"MISS INTERP" EXPLAINS IT ALL FOR YOU

INTERPRETATION 101

Itseems tome that many of
our students have the cart before
the horse. They believe that to
accurately portray charactersin
stories (both dramatic and non--
hence, allegedly humorous) they
must a. sing, b. dance, c. cry real
tears,d. caricature the characters
in falsetto or vibrato, e. scream
(following the age old debate
maxim "The verity of a statement
isindirect proportion to theloud-
ness of itsdelivery.”),and f.all or
some of theabove. Nothing could
be finer -- or farther from the
truth.

First of all, what is the na-
ture of the activity that we are
engaged in? Are we becoming
the characters as we "do" the lit-
erature or are we suggesting the
characters? The difference is
more than just semantics or
forensical hair-splitting. If the
studentisacting the characterout
as he says his lines, then maybe
we had better rename the event.

Alas you say, what's all the
hullabaloo? Is this going to be
another Old Fogie diatribe by a
conservative that refuses to
adapt to the times and is bitter
that his kids haven't placed ata
major tournament in an inter-
pretation event since before
the Flood? (O.K. maybe the bit-
terness partisnot a root, maybe
1t's just a germinating seed....) Is
thisold coach brokendown by the
relentless cries of students that
remind him that student XatEk-7Z
Interp HS does it "that way" and
she always wins?

The fundamental issue 1s
thatinterpretationis the bridge
over which we lead theaudience
to the understanding of the
author'sliterature. In acting we
demonstrate,and often the audi-
ence spectates. Ininterpretation
we draw the author's picture In
the mind's eye of the audience.
Shall we say that we play connect-
the-dots with the audiencein in-
terpretation, and in acting we
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flesh out the pictures with mul-
tiple colors?

Thatisnot tosay thatsubtle-

tiesand nuances of meaning are
not endemic to both. Often what
is not said or done1isjust as pow-
erfulinactingaswhatis doneor
said. But in interpretation we
restrict our movement and ac-
tions inorder toget the audience
to see with themind's eye. When
our efforts to communicate the
author's meaning become obvi-
ous (like the beginning doubles
skating couple: he grunts every
time he hoists his waif-like part-
ner for a one-and-one-half double
axle what-cha-ma-call-it), then
the picture is distorted.
But,I believe I havestrayed
toofar from the beaten pathand
forgotten the tutorial nature of
this article. How do we create
believable characters ininterpre-
tation? |

THE DRAMATIC V

This1s the interpreter’'s best
friend. We use it to create mul-
tiple characters conversing dur-
Ing our stories. Itis formed asthe
interpreter standsin the front of
the room. Her focus is no wider
than the cornersof theroom. This
is to encourage her to front most
of his action to the audience and
toallow the audience to see most
of her facial expressionsand ges-
tures. Avoiding profileactionsis
paramount to increasing your
audience's understanding of
whatis transpiring.
The question israised—How
many characterscanlhaveonthe
Vin a story? The only limit on
the V is your own ability and God-
given talents to accurately and
distinctly portray them. For each
character you should haveanas-
signed place on the wall slightly
above theaudience's head. Char-
acters should be close enough on
the V sothat you can quickly as-
sume a character when the last
character hasspoken. Often,we
see a scene In which there are

only two characters and rather
than have themonjust eitherside
of center, the student places them
on the outer extreme of the V.
Smooth, quick transitions con-
tribute tomaking this enjoyable
to watch and listen. When the
character speaks, you should look
atthatspotasif youare the char-
acter talking to the other person.
Since no one stares at anyone
when they talk to them continu-
ously, you do have the freedom
to look around as the character
speaks. For clarity,however, you
should begin and end with the
character'slinesin thesamespot
onthe V toavoid confusing your
audience. Each character's voice
should bedifferentin pitch, rate,
and quality to avoid confusion.
Youdon'thave togoupand down
the musical scale or constantly
readjust the metronome. Subtle
differences distinguish the
painter from the do-it-by-the-
numbers guy. Ideally,each char-
acter should have some sort of
distinctive mannerism to physi-
cally distinguish him from the
others. A hand on the hip or chin,
a particular gesture with the fin-
ger or hand,a mannerism like tiit-
ing the head or nodding might
help. Opposing charactersshould
be on opposite sides of the V.
Lines of attribution (or tag lines)
should be omitted when they be-
come redundant. 1f Dad enters
the room we don't need tosay 'he
said" after each of hislines. Tag
lines thatare necessary for clar-
ity should be retained like "she
said effortlessly over and over
againas he picked her up and car-
ried her over the mantel into wed-
ded bliss” (pardon the maudlin
example). These tag lines that
are primarily descriptive (like
the narration) belong in the
middle of the Vand are directed
toward the audience.

What about differences In
character heights-say,a child talk-
ing to a giant? Should I look up
until I get a nosebleed? Asoneof
my fine teachers used tosay, Re-




member, Miss Interp, the Rule of
the Eyes. The eyes are the
windows to the soul." When
we look up sohigh thatall the au-
dience sees are the whites of our
eyes, then elther we are looking
too high or we are dead. Since the
latter state 1s almost as undesir-
able as the former, we suggest a
height difference of a child look-
ing up by elevating our gaze
slightly up - but certainly not
higher than the ceiling in the back
of theroom. When the adult talks
to the child, he must look down.
How far down do we go? Glad
you asked. Picka midpointin the
audience and talk to thatspot. Re-
member most of your other char-
actersareonthesamelevel plane
(shadesof Geometry). Any slight
variationsin your focus createsa
distinction for that character.

Should I do or say the sounds
in the script? My general ruleis
thatif you candoit,then youdon't
need to say it and describe it.
That'sredundant and repetitive
(getit?). Sounds youmight doin-
clude creaking doors, baying
wolves, bottles popping, etc.

Can I move? While Miss
Charlotte Lee (to the uninitiated
and unlearned, the veritable god-
dess of interpretation who for
many years has taught and
authored many fine texts) might
beg todiffer with me, I think the
currentrestriction on movement
iswise. Turning to the side to exit,
the widening of the footbase to
suggest male/female distinction,
a small step forward to suggest
weariness, etc., I find acceptable.
Walking, pacing, even excessive
turning at the waist can be 1m-
pediments toour audience under-
standing. Is interpretation noth-
ing more thanactinginone place?
To help preserve the distinction
that interpreting i1s a thinking
person’sactivity thatisjustasre-
warding as acting, we need to set
clearly defined boundaries to
keep our activity from becoming
something 1t 1s not. When 1 was
learning about interpretationin
college both undergraduate and
graduate school, it was pounded
Intomy head thatrestraintisthe
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key to successful interpretation.
My tics, mannerisms, and pen-
chant for travelling as an inter-
preterdon'tallow theaudience to
see 1n thelr mind's eye Henry in
Lion in Winter in one line and
then Eleanor in the same cutting.
What tools do 1l have in my
arsenal of emphasis to help the
audience understand the
character's lines? Pitch, pause,
and punch are the alliterative
little three "p" brothers that I
teach my students. Our troubleis
thatwe favor oneover theother
and hence become predictablein
our patternsof emphasis. Variety
1s the key.

What should I emphasize?
Consonants give clarity and vow-
els give beauty of utterance. Sub-

Jects and verbs, negations, condi-

tionals, comparisons and con-
trasts,and absolutes merit consid-
eration for emphasis. Remind the
student that proper stress and
subordination like verbal sen-
tencediagramming are essential
for audience understanding.

I guess I could goon and on
ad infinitum, ad nauseam, but I
fear that therestrained subtleties
of my postulating have put too
many of you to sleep.

Forensically Yours,
Iam MissInterp

(MissInterp isa falsename. Any
references toreal, imaginary, fic-
tional, or video characters is
purely intentional. Shedid go to
some school and geta Masters1n
Interpretative Speech after a
boring recital on Joyce Kilmer's
Treesin a forestsetting. I guessl
had better cut it out before you

get board—er bored.)

["Mi.'sslntem"isa nomde plume
of South Carolina Chair Chuck
Nicholas./
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CA CH
FERNANDES FOR
LIFETIME TEACHING

EXCELLENCE

AWARD

NFL Past Presiden
Carmendale Fernandes wa.
awarded the SCA Lifetim
Teaching Excellence Award b;
the Speech Communication As
soclation.

The SCA Lifetime Teach
Ing Excellence Award was cre
ated by the SCA Legislativ
Councll 1n 1991 to recognize :
lifetime of outstanding te
ing by SCA members from ...,
gradelevel

Presenter Robert Stockto:
noted, “Fernandes was selecte
for thisaward because she ha
exhibited a lifetime of dedics
tion to distinguished teachin;
She has demonstrated ou!
standing instruction in the co
nitive, motivational, and ski
developments of students; th
development of theintellectuz
independence, growth, and de

-1 velopment of students;and th

ability to impart knowledg
abouta course of study, with th
specificability to create an u
derstanding and appreciatio
of the full scope and meanin
of the discipline of communic:
tion.” .
Carmendale served on tt
NFL Councilin 4 different d
cadesas well as Vice-Preside)
and President. She was co-ho
to three national tournamen
and was selected by Bru~~
Jacob as a charter memt

the NFL Hall of Fame.




