and maybe insecure. Despite how I was perceived, the need to be loved and 

accepted was supreme. This personal experience deepened my understanding of what Tony was 

undergoing. In rehearsal, I synthesized all of this information, and it began to slowly materialize 

in my performance.  

The people around me help flesh out the complexity of my character’s disposition and 

personality in other ways. Their collective experiences expand my field of awareness. In other 

words, I can live vicariously through the encounters they have with other people. For example, I 

may not know how to physicalize the feeling of “butterflies,” or being smitten by someone. 

Despite thorough observation of other people, I may still fail horribly at attempting to 

physicalize this emotional state. The encounters of people around me inform my characterization 

of being in love. They give me physical observations they have witnessed. They tell me how 

their roommate constantly wipes his clammy, moist hands on his jeans when he is around an 

attractive woman, or how an ex-girlfriend followed every sentence with a strange giggle when 

she attempted to flirt. From these conversations, my character begins to illuminate, and my 

characterization becomes fuller, hopefully yielding a more believable interpretation.  

Finally, while crafting my character and beyond, I pray for guidance. Denzel Washington 

once said that aside from all of the training, technique, or luck to which people attribute his 

success, the single most effective tool that served him was his ancestors (Inside Man). He said 

that he prays for their guidance. He asks them to be with him as he seeks to tell their story. In 

that same vein, I pray, though not in the traditional sense. I do it right before I go on stage. I look 

up at the catwalk, and imagine I can see the stars. I ask for all of the help I can get.  I tell my 
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Ancestors and the universe that I want to make them proud, and I ask for them – or it – to use me 

as a vessel as I attempt to tell a story. I try to focus and drown out the noise around me. In these 

brief moments of stillness, when everyone is doing their own thing, I am encouraging myself to 

remove any fear, believing that everything will be just fine.  

 
CHAPTER 4 

THE PERFORMANCE 
 

My pre-show warm-up ritual stays pretty consistent from production to production. As in 

the past, I arrived to the theater about an hour before my call time. I have a tendency to get 

worked up when I am pressed for time. So to minimize the nerves, I come to the theater early to 

do just about anything I want. Since I didn’t have to apply make-up for You Can’t Take It With 

You, I had ample time to relax. I milled around, checked my hair, and made sure I had water and 

snacks for later. This ritual is solely for me to transfer the point of concentration outside of 

myself as Meisner explains. In other words, I am enabling a clear mind, free of anxiety when I 

busy myself with arbitrary things like facial hair, water, etc.  

About an hour before call for places, I get into costume. I start my warm-up by doing 

constructive rest, an Alexander Technique exercise. For this production, I found it very helpful to 

listen to music while warming up. I didn’t listen to anything appropriate to the era of the play; in 

fact, I listened to music with a heavy bass line. Drake’s Uptown usually fit the bill. This pumped 

me up and enabled me to constructively release any tightness I discovered while stretching. 

Some people might find it unusual to stretch while in costume, but I actually prefer it. Doing so 

helps me get comfortable. As the saying reminds us, I want to wear the costume, and not have 

the costume wear me.  

Before opening night, I wrote the following in my journal: 
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I don’t fully know if I have a handle on this character. I can trust one thing. I will 

be present with the actors on stage with me, no matter what happens. I might not 

feel 100% confident, but I will do the best that I can.      

On opening night, I did just that. I plunged in, and had a great time. The audience was responsive 

as we’d expected them to be, and the presence of family and friends made the night special for 

many of us in the cast. My confidence in my interpretation of Tony grew as I could feel the 

energy of the audience radiating during several of my exchanges. This feeling was destroyed 

soon after. On the Sunday after opening night, I wrote the following: 

I just got off the phone with a friend who saw the play. She said that she couldn’t 

see me. The “voice” that I was using, the veneer of the character, and my overall 

being was hard for her to believe. … I have so much racing through my head right 

now. … Her saying she couldn’t understand why I was using “that voice” hit me 

the hardest.  

A surefire Acting 101 pitfall is listening to a friend’s opinion about one’s performance. A host of 

reasons exist why embracing their notes is a bad idea. First, they weren’t in the rehearsal process 

with you, and most importantly, they have no idea how your performance folds into the 

director’s vision. Needless to say, this admonition didn’t keep me from feeling down on myself. 

The next day, however, I decided to take charge of my destiny. I made a conscious effort to lift 

myself up, to be gentle with myself, to love myself. Throughout the day I received reminders 

from the universe that I was being taken care of, that no matter how challenging things felt, 

everything was working for a greater purpose.  

That same morning, I made a discovery. I did not devote myself to the text as I have done 

in past productions. I had been stretching myself thin during our four-week rehearsal process. I 
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approached this role as I thought I would in a professional setting. I figured in the “real-world” 

I’d work a day job while having to explore a role creatively in the evening. I realized that in my 

attempt to simulate “real-world” circumstances, I failed to give myself the time necessary to find 

Tony. I promised myself to never let this happen again, no matter what the project entailed. On 

Monday night after opening (“dark” Monday), around 9 p.m., I spent two hours working and 

exploring the text anew, despite being in the middle of the performance run. After Tuesday’s 

performance, I wrote the following: 

If we are constantly in a state of discovery, why should I settle for mediocrity? 

Deep down inside I already felt like I didn’t nail this role. So why stop now? … 

Tonight was a gift from the universe. My vision was clearer. My heart was freer. I 

was still nervous, but not because I felt unprepared. I was nervous because I 

wanted to be in the moment.  

The haze began to dissipate. I finally found clarity. As I worked on “dark” Monday and 

continued to work on subsequent days, I found a way to blend everything we had worked so hard 

to create during rehearsal. The language finally began to fuse with my core. It was a simple shift 

that hadn’t yet taken place.  

The following is one example of many that embodies the artistic shift I experienced. In 

the second scene of the play Tony is trying to convince Alice that their love can withstand the 

test of any challenge, that despite how different their families may be, their love for one another 

is supreme. Tony says, “All that matters right now is that we love each other. That’s so, isn’t it?” 

(Hart and Kaufman 33) For four weeks of rehearsal and until “dark” Monday, I blazed through 

this line. When I reexamined it, the word “now” stood out, and the question he is asking had a 

deeper meaning. In other words, the question isn’t rhetorical. He is sincerely asking if she really 
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loves him. When I said, “All that matters now is that we love each other,” in performance, there 

was complete conviction. And when I asked, “That’s so isn’t it,” I was genuinely asking if she 

loved me. Asking in that manner created a real longing for her to say, “YES.” These subtle 

moments of discovery activated the text and catapulted me into the moment. No longer was I on 

auto-pilot, regurgitating fixed line readings. I was immersed in the world of the play, 

experiencing it anew. The reality that Tony was experiencing these moments for the first time 

was deepened because as the actor, I was experiencing these moments with renewed freshness. 

My field of awareness grew exponentially as I wasn’t weighted by voice work. I could 

still maintain diction, poise, and etiquette while honoring the ease that comes with being 

prepared. As the performance run continued, my scene work felt more and more connected.  In 

fact, during the adjudication of our second to last performance, Chelsea and I received great 

reviews from the Kennedy Center American College Theater Festival Respondent. Afterwards, 

Charlie Mitchell told me that my performance had gotten progressively better and better, saying 

that it was wonderful watching me grapple with, then ultimately settle into the character. Each 

night he saw growth, and thought the connection Chelsea and I had forged was truly a joy to 

watch. 

 
CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 
 

When one thinks of their thesis role, they think of the culmination of their MFA, the 

pinnacle of their tenure as a fine arts graduate student. There is a shared belief that this role will 

showcase all that they have learned. A belief that their hand-crafted technique, once applied to 

their role, is then shared with the world and applied to their work as a professional actor. The 

truth is that one’s process is never “finished.” We are always in a state of discovery. We are 
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never “finished” in our development as artists. We relentlessly grow and change and move 

forward. There is progression, always. My creative process is constantly evolving because I am 

constantly evolving.  

I came into this program believing that at my feet knowledge would be deposited, and 

upon my exit from this endeavor I’d leave a deity. The truth is, I am more confused now about 

this craft than I was when I entered. I understand, however, that this art form can be many things. 

It can be scientific. It can be organic. It can derive from one’s spirit, and it can come from 

meticulous examination of the text, of oneself, or of the world around them. This role has taught 

me that my artistry is not hinged on someone else’s theory of how best to approach a character. 

My artistry is hinged on my willingness to plunge into the world of the play, to surrender to the 

given circumstances, and to give of myself unapologetically, despite how strange the process 

may feel.    

I thought “Tony” would be my opportunity to prove my chops as a leading man. As it 

turned out, some nights felt better than others. Some performances felt rooted. Some moments 

felt rushed, others felt magical. This role challenged me to no end, as I struggled to find me. I 

convinced myself that the way I speak, the way I exist and function was a barrier to being wholly 

perceived as a well-to-do romantic. As much as I wanted to hold tight to the lesson, “There is no 

separation between you and the character; you are the character,” deep down inside I didn’t 

believe in me. I hadn’t given myself the opportunity. However, half-way through the 

performance run, on “dark” Monday while drilling and exploring the text in an empty Constans 

Theater, I found myself. And I was freed. My thesis role was exactly what it was supposed to be 

– a wonderful lesson. We are never finished growing as artists, because we are never finished 

growing as human beings.  
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Appendix B – Production Photos 
 
 

 
 
Act II: Mr. Kirby and Tony. “Are we going to stay?” 
 
 

 
 

Act II: Gay Wellington, Ed, Essie, and Grandpa. “OOOO.” 
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