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The 14 Guideposts

Textural and Character Obligations
Worksheet

By Marc Baur
A good grasp of text analysis will forward the telling of your story, as well as focus and ground your performance. More importantly, it will give you more to do in the scene. It is the place you begin, when first you start work on any scene or monologue. Just as any professional musician knows how to read music, an actor must understand how to analysis his or her script, in order to fully apply their craft.

The choices you make to fulfill your various character and textural objectives are by and large, subjective in nature. That is to say, they are largely based on your individuality and how you choose to interpret the scene. As such, using labels like right and wrong to qualify your choices is not helpful or appropriate. It is more useful to ask yourself questions like, is my choice a strong one? Would I enjoy working for this choice and will it give me enough to do in the scene? 

A good choice should also be as specific as possible. There aren’t many rules in acting, but this is one you would do well to remember: generalized choices will invariably lead to a generalized and weak performance. Above all, the most important question you need to ask yourself is, whether my choices satisfy the ‘Thematic Obligation’ – or the movement of the story? 
Over the years, I have seen many actors shoot themselves in the foot, by coming up with these wild choices for their auditions, in hope they will be seen as being different. Invariably, this mistake will cost them the audition. Quite simply, the choices that work are the ones that aid in the telling of the story. Just remember not to satisfy your characters needs to easily. After all, conflict is drama. 
The following ’14 Guideposts’ are presented in workbook form. See if you can apply them to your next scene or monologue and find answers for each one of these obligations. 

The 14 Guideposts
1. Thematic Responsibility

“Themes arise from the interplay of plot, setting, character, conflict, and tone.” 

The ‘Thematic responsibility’ refers to the responsibility your scene or monologue has to your entire script and the over-all progression of your story. 
Each scene is like a link in a chain, the chain being your entire script or story. As such, each scene must aid in the movement of your story.
What is your scene or monologues Thematic Responsibility?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Primary Objective 
a. Intension 
b. What your character wants

Sometimes called your ‘Intension’, your scene ‘Objective’ is your characters primary need. It is the driving force of your character. A good ‘Objective’ will involve your acting partner and give you something to ‘DO’ to change your acting partner(s) state.
I will sometimes ask my students, “What would your acting partner need to say to you, for you to win in this scene?”

Remember: general choices leads to generalized acting. To paraphrase Michael Cain, ‘If acting for stage can be compared to doing surgery with a scalpel, then acting for film would be doing surgery with a laser.’ 

What is your primary Objective?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Obstacles – Internal & External
This refers to what is in the way of your character getting what they need? Or, putting it another way, what is blocking your character from achieving their ‘objective’. The bigger the obstacle, the more conflict you generate in your scene. Since conflict is what brings drama into your scene or monologue, no scene is worth while doing with out it.
The External Obstacle is usually given to you in the script. It can be a person, place or element.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Internal Obstacle is often what your character feels – and yet is hesitant to reveal.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Emotional Obligation:

This is what your character feels. It can be one primary emotion or a conglomeration of different feelings. Each must be worked for separately and layered into the scene.
The ‘emotional obligation’ is often used as the ‘internal obstacle’. When your character doesn’t want to show what they are feeling, they must work against it. There by creating internalized conflict.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. Journey:

This is the arch of your character. It is how he or she progresses through your scene. It is your character’s mythic hero’s journey.
Every scene must aid in the forward movement, or the telling of your story. As such, every scene you do must end in a different place from where it started. If it doesn’t, then nothing was learnt, experienced or revealed. Likewise, every scene will have a beginning, middle and an end.
Though it would seem many films of today rely more on special effects then content, a good script will always be about the evolution of the character(s).

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Objectives

a. Beats

b. Tactics

Your piece is broken into mini Objectives, each one is a complete thought in it self. Each objective is a tactic your character uses to get what they want.
If your ‘primary objective’ could be described as a brick wall, then your ‘objectives’ are the individual bricks that are used to create that wall.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
7. Relationship Obligation:

This refers to the relationship your character has to the other character or characters in your scene. The stronger the relationship your character has with the other character(s), the more investment your character will have in the scene.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

8. Character Biography:

It is necessary to fully explore your characters past to understand who they are and why they behave the way they do in the present.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
9. Character Obligation:

It is your responsibility to stimulate physical, emotional and psychological parallels between yourself and the character in the piece.
We are affected by our experiences of life, and it is those experiences which leave a lasting impression in our bodies. We must never allow our connection to our character, to be simply an intellectual one.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
10. Time Obligation:

You want to deal with the time of day, seasons of the year and periods of history, because all of these will have an effect upon the character and the story.
Remember: how you feel, behave and move, is quite different at twelve noon, as opposed to twelve midnight. The time of day or night will affect our bodies’ natural rhythm.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
11. Place Obligation:

You want to create a sense of place which will stimulate emotional impulses in you, which are similar to what the character in the scene feels, about the place they find them self.
It is not enough to simply have an intellectualized construct of a place. No place is truly usable, until it changes our emotional state.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

12. Moment Before:

Life did not start at the beginning of your scene. You use your Moment Before to bring energy and purpose into your piece. Never start in a neutral state.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

13. Moment After:

Life did not end on the last line spoken of your piece. 

An actor should always have a strong finish to their piece. You also have a responsibility to set-up your next scene and move the story forward.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

14. Sub Textual Obligation:

This relates to the underlying feeling you bring to the script. You can not play your subtext as you can a beat or objective. It is more of a mental fusion between you and your character, as expressed moment to moment.
Trying to play your ‘subtext’ will invariably flatten a scene out, because it gives you nothing to do.

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
