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Is Method Acting dangerous?

Method acting uses a group of technigues “used by actors to create in themselves the
thoughts and emotions of their characters, 50 as to develop lifelike performances,” It refers to the
practices that actors undergo to achieve a sense of true, this involves recalling on personal emaotions
or memeories aided by particular exercises to connect the actor and the character. There are many
different interpretations of Method Acting;l am going to focus on whether it is dangerous and
unnecessary or whether it does enhance an actor’s portrayal of & character if they have felt the
same experience as the character they are supposed to be playing. By dangerous | am referring to 2
practice is “likely to kill or harm someone” or “likely to have a bad effect or to cause a problem®?.

The "system’, which was originally created by Canstantin Stanislavski, strived to establish a
sense of the 'theatrical truth’. His ‘system’ then influenced ‘The Method® that was first established
by the Group Theatre in Mew York City in the 30s, and it was then advanced subsequently by Lee
Strasburg and others at The Actors Studio in the 40s and 50s. According ta Stanislavski's ‘system’ the
actor “analyses... the motivations and emotions of the character... to personify him ar with
psychological realism and emotional authenticity.”*With the Method, the actor also evokes
“amotions or reactlons from his or her own life and uses them to identify the character be'ng
portrayed”.! The guestion is whether connecting this much of your own life with a character is more
harmful than beneficial. The danger of Method Acting can start from not wanting to be called vour
real name off set like Daniel Day-Lewis when he played Abraham Lincoln in Lircoln, to Heath Ledger
staying up nights on end experimenting with voices for the character of the loker in The Dare Knight
to the point whers he nesded medication to help him sleep which resulted in the allegations that
the ‘dedicaticn’ to the role of the Joker actually killed him,

My first reaction to Method Acting is that it is unnecessary. | find that Method Acting is an
excuse to he over-dramatic despite its 2im 1o be finding a realistic performance. By over-dramatic |
mean how an actar can indulge themselves in 3 character to the point where it starts to become
more about the actor rather than the character. | alse think that it's an excuse for an actor to appear
that they do much more for their caresr than a ‘normal’ actor would do; just because you have lived
in a country where your character js from, does not make an actar any more capabls to achieve 2
realistic performance than semeone who has not lived in that country and can just act.
Fundamentally | believe if you are a good enough actor you do not need to live as the character, you
can just act and give a just as perfectly good performance by doing so.

From doing exams wheare | have had to perform monologues with other students, | have
witnessed first-hand how extremz people can get when they think they are using Method Acting.
Ten minutes befara | am about to go on stage to perform my monalogue far 2n exam, | am met with
another student backstage who refused to believe her name was anything else but Paula from The
Positive Hour, which came across as more amusing than admirable. It was an example at how using
Method Acting does not necessanly mean you will give a better performance than someane else
that didn't, no other students used Method Acting yet their performances still came acroess as very
believable and gripping.

*hitp://en.wikipedia.crg/wiki/Methed_acting
* hetps/fwww.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary,/british/dangerous



The Citizens Commission an Human Rights produced an article called A Madness in the
Wethod. It is an article based an facts and evidence about how Method Acting can be extremely
harmful. The article does state at the beginning that Method Acting was supposed 1o reduce to
likelihoed of an actor producing a very stale, mechanical performance each and every night; Methad
Acting was supposed to practice with 3 "diversity of behavioural-styled, psychological technigues”.?
The article tries to provids 2 two-sided argument whilst retaining a solid ‘dangerous’ undertane. The
article contains a running counter argument of what they really conclude ta; they say that *it sounds
harmless."® They have so much histarical evidence to prove that Method Acting is 2 beneficial
method and has good outcomes using quotes from psychologists and practitioners, for example,
Harold Clurman, author of The Fervent Years wrote that the recollection of details of their own past
“wauld stir the actors with some feeling invalved in the criginal experience™ giving the impression
that The Citizens Commission on Human Rights can understand how it is a good idea. The quotes
from the psychologists and practitioners however, do seem like they have been picked out to be
interpreted that Method Acting has sides of danger and essentizlly more harmful than
beneficial. Their conclusion, that method acting made the actor dive "headfirst into some traumatic
incident in their life”* , looks more like a point of view rather than a fully backed up canclusion. They
state that some actors didnot Just remember the past but they re-lived certain experiences they may
not want to feel but they had no evidence to back up their point. You can also tell that they believe
method acting is dangerous by their conclusion because of the emotive language they use in the last
paragraph, comparing Method Acting as "Russian Roulette”? in some cases, an activity that can end
up killing a person which could be seen as very over the top. Specifically using Marilyn Monroe as an
exarnple, itis @ very extreme case of how Methad Acting can affect the actor themselves not just
their perfarmance. One of the main restrictions of this article is that it does not state who wrate it,
Although The Citizens Commission on Human Rights produced many articles on the website, the
autheor is not obvious and therefore we do not know how reliable they are or whether they have any
expertise in the field of Method Acting or whather this is just their point of view. The Citizens
Commission on Human Rights is an “advocacy grv::rl.u:::"'1 that “supports views against psychiatry”” and
therefore may seem to know a lot about mental iliness and believe that psychiatric medication is a
destructive and deceitful practice which could suggest that any "manipulative psychoanalysis™, like
Marilyn Monroe had, is dangerous and unnecessary. Their conclusion is that method acting is
dangerous but the lack of knowledge of the author could mean that they are entirely biased and
their conclusion is just their own belief.

D.L. White tries to suggest that there are pras and cons of methed acting in his article "The
Pros and Cons of Method Acting”, however, he states that his conclusion is that he "[finds] it too
dangerous and imiting to achieve a safe and mors importantly, sane acting caresr”™. He belleves
that, although a realistic performance can be achieved, there is “potential mental and physical harm
from engaging in dangerous behaviour and unreliable perfarmances.”” White states that he believes
that there 2 safer methods to achieving great acting results. White used more current examples of
actors who use or do not use the system of Method Acting. For example, Dustin Hoffman played an
avid runner wha found himself involved in a serious, mystarious conspiracy in Marathen Man and
started “running all around Manhattan during filming to force himself into a state of exhaustion”

*netofwww. mental-health-abuse.org/harmingArtistss heenl
'E1f_t|:.:l.{.rI en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Citlzens_Commission_on_Human_Rights#Controversy
*nrrp:/ fwonw actingrealitv.com/articles/ProsConshigthod. htm|




which could seem either ridiculous to those wha believe Method Acting is unnecessary or
inspirational for those who believe that an actar should live the character befare it goes to camera.
White even uses a counter argument to enforce the point he could be wanting to make, that
Method Acting just seems superfluaus, by stating that Sir Laurence Olivier had said, on seeing Dustin
Hoffman do this, “Good Lard man, just act.”” His argument then led to his own opinion being that
the “best asset”* for an actor is imagination, which reiterates his view that there are different and
safer methods ta achieve “wenderful resuits”® He uses a lot of personzl, emotive language;
“eventually realized” which sounds as if it is his voice and opinion;He has an undertone personal
distaste towards the system which makes him automatically bias. In this article White uses the straw
man fallacy. White distorts the system of Method Acting and uses extreme examples such as River
Phoenix, whase experimental drug use lead to death. This misrepresents the system Of Method
Acting and assumes that the system can only be extreme and strenuaus.Althaugh it is perverting the
argument, this can add more scope to knock the argument down with; he also fails to introduce any
COuUnter arguments 1o say that Method Acting has its benefits except saying that it can help an actor
attain a genuine performance. The title s “The Pros and Cons of Method Acting™; however, White's
opinion was evident throughout. White does give a counter- arguments that the pros can mean that
realistic perfarmances can be achisved that have heen based an real experlences, but the pros of
the argument he puts forward are scarce and the feel of the underlying opinfan of distaste for the
system s evident. This was also confirmed by the email conversation | had with the D.L.White whao
stated that method acting 'is dangerous if taken to the extremes” and ‘& largely counter-productive
exercise that gives better result better facilitated by the use of the imagination.’ Through our
conversation via email, | was able to find White’s CV° and have seen that he does have a lot of
experience in acting and the arts, for example, he has been a director and writer for films such as ice
and This s You, he is also directed music videos and has written books on acting and how to give a
good performance. This level of experience gives him 2 certain degree of expertise and an ability to
see, but could also give him 3 bias as he might have his own way of approaching a project and
therefore may not have complete neutrality,

An article in The Independent takes a completely different stance of Method Acting and
Geoffrey Macnab, the author, feels strongly that the aftermath when actors use method acting their
performance Is outstandingly believable and gives them a “chameleon-like ability to switch their
personalities as they switch roles”” .He uses examples such as Michael Fesshender who can play a
sullen Mr Rochester in Jone Eyre to fascinated and analytical Carl lung In A Dangerous Method.
Geoffrey Macnab appears ta believe that the more wark that an actor puts into their character
behind the scenes, the mere they will get cut of their performance., he belisves it is “extreme
dedication”” and that an actor'sinstingt, who uses the technigue of methed acting is to “immerse
themselves utterly in their roles”’. He uses 3 listing technigue of listing many up and coming British
actors who, because they have used the system, “have brought a brooding, introspective intensity to
their performances.””
films through methed acting for example, Marlon Brando, Robert Defira, Dustin Hoffman

His argument is rich in examples of actors who have developed some great

*htt pif fwwewimdbacom/name,/nm3219515/resume
"htto://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment /films/features/shame-meathod-in-the-madness-
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andChristian Bale who “famously denied food and sleep in preparation for The Machinist”’, where
he played an insomniac machinist who slowly loses his mind. Here Macnab claimed that Christian
Bale believed his methods helped him inhabit the character maore than any CGl would. &lso, Thomas
Hardy who went to comparable extremes when portraying Charles Bronson, putting on weight after
lasing sheds of weight a year before from playing 2 homeless drug addict in Stuart; A Life Backwaords.
He uses very emotive language to suggest that he favours method acting over any other technigue,
referring it to their "craft”’ and claiming that more contemporary British actors are not suffering
fram their "predecessors’ snobberies or insecurities about movies," The bias is blatant throughout
the article and when referring to snobberies that thase actors may feel andthere is an underlying
tone of his own opinion resonating through, Macnab attempts to use a counter-argument to see the
other side by sayving that people such as RADA trained students found the system uncivilized and
inappropriate to use but he dismisses the counter argument by saying, yes it is an anecdote even if it
is “droll”, but he helisves those sorts of attitudes made British acting nervous in comparison to soms
of the great American method actors. Geoffrey Macnab writes a lot on film and show business, it is
gasy to see that he is passionate about the subject, although it may give him experience in the topic
area, it does however affect his neutrality and his opinion is underlying throughout the article, We
donot know by reading this articls if he has any expertise in the toplc of Method Acting, we just
knaw that he is experienced In the topic of writing about theatre and film, which makes him
ralatively unraliable,

Mark Westbrook, a professional acting coach, has written 2 blog "Ten Regsons | Hate
Wethod Acting”. He belisves that "Method Acting isn't bad or wrong; instead it's simply
unnecessaryt, He suggests many reasons as to why Method Acting is unnecessary He believes thar
a lot of Method Acting and the research that goes into It are just self-indulgence and fake work and
to be 3 good actor vou do not need to experience the life of the character but you should be able to
actit: “Acting is action””. And he also suggests that the Method's “ill-educated and misguided
approach to tinkering around in the mind of the actar is frightening.”” Westbrock believes that not
only is it not brave but stupid, he believes that the mind of the actor is not "the playground of an
acting teacher"® and that no one knows what problems of the past they could be digging up.
Westbrook believes that not only is Method Acting antl-practical, but it confuses students for them
thinking that the ‘truth’ they are finding in this research will help bring truth to the characters but he
believes that it really is just very good pretence. He also believes that it is self-indulgent, not just for
the actor but also for the teacher. He believes that the actor is given an oppartunity to go and
research’ something exciting that they would not usually do to get them to a state that he believes
doesnot really help an actor at all. Westbrook 2lso thinks that the teacher should be teaching the
topic and nat pushing their own influences to the student which he believes some teachers do. The
article is filled with many good reasons yet no evidence to back them up. Mast of his points are valid
and can be applied to Method Acting but with no evidence it diminishes his argument to just a list of
apinions. Westbrook has studied at multiple institutions, taught, performed and directed. This gives
him a level of expertise as he seems to have been in 2 ot of different areas of the Arts. The broad
expertise he has, gives Westbrock an ability to see, being this involved in Drama and Theatre he
would have had to have studied practitioners such as Stanislavsky and Method Acting at seme stage.
However, we can see from even the title of his blog that he has a strong bias against Method Acting
and therefore has ne neutrality and can leszen his reliability.

*hetpSwww actingcoachscotla nd.co.uk/index. ohpfeption=com content&views=article&id=76




David Krasner, a teacher in acting, performance and many other branches of the arts, also an
actor and directar, has written a book called “Method octing reconsidered: theory, proctics, future.”
His main argumeant is that an actar cannot “perform what [they] do not imagine”?. Krasner's
argument is complete with counter arguments and seeing the other side of the dispute. He
acknowladges how critics can see Method Acting 2s dangerous and might think that the actors
themselves will "burst forth out of the play at any moment and infest them with life, with tragedy,
with sex."”
Being oo "self centered. . for emphasising the actor over the character or the character over the
actor.” Krasner also touches on the “[misunderstanding]”® of the process of the actors doing what
the characters they are portraying do. Practitioners intend for this element of Method Acting to help
the actors have a personal catharsis but Krasner realises that the intention is to make the actor

He also recognises that Method Acting has been known to be criticised for the actors

connect with the character they are portraying not to focus on “an emation, a conclusion, or an
obvious action that lacks strong conviction.” Where his argument looks at the danger that Method
Acting is the mention of the use of affective, or, emotional memary. He states that it can be
dangerous because the student might not be “psychologically ready to deal with some of the stimuli
touched upan.”® This is especially the case if the teacher knows persanal infarmation abour the
student’s past. Krasner's credentials give him some sort of expertise in the field of Method Acting.
He has won many awards for Theatre and Drama research and has been in the running for many
awards for the books he has written. Having first-hand experience of teaching acting Krasner must
have some experience in teaching Method Acting 2nd studying the original practitioners, so
therefore knows the system well and has an ability to see the different pros and cons of acting
methods.

The debate as to whether Method Acting is dangerous or it is not seems like it could go on
forever. There are many reasons as to why people agree with it or do not agree and most of the
examples are very extreme, Those who agree with the system believe that it is the best way to
achieve a truthful and believable performance. Living as the character they are portraying before
they play the character can, some belisve, make the actar feel the way the character would be
feeling in those situations. Even using simple techniques such as emotianal, or affective, memary or
the Magic If can help an actor get closer to feeling the same emaotions the character would ke feeling
and convay 2 true sense of emotion when acting. People who agree with the system of Method
Acting seem to believe that why stop at just acting when living as the character can deliver a truly
meaningful performance when you have experienced first-hand what the characters have, Like |
have stated in my investigation, many people believe that Method Acting is becoming a world-wide
system to help give a gripping performance and most of the greatest actors have been those of
Method Acting.

Most arguments that believe that Method Acting is dangerous believe alsa that it iz highly
unnecessary. Some people believe that to partray and give a true performance they don't need to
live as the character they are portraying but all they need to do is act. if they are good 2nough acters
then they will be able to deliver just a true performance as a method actar. Many examplas from
thase who belfeve that Method Acting is dangerous are very extreme. People refer to Heath Ledger,
Christian Bale and Marilyn Monroe when they think of Methad Acting being dangerous and they are

“http://hooks google.co. uk/books Pid=StvUvp_f74QC%pe=PA1328dg=istmethod+acting +dangerous ?&hl=ensy
=cnepagedg=isk2imethodh2Dacting®i0dangerousiiraf=false



too the extremne. But many say that if living as & character can cause death than any kind of Method
Bcting is bad. As shown in my investigation, there are more reasons than it just being dangerous that
people disagree with Method acting, people believe that it is more self-indulgent rather than
anything and that more focus should be on the text and Interpratation that real life, first-hand
sxperience,

| do not think there is any way forward in the debate or any soiutlon. Method Acting can
produce very different results for different actors and different characters, It can result in a gripping
and exciting perfarmance or it can result in stress, psychalogical problems and maybe even death, |
da think though, that there should be a limit to how far actors should push themsebves, and in that
case | think it invalves directors and screen writers to take more concern about their actors and
malke sure that their health is more important at the end of the day.

After researching the debate | still believe that Method Acting is quite unnecessary. | agree
with Mark Westbrook, the author of “Ten Reasans | Haote Method Acting”. | reciprocate his belief
that Method Acting Is completely self-indulgent and shouldn't be necessary is somecne can just act,
| think his rmain point of self-indulgence for an actor and even the teacher is a very important ong,
people may talk about how the experience they had when using Method Acting reflected the work
shown on screen ar stage, but what people really talk about is what the actor did before and their
dedication. So their ‘dedication’ to the cause is really what gets talked about rather than what the
actar has done in the performance, so Method Acting looks to praise the actor more rather than the
film or show that should be judged. | 2lso think that DL, White makes a very significant point in
article “The Pros and Cons of Method Acting”, in that there are safer results of achieving a realistic
perfarmance rather than putting yeurself through physical and mental pain, When | think of acting |
don’t necessarily think of living 25 the character for 2 long peried of time or actually living as a
character to make my perfarmance believable and truthful to wham | am partraying, but | think of
being creative with a character and experimenting with different interpretations. | best developed
this frame of mind through D.L. White's point that imagination is the best asset of an actor and that
you do not have to put yourself through any harm to use imagination and creativity. Also reading
what The Citizens Commission on Human Rights had to say and the examples from psychologists
they used, it made me think how psychological and mentally testing Method Acting can be. Using
persanal experience can appear to benefit & performance but can also bring up memaories that an
actar may not want to relive. | was still unsure about how | felt about using personal experiznce and
memaries until | researched David Krasner's point in "Method acting reconsidered: theory, practice,
future.” Although he is obviously in favour of Method Acting, he does touch upon how some people
may not be ready to deal with some of the psychologlical practices Method Acting entails. This
reminded me of 3 point that Mark Westbrook made, once again about how Method Acting can be
muore about the teacher teaching it than the actor, and being forced into the systematics of Method
Acting could result into more dangerous results. Geoffrey Macnab did use many examples of actors
who have used the system of Method Acting very constructively. Using modern actars such as
Michas| Fassberider, Tom Hardy and Christian Bale with 3 mixture of Marlon Brandoe and Dustin
Hoffman, gave him a strong list of reliable and valid examples and evidence to prove his point; that it
may be Method Acting that make these actors the greatest actors of each of their time. Nonetheless,
| still had at the back of mind while | was reading his article actors such as Heath Ledger, Marilyn
Monree and even Daniel Day Lewis who did and do put themselves under immense pressure and
sometimes pain to achieve what they thing Is good acting through Method Acting. In additian, | still



can't help but have the frame of mind where | believe that maybe these actors could have been just
as good if they had not done the background activities and just acted. | believe that living on the
streets or running marathons arcund a country can be good character building for the persan
themselves but | feel like it Is too big 2 risk and too dangerous to apply to all different types of
characters. | also feel that if an actor needs to live a3 that character for a certain period of time to

reate a similar experience on screen or on stage, then they leave no room for interpretation or
creativity, Because they have learnt the ‘real thing', it would be natural for an actor to feel like they
have to do what they have seen or experienced rather than what they felt in the moment,

I chose to research Method Acting and whether it is dangerous ar not and all the
cannotations that come with it because | am passionate about the topic and after researching it |
was not disappointed with what | found or how enthusiastic | further came to be. It was a door way
to look into a topic | knew little bits ahout and | was opened 1o many other points of views and
examples | had never heard before, for example, before starting this report | had no idea that Robert
DeNire and Marlon Brando were Method Actors and | have now proceeded to buy many of thelr
films to see if | notice anything different. At the beginning of this report | had a very strang, adamant
point of view and strong standing of what | believed Method Acting to be and | knew it would be
difficult for anyone or anything to change my mind. However, as | read more and more about actors
who use the system of Method Acting | found myself epen my mind somewhat. [ was starting to see
that there are some actors wha do not need to cause themselves pain to act how they want to act
with including Method Acting. | also started to think that maybe Methad Acting is sometimes
necessary and an easier option 1c develep & character, for example Tom Hardy when he playved
Charles Bransan, a real life criminal, it may have been easier to do the research he did, meet the real
Charles Bronsan, put on the real weight rather than fake everything which would not be true to the
performance or the film. However, my main belief will still stand when | say that an actor good
enough will use creativity to help them make a performance believable and actually good. Many
actors do not have the privilege to jet set around to exotic places to experience the circumstances
that their characters may be in and yet the manage to give 2 brilliant performance nonetheless. So
therefore | believe that if you do not have to de it, then don't. Method Acting could be fun and
exciting to explore different surroundings and circumstances than just a rehearsal studic or a film
set, but the dangers that could come with Method Acting could be consuming, isclating and
completaly dangerous resulting in pain or even fatality eventually. So, paraphrasing from D.L.White,
imagingtion is the more important asset an actor can have.
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