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Abstract 

The Actor’s Toolbox: Scaling the Mountain of Self Awareness 
Lucas Daniel Brandt 

 
 Upon enrolling as a Master’s candidate at University of California Santa Cruz 

– I decided to focus my research on how I could expand my toolbox as an actor.  I 

had always approached my roles with an instinct, vague at best, of how my role 

would best be portrayed, but I never had a clear idea of what my method of 

approach was.  So, in researching various acting methods, my aim was twofold – to 

first clarify for myself what methods I was using in approaching my acting, and 

secondly, to attempt to apply the newfound wisdom in acting theory to my work.  

From there, I hope to apply this knowledge not only to my personal approach as an 

artist, but to also offer some insight for actors who, similar to myself, have a desire 

to hone their craft, but aren’t quite sure what “method of acting” best resonates 

with them. 

 To clarify my research further, I will be focusing on my attempt to apply 

Stanislavski’s system of acting to two distinctly different roles: Benny Southstreet in 

Frank Loesser, Jo Swerling and Abe Burrows’ 1950 musical comedy Guys and Dolls: A 

Musical Fable of Broadway, and Herr Freder in  Martin Crimp’s 2009 adaptation of 

Ferdinand Bruckner’s 1926 play Pains of Youth.  Both productions were radically 

different in approach and execution, thus calling for a variety of different tools in 

creating both roles.  In exploring the differences and similarities in my approach, I 
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hope to discover what methods of acting resonate most with me, and in doing so, 

aim to emerge with a deeper understanding of not only myself as an actor, but of 

where I fit in the long lineage of acting methodology. 

 I chose to use the metaphor of the toolbox because I feel it embodies a 

holistic approach to acting – on one end, in allowing myself to identify a variety of 

methods (tools) from different theorists (namely Constantin Stanislavski, David 

Mamet, and Uta Hagen), I am breaking free of the often cultist desire expressed by 

some actors to stick to one holy method of acting.  On the other end, a toolbox 

implies that there is space to be filled – thus surrendering to the notion that as an 

artist, I am constantly growing, learning, and adding new tools to my repertoire.



1 
 

Chapter 1: Approaching Benny Southstreet 

 In a room sometimes dominated by opposing forces (that of the director, 

designers and stage manager, to name a few), the actor may find themselves 

overwhelmed at the whims of these forces.  In a way, the very power structure of 

the rehearsal room, mixed with an ever-competitive market for roles, can be 

inhibitive to the actor’s creative freedom.  As David Mamet states in his essay An 

Unhappy Family1, “The paternalistic pattern in the theater infantilizes the actors, so 

they feel compelled to please rather than to create, to rebel rather than to explore, 

to perform rather than to express.” (32)  The best approach, then, to quelling the 

desire to please one’s superiors, is preparedness.  This is not a wholly new idea – in 

fact, one might argue that the notion behind Stanislavski’s entire system of acting2 

was preparedness – as he states in An Actor Prepares: “Talent without work is 

nothing more than raw unfinished material.” (191)   And so, even before one enters 

the rehearsal room, weeks before the show starts, one can start preparing: through 

research, script analysis, and, for lack of a better term, objectification3.  I had the 

great pleasure of being an understudy in California Shakespeare Theater’s 2015 

production of King Lear, and some of the most valuable advice I gained from 

                                                           
1 The Unhappy Family can be found in Mamet’s published collection of essays, titled Writing in 
Restaurants. 
2 Stanislavski called his approach to acting The System, which he later deemed a “method of physical 
actions”.  Later on his students in the United States coined it “the method”. 
3 By “objectification” I mean to say discovering my character’s superobjective (what he is pursuing 
throughout the the entire play), and their objective (what they are pursuing in each scene). 
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working on the show came from an interview (published in the playbill) with 

Anthony Heald, the actor who played the titular role.  In it, he explained his process 

in preparing for the role:  “I’m….an actor who believes very strongly in learning all 

the lines long before rehearsals begin.  The character doesn’t carry a script, so how 

can I?  I’ve been learning these lines for the past 15 months.” (12)  

  While my role in Guys and Dolls was nowhere near as massive as Mr. 

Heald’s, I think there’s still something to be said for the importance of preparation 

for a role.  And so, in explaining my approach to Jewel Theater’s 2015 production of 

Guys and Dolls4 I’ll focus on three areas (dramaturgical research, script analysis and 

objectification) and explain how they helped to create the eventual ‘finished 

product’. 

 My first task involved going back to the source material for the show and 

figuring out three things: how the script of Guys and Dolls came to be, the writer’s 

purpose in creating the show, and the socio-political conditions surrounding the play 

that ultimately influenced it.  This research had two purposes: the first was to make 

myself as informed as possible going in to the rehearsal room, and the second, 

undoubtedly tied to the first, was the hope that in doing the research, I could find a 

nugget of wisdom or inspiration that would influence my approach to the role.  And 

so, before rehearsals began, I sat down to read two short stories by Damon Runyon 

                                                           
4 This production of Guys and Dolls was directed by Linda Piccone and performed from November 12-
Decmber 6th, 2015 at the Jewel Theatre in Santa Cruz, California. 
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that have been repeatedly cited as source material for the show: Blood Pressure and 

The Idyll of Miss Sarah Brown, written in 1930 and 1933, respectively.  

  In the latter story I was pleased to find that one of the phrases spoken by 

the nameless narrator in The Idyll of Miss Sarah Brown was rehashed and turned 

into one of Benny’s lines.  In describing the beautiful Miss Sarah Brown, the narrator 

states “…her eyes are like I do not know what, except that they are one-hundred-

per-cent eyes in every respect.” (274)  Similarly, in the first spoken exchange of Guys 

and Dolls, one witnesses Benny Southstreet exclaim “She is a beautiful doll, all right, 

with one hundred percent eyes.” (7)  But other than the direct quote and a brief 

reference by the narrator to a Benny South Street in Runyon’s 1931 story Hold ‘Em, 

Yale!, there seems to be little direct inspiration for the character of Benny 

Southstreet.  With that established, the fun then became creating a three-

dimensional character from the large swaths of gangster culture created by 

Runyon’s stories.   

  One distinct facet that made preparing a role for Guys and Dolls so fun is 

playing with the stylized language created by Runyon, aptly coined “Runyonese” by 

The Observer in the 1930s (Oxford).  As described by dramaturg Melodie Ellison in 

her research packet for California Regional Theatre’s production of Guys and Dolls, 

Runyonese is a “stylized manner of speaking…characterized by an overly formal way 

of speaking where no contractions are used and the present tense [is] employed 
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with a mix of colloquial Broadway slang.” (8)  And so, although singing and dancing 

was a large part of the show, I always tried to keep in mind to have an elevated 

sense of speech.  But it was when I tried to imaginatively enter Runyon’s world that I 

began to discover clues into Loesser, Swerling and Burrows’ superobjective5 in 

creating Guys and Dolls.  But before I go too deep into my research, I’d first like to 

explain the logic behind it. 

 In trying to figure out the writers’ superobjective, it helped me to better 

understand the story that I was trying to tell onstage.  In addition, even though all of 

an actor’s research may not help in creating the finished product (the performance), 

the hope is that in doing so, a nugget of wisdom will emerge that will help one get 

more in tune with one’s character.  As Uta Hagen so brilliantly states in Respect for 

Acting, “All tedious research is worth one inspired moment.” (153). Researching and 

understanding the story as a whole, then, is paramount to creating a living human 

being onstage.  Stanislavski (and countless theorists after him) have repeatedly 

stressed the importance of understanding the playwright’s original intent.  As stated 

in An Actor Prepares, 

                                                           
5 In using the term “superobjective” here, I mean it to be Loesser, Swerling and Burrows’ ultimate 
artistic goal in creating the show Guys and Dolls. 
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  “The main theme must be firmly fixed in an actor’s mind throughout the 

 performance.   It gave birth to the writing of the play.  It should also be the 

 fountain-head of the actor’s artistic creation.” (295) 

David Mamet6 similarly stressed the importance of understanding the themes of a 

story in his book on acting methodology, True and False: Heresy and Common Sense 

for the Actor.  As he states in the first chapter of his book, “The actor is onstage to 

communicate the play to the audience.  That is the beginning and the end of his and 

her job.” (9) 

 Artistic expression aside, one can’t help but admit that most Broadway plays 

are produced to make money.  As Uta Hagen7 remarks in Respect for Acting, “The 

finest and deepest play on Broadway has been produced to make money, not just to 

serve, enlighten or enrich the lives of those fortunate enough to afford the price of a 

ticket”. (15)  And so, in acknowledging the financial drive of Broadway productions, 

one becomes aware of the constant push and pull between the producers (who 

largely have their eyes set on making a profit) and the artistic team of a production 

(the playwright, director, and actors, among  many others).  But one hopes (and I 

think that this is true of Guys and Dolls) that in addition to wanting to produce a 

financially successful show, that the producers wanted to fulfill a deeper artistic 

                                                           
6 Most theater practitioners are familiar with David Mamet as a renowned playwright, but here he 
offers practical advice to the actor. 
7 Theater practitioners are familiar with Uta Hagen as a renowned actress, drama teacher, and author 
of the book Respect for Acting. 
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yearning.  In a way, they created a show that took two diametrically opposed facets 

of American culture8 (devotion to God and a fascination with gangster culture) and 

smashed them together to see what would happen.  In some respects, the 

producers were tapping into two very deeply held beliefs: faith in the fact that good 

will always win out over evil, and the almost perverse obsession Americans had (and 

still have) with people who are able to profit by not playing by the rules.   

 Nearly twenty years before the creation of Guys and Dolls, in 1931, Al 

Capone went through a highly publicized trial for tax evasion, and in 1936 famed 

mobster Lucky Luciano was taken down for running a huge underground prostitution 

ring.  These were trials that were very much in the public view, and although Guys 

and Dolls was created fifteen or more years after them, the American obsession with 

gangster culture was still very much alive. 

 But the gangsters in Guys and Dolls are nowhere near as bad as Lucky 

Luciano or Al Capone.  Aside from intimidation with a deadly weapon (by Big Jule), 

the crime that most of the gamblers are guilty of is keeping an illegal crap game 

alive.  And unlike Capone and Luciano, these gamblers can both sing and dance.  

That’s because Guys and Dolls steers clear from the darker side of crime, and instead 

presents its audience with a more palatable world of criminals.  Much of the fun 

becomes seeing two diametrically opposed worlds (one of strict religious adherence 

                                                           
8 In using the term “American culture”, I mean it here to describe the culture of the United States of 
America, as opposed to the entire continent of America. 
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and the other of adherence to disrespecting the law) clash.  On a deeper level 

Loesser, Swerling, and Burrows created a story that at its core is a struggle between 

good and evil, a motif that has persisted throughout culture for thousands of years.   

 The extreme cynic might still contend that the creators’ superobjective in 

creating Guys and Dolls was to make money.  But from a less cynical perspective, 

their goal was to try to create a show that spoke to the modern cultural struggle 

between the rigid ideals of religion and the freewheeling lifestyle of gamblers.  One 

might argue that these opposing forces are still at war within us.  We cannot help 

but acknowledge the comfort that God’s laws provides, and yet we find an 

indescribable pull towards a lifestyle wholly free from those laws laid down in stone 

centuries ago.  Regardless of our faith, we are all somewhere between heaven and 

hell, eternally seeking some sort of salvation. 

 Once I had a firm conception of what story we were trying to tell as a cast, I 

got into the nitty gritty work of what I like to deem ‘objectification’.  Simply put, for 

me objectification is breaking down a script into smaller beats9, and figuring out not 

only what my superobjective is (what my character is pursuing throughout the entire 

show), but going through each individual scene and figuring out my objective, or 

                                                           
9 The term “beats”, first coined by Stanislavski, is used here to describe a ‘unit of action’ onstage, or 
more simply, a distinct moment onstage. 
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rather, what my character is pursuing throughout each individual scene.  Once that 

was established, I needed to figure out Benny’s function in the show. 

 In simplest terms, Benny Southstreet serves as a device to push the plot 

forward.  Most of his interactions with Nathan Detroit and Nicely Nicely Johnson are 

about how to find a safe and reliable place to shoot crap.  Since their locations are 

always being shut down by the police, they are forced to move from place to place, 

giving their game the title “oldest established permanent floating crap game in New 

York.” (13) In the first scene alone, Benny pesters Nathan three times as to whether 

or not he’s found a place to shoot crap.  In addition, since he is Nathan’s right hand 

man, he is constantly dealing with how to manage impatient gamblers who wish to 

find out the new location for the game.  Benny also has a dim-witted nature that 

serves both as an easy target for jokes and as a laser-like focus on keeping the crap 

game alive.  An example of this comes before Benny and Nicely Nicely sing the titular 

number, “Guys and Dolls”.  As they bemoan Nathan’s preoccupation with his 

fiancée, Benny remarks, “It is too bad that a smart businessman like Nathan has to 

go and fall in love with his own fiancée.” (50)  This line, when delivered with utmost 

seriousness, reflects Benny’s inability to see why any serious businessman would 

choose love over work.  

 Without Benny in the play, the show does not move forward.  Nathan would 

get too overwhelmed dealing with Adelaide and the gamblers, and the crap game 
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would never happen.  Without the crap game, Sky Masterson would not be able to 

round up enough sinners to make good on his promise to Sarah, and consequently, 

they would never get married. 

 In addition to pushing the plot forward, Benny serves to reflect society’s 

often superficial criticism of men who are uxorious.  He does just this with Nicely 

Nicely Johnson in the titular number.  The problem, according to them, is that men 

are overly-devoted to their spouses.  As a result, they often end up looking foolish 

due to their overpowering desire to please their spouse.  This isn’t a wholly new idea 

in the history of theater; a common motif in Shakespeare’s plays features a brash 

male figure scorning men whose masculinity is lessened by their dedication to love.  

A prime example of this can be found in Much Ado About Nothing.  Just as Benedick 

begins to come to terms with his feelings for Beatrice, he soon ignores them by 

focusing on the state of his love-stricken friend Claudio.  As he states in the 

beginning of his speech, “I do wonder that one man, seeing how much another man 

is a fool when he dedicates his behaviors to love…”10  In Shakespeare’s plays love is 

often seen as a form of madness that causes people to act in an unorthodox 

manner.  As a disguised Rosalind ironically states to her lover Orlando in As You Like 

It, “Love is merely a madness, and I tell you, deserves as well a dark horse and a 

whip as madmen do.”11  This mode of thought serves as a dramatic thread from 

                                                           
10 Taken from Act II, Scene 3, lines 8-11 
11 Taken from Act 3, Scene 2, lines 376-377 
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Shakespeare’s work (written in the 16th century) all the way to Loesser, Swerling and 

Burrows’ in 1950, and it was my job to try to bring that thread to life, 

 While I would love to say that I came into the first day of rehearsal 

completely ‘objectified’, I did not.  Part of the reason for this was that I had been 

cast in two separate productions of Guys and Dolls before I was cast in this 

production, and I felt that on some level, I instinctively knew what the show and my 

character needed to be successful.  I also couldn’t see how Stanislavski’s system of 

acting, which is focused for the most part on approaching a non-musical role, could 

help me bring Benny Southstreet to life.  But Sonia Moore12 helped me put things in 

to perspective.  As she states in her book The Stanislavski System: The Professional 

Training of an Actor, “There is no difference between the truth of existence in 

dramatic scenes and in dancing or vocal scenes.  An actor must behave as if it were 

indispensable to sing or to dance through the logic of his character.” (77)  And with 

that in mind, I began my approach. 

1.1 On Making an Old Production Fresh 

 Part of the artist in me loathed the idea of performing in Guys and Dolls 

again.  I had played Nathan Detroit in a community production at Pinole Community 

Playhouse in my senior year of high school.  I then went on to play Angie the Ox 

                                                           
12 Theater practitioners know Moore as an author and founder of the American Center for 
Stanislavski Theater Art in New York. 
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three years later in a semi-professional production at Berkeley Playhouse.  And here 

I was again, cast in a professional production of it.  Although I loved Guys and Dolls 

as a show, I feared revisiting it for a third time in a span of five years would 

disillusion me, and ruin my inspiration as an artist. In trying to apply Stanislavski’s 

methods to my process, I ran into a number of road blocks.  For one, I was tasked 

with trying to keep songs and dialogue that I had heard over and over fresh in my 

mind.   In a way I was attempting to do what Stanislavski argued all great actors 

must do: 

 “In turn, you must learn to take in, each time afresh, the words and thoughts 

 of your partner.  You must be aware today of his lines even though you have 

 heard them repeated many times in rehearsals and performances.  This 

 connection must be made each time you act together, and this requires a 

 great deal of concentrated attention, technique, and artistic discipline.” (218) 

In a sense, this is an aphorism I had heard many times while doing productions 

growing up.  In some way or another, you have to make it seem to the audience that 

you are speaking the lines for the very first time.  While this is somewhat easier for 

productions you are rehearsing for the first time, it is much harder to make fresh 

when you’ve been in multiple productions.  Nonetheless, I made a point to myself in 

the beginning of the rehearsal process to refrain from being jaded; in order to make 

the process fun for myself, I had to rediscover what I loved about Guys and Dolls. 
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 When I really thought about it, one thing I loved about the show is that it’s a 

musical in which an actor without the greatest voice can still create a successful 

performance.  One only needs to look at the 1955 movie version of Guys and Dolls 

for evidence, as the crooning lover Sky Masterson is played by none other than 

Marlon Brando.  While Brando didn’t have the best singing voice, he was still able to 

give a believable performance by ‘acting his way through it’.  Steve Sondheim13 

reiterates a similar sentiment in comparing the performance of Frank Sinatra’s 

Nathan Detroit and Sam Levene’s (the original Nathan Detroit on Broadway): 

“Sinatra sings on pitch, but colorlessly; Levene sang off-pitch, but acted while he 

sang.” (524) Reading this review assured me that I didn’t have to sing like Frank 

Sinatra in order to create a believable performance.  In fact, it seems that relying 

solely on one’s vocal talents is a detriment in creating a Runyon-like character.  For 

this purpose, I chose to take a bold approach and give Benny Southstreet a strong 

East Coast accent, with a less than pleasant singing voice.  Since I saw Benny as a bit 

of a macho gangster, I didn’t need to worry so much about making it sound pretty.  

Instead, I focused on making it sound as close to an authentic New York accent as 

possible.   

                                                           
13 Later known as Stephen Sondheim.  Practitioners of musical theater are undoubtedly familiar with 
his prolific body of work as a composer of musical theater, which has garnered him numerous 
awards. 
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 What I struggled with most was trying to apply Stanislavski’s theories to my 

acting in Guys and Dolls.  Stanislavski’s ‘method of acting’ essentially focuses the 

actor’s attention inwards, believing that an actor must have an imaginative inner life 

in order to bring to life a human being onstage.  As he states in Chapter 8 of An Actor 

Prepares: 

 “Try always to begin by working from the inside, both on the factual and 

 imaginary parts of a play and its setting.  Put life into all the imagined 

 circumstances and actions until you have completely satisfied your sense of 

 truth, and until you have awakened a sense of faith in the reality of your 

 sensations.” (141) 

   But my choice of accent, as well as the physicality I chose to adopt, were 

both choices I made that arose non-organically.  They came from the outside in.  And 

while I was enjoying myself onstage, I couldn’t help but become self-critical of my 

performance.  I had become so comfortable with the material that I could be 

standing onstage speaking to my partner while thinking about something completely 

different.  Which, truth be told, is bound to happen to any actor doing six or more 

shows a week.  But once I became aware of it, I wanted to find a way to fix it.  Over 

the course of a month long run, I found two methods that helped me to relax 

onstage and get out of my head: 

1.2 A Focus on Having Fun 
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 I had never been able to learn choreography very quickly; while I can 

certainly memorize moves if I drill them enough, dancing has never been something 

that has come naturally to me. Because of this, I was very self-conscious during 

dance rehearsals, especially ones in which I had featured moves.  I can recall a 

certain rehearsal in which my self-consciousness came to the forefront.  We were 

rehearsing the show’s titular number for the first time, which features myself and 

another character, Nicely Nicely Johnson, singing and dancing around the stage as 

other characters walk by.  Because of this, I was forced to learn my choreography in 

front of a large group of my peers, most of whom were simply waiting for their cue 

to cross the stage.   

 While they were probably more interested in the dust floating in the air, I 

had it in my mind that all eyes were on me.  I felt as if I were being constantly 

scrutinized and judged as I was dancing, and as a result, I was openly criticizing 

myself in a joking manner in between runs of the number.  My director, Linda 

Piccone, must have had a keen eye for my type of behavior, because I remember as I 

continued to focus on perfecting my choreography during rehearsals that she once 

yelled from the audience, “Just have fun with it!”  It was a remarkably simple phrase, 

one that I had heard a number of times throughout my short career on the stage, 

but at that very moment, it helped immensely.  It was that little phrase that freed 

me from the constraints of pleasing the audience or worrying about whether my 

dance moves were right.  If I had just had fun onstage everything else would fit into 
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place.  And as the saying goes, ‘If you’re having fun onstage, the audience is bound 

to be having fun as well.’  After that minor revelation I found myself to be much 

more expressive while I was dancing, and I discovered a number of small comedic 

moments with my partner that I probably wouldn’t have found had I not been 

reminded to ‘just have fun’. 

1.3 Focusing on the Truth in Front of You 

 I experienced a remarkable sensation during the run of Guys and Dolls as I 

was working through Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares.  I was essentially searching for 

usable portions of his method and trying to apply the methods I was reading about 

to that night’s performance.  While not all of them worked (specifically emotion 

memory, and the notion that one must begin work from ‘the inside’), I found one 

quote in particular to be quite freeing for me as an actor onstage.  Stanislavski 

reminded his students that they should “try to learn to look at and see things on the 

stage, to respond and give yourselves up to what is going on around you.  In a word, 

make use of everything that will stimulate your feelings.” (199)  It was this notion of 

‘giving oneself up’ to what is happening onstage that helped me immensely.  It 

reminded me that I was part of something larger than myself, and that my neurotic 

disposition towards internally criticizing my performance while acting could harm 

the quality of the production.  It was unbelievably freeing to stop worrying so much 

about what I was doing, and instead focus on my fellow actors, and what they were 

doing.  And in the end, it got me closer to Stanislavski’s ideal performance, one in 
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which the actor’s attention is not focused ‘beyond the footlights’, and instead 

focused on the reality onstage. 

1.4 A Stanislavskian Approach 

 Regardless of whether or not I could fit all of Stanislavski’s theories in my 

approach to Benny, I still found certain terms to be useful, specifically, given 

circumstances14.  In order to understand the term better, I referred back to the 

fourth chapter of An Actor Prepares.  In it, Stanislavski states “During every moment 

we are on the stage…we must be aware…of an inner chain of circumstances which 

we ourselves have imagined…” (69)  While I agree that it is of utmost importance to 

be aware of the circumstances surrounding ones character, I don’t agree with 

Stanislavski’s notion that one should be aware of them at all times onstage.  The 

actor has enough on their plate learning their lines and creating a truthful 

interaction with their partners.  Adding the pressure of having to keep in mind every 

circumstance dictating their character’s lives while acting seems like an information 

overload.  Regardless, I understand the importance of knowing one’s given 

circumstances, which is why I’ve included mine below. 

 Benny Southstreet is a gambler and Nathan Detroit’s right-hand man.  He is 

constantly focused on keeping the crap game alive, and keeping Nathan’s focus on 

the task at hand.  While he is interested in a girl working at the Save-a-Soul Mission, 

                                                           
14 Given circumstances refers here to all of the facts surrounding the story of the play.  As described 
by Doctor Michael Chemers in his book Ghost Light, given circumstances “include the ‘who, what, 
where, when, why and how’ of the action of the play.” (77) 
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he doesn’t know how to approach her, so he instead puts on a front that he does 

not like women, when in fact he does.15 

 The play takes place in multiple locations: Damon Runyon’s Broadway, 

Havana, Cuba, the interior of the Save-a-Soul Mission in NYC, and towards the end, 

in a New York sewer.  Although most productions place the story in the 1950’s, Ms. 

Piccone felt it would be better placed in circa 1930, as the time period would evoke 

the underground speakeasy culture that was rampant in large cities. 

 At his core, Benny is a man in love with gambling, particularly betting on 

horses.  He got taken in by Nathan Detroit because he is very loyal and business 

savvy, but takes orders easily because he is dull.  Although interested in women, he 

ultimately sees them as a distraction from winning large amounts of money. 

 Once I had a clear idea of who Benny was and how he functioned in the 

story, I began to think back to the previous productions of Guys and Dolls that I had 

been a part of.  The reasoning behind this was to gain a deeper knowledge of how 

the current production either kept in line with or deviated from previous 

productions, with the hope that in doing so, a meaningful dialogue could be created 

between productions past and present. 

1.5 The Larger Theatrical Context 

                                                           
15 Benny’s interest in a girl working at the Save-a-Soul Mission is not written into the script.  Rather, 
it’s something that I discovered during rehearsals that helped me understand Benny on a deeper 
level. 
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 The director of the production, Linda Piccone, chose to stage a fairly 

conservative production of Guys and Dolls.  And I don’t mean conservative in a 

political sense, but conservative in that not many liberties were taken with the 

script.  An example of this can be seen in how she handled staging the opening 

number, “Runyonland”.  In the text of the script, there are very specific staging 

directions for the director.  It lays out a cast of archetypal characters, such as ‘the 

tourists’, ‘the drunk’, and the ‘street thief’, and explains very specific scenarios that 

should play out onstage between these characters.  While Piccone didn’t keep all of 

the archetypal characters (as our cast was too small to accommodate the needs of 

the script), for the most part she stayed within the artistic lines of what the original 

writers intended.  And in a way, there’s a good philosophy to be found in tackling a 

time tested classic like Guys and Dolls by following the stage directions.  ‘It’s worked 

before, so why change it?’ 

 Regardless, Piccone’s take on the staging of “Runyonland” was quite 

different from the 2013 production directed by Jon Tracy at Berkeley Playhouse, in 

which I was a member of the ensemble.  Instead of staying within the lines, Tracy 

chose to completely disregard the sacred stage directions of the script and instead 

focused on letting the actors create the environment of New York.  We did so 

through an amalgam of devised scenes that were performed simultaneously and set 

to the opening score of the musical.   To achieve this, Tracy divided us up into groups 

of four, and had us create a scene between male and female characters on a rhythm 
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of eight counts, limiting our expression to only our physical movements and 

relationships.  He then watched the scenes, helped refine them, and had us rehearse 

them until they were sharp.  After that, he placed all of the different groups onstage 

in an aesthetically pleasing manner, and ‘let the number come to life’. 

 Both directors had very different visions for how to make their production 

come to life.  Tracy sought to create a production through devised ensemble work, 

letting the actors assist in creating the environment, whereas Piccone let her actors 

explore, but in the more stable and established environment that Jo Swerling and 

Abe Burrows had created in 1950.  In a sense, Tracy’s production stood in defiance 

of the original script – challenging the dated 1950’s values that are present in the 

story, whereas Piccone’s production upheld those values as a cherished time to be 

looked back upon. 

 It seems that what makes any production of Guys and Dolls vital is the ability 

to bring to life Damon Runyon’s Broadway onstage.  In fact, one of the biggest 

problems Stephen Sondheim had with the 1955 movie production of the show was 

its inability to create a vital and living Broadway atmosphere: “Because of this lack of 

solidified style [in creating the set for the show], the film lacks one of the basic 

elements of the stage version’s charm – a feeling of New York.” (524)  And so, 

regardless of what year you choose to produce Guys and Dolls, one of the most 

important aspects to creating a successful production is finding a way to evoke the 

colorful world of Damon Runyon’s Broadway. 
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1.6 The Cultural Relevance of Guys and Dolls 

 One of the first questions most directors address at the first rehearsal is 

“Why are we doing this show, right now?”  There is sound reasoning behind this 

approach. To begin with, it is very important for the cast to have an understanding 

behind the purpose of producing a show.  It gives the actors a clear idea of what 

they are trying to accomplish and reminds them that the work they are doing every 

day is meaningful and relevant.  But from what I remember, the cast of Guys and 

Dolls never had a discussion of this nature.  And so, in my own way, I went about 

hunting down a reason for producing the show. 

 In trying to explain the enduring nature of Guys and Dolls, one might look to 

David Mamet for answers.  In his book of essays Writing in Restaurants, Mamet 

muses on the enduring nature of plays themselves: “The life of the play is the life of 

the unconscious, the protagonist represents ourselves, and the main action of the 

play constitutes the subject of the dream or myth.” (8) Let us relate this statement 

to Guys and Dolls by working backwards.  To begin with, if one examines the full title 

of Guys and Dolls, it is clear that we are in the realm of fable.  In naming it Guys and 

Dolls: a Musical Fable of Broadway, Loesser and Burrows are stating from the outset 

that we are in a dreamlike realm.  But how do the protagonists, in this case, 

represent ourselves?  One needs to look no further than Nathan Detroit.   

 Nathan’s hesitance to settle down and get married weighs heavily on our 

anxiety in the United States to be tied down.  It is the very idea of permanence and 
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settled life that the free-wheeling liberty of the United States disdains.  Similarly, if 

we look at Adelaide, Nathan’s eventual bride to be, we can spot the all-too relatable 

desire to tame the bachelor that is Nathan Detroit and settle him down to a more 

stable domestic life.  The jokes that Adelaide makes (unwittingly) also play on 

married couples’ shortcomings.  Although they are not technically married, they 

have been engaged for fourteen years.  And from my experience in doing the show 

three times, one of the jokes that gets the loudest laughs every night is spoken by 

Adelaide in regards to marriage: “No, I kinda like it when you forget to give me 

presents.  It makes me feel like we’re married.” (17)  So it’s clear that Guys and Dolls 

constitutes the subject of myth, and that the protagonist represents ourselves (or 

some aspect of our culture), but how might one argue that the life of Guys and Dolls 

is the life of the unconscious?  

  In going back to Guys and Dolls as a fable, one might see the entire play as a 

representation of our anxieties and fears regarding marriage.  We are ultimately just 

like Nathan and Adelaide (ready to settle down while wishing to be free) and have 

experienced something like Sarah and Sky (experiencing true love for the first 

time).  Perhaps without consciously realizing it, the audience sees aspects of 

themselves, both good and bad, in the wide range of characters in Guys and Dolls, 

and because of that, it endures as a work that touches on something much deeper in 

regards to human nature.  And while Mamet’s framework doesn’t completely 

answer the question as to why Guys and Dolls is such an enduring classic, it does at 
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least begin to help us understand why certain plays, and why theater in general, is so 

important for our collective psyches. 
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Chapter 2: Wrestling With Herr Freder 

 In putting a Stanislavskian lens on my process for tackling the role of Herr 

Freder16, I first had to surmise what the superobjective of Ferdinand Bruckner was in 

writing Pains of Youth in 1926.  The logic behind this being that if I could have a 

clearer understanding of why Bruckner wrote the play, I would have a clearer sense 

of how to best bring the story to life as an actor.  Bruckner was essentially trying to 

capture the essence of post-war disillusionment.  Germany, and indeed the whole 

world, was still trying to come to terms with the atrocities of World War I, and in 

writing this play, he was trying to process those atrocities.  If one could gain any sort 

of meaning from the play, it would ultimately be that life is futile, and since it’s 

futile, one should either kill one’s self or resign to bourgeois existence.  

  Instead of taking a purely binary approach to writing his play, Bruckner’s 

writing is also endowed with a distinct sense of the effect that Freud’s psychological 

theories had on society.  As Daphne Moore17 states in the introduction to her 

translation, Bruckner writes with an awareness of the effect that “…Freud’s theories 

[had on post-war youth], which Bruckner interpreted as putting youth, sex, and 

death in morbid proximity.” (5) He was greatly influenced by the writings of Freud, 

and it’s evident in the intense psychological struggle that most of the characters 

undergo.   But as translator Martin Crimp makes clear in his introduction to the play, 

                                                           
16 Our production of Pains of Youth was performed February 19-21 and 26-28 of 2016 at the Dark Lab 
in University of California Santa Cruz’ Digital Arts and New Media building. 
17 Daphne Moore is credited with a 1989 translation of Krankheit Der Jugend (Pains of Youth). 
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its meaning does not have to be limited to the effects of war.  Crimp argues that 

“Bruckner…extend[s] the concept of ‘disease’ to society at large – a potent 

twentieth century metaphor which could at one extreme underpin political ideology, 

while at the other inspire…humane literary genius “(ix)   In dealing with Pains of 

Youth, one is not only dealing with post-war disillusionment, but with a society that 

is in some way or form diseased. 

 Expanding on the psychological narrative, one could go so far as to say that 

Herr Freder and Herr Alt, two male characters who share very similar traits, could be 

seen as representative of the id and the superego.  Freder is completely 

unrestrained in his desires to pursue women sexually, while Alt is always reminding 

the girls to follow a certain moral code.   While it’s hard to assert that Bruckner was 

doing this consciously, it is evident that psychology, and indeed the clinical approach 

that dominated much of Western thought, permeates strongly throughout the play.   

 It is also important to note that the original translation of the German title 

(Krankheit der Jugend) carries a distinct scientific leaning.  As noted by Crimp in 

introduction, its original meaning was ‘the illness/disease of youth’. (ix)  This adds 

both a clinical sense to the play, in that the pain the students are stricken with is a 

disease, while also offering a glimmer of hope: as Western medicine has shown us, if 

there is a disease, we will try to manufacture a cure.  

 The ultimate irony of Pains of Youth is that although the characters are 

studying to be doctors (or are already licensed) they can’t seem to find a cure for 
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their illness.  As is often said of depression, sometimes one is so far down the rabbit 

hole, that it is hard to see the light.  It is only Herr Freder, who cares little for 

finishing his medical degree (he’s been there for twelve years), that is able to see 

beyond the issues that plague the characters in the play.  With this lack of restraint, 

he is ultimately free to do as he pleases, and gets much of what he wants 

throughout the play.   

 Although it was helpful for me as an artist to understand Bruckner’s 

reasoning behind writing the play, I found that the information I had gained from my 

research was often too intellectual to translate into meaningful inspiration.  

Regardless, it did help me feel more comfortable dealing with the script, and in that 

way, it helped give me confidence in the choices I would eventually make onstage. 

 Once I had a firm idea of Bruckner’s intention in writing the play, I had to find 

a clear superobjective for Herr Freder.  This was probably the most difficult task for 

me to complete, as I had a great amount of difficulty seeing why anyone would push 

another human being to the point of suicide.  This is where Stanislavski came to 

help.  As he states in An Actor Prepares, “It is only when [the actor] comes to a 

deeper understanding of his part and a realization of its fundamental objective that 

a line gradually emerges as a continuous whole.” (271)  Or as Sonia Moore states 

more clearly, “To carry across…the super-objective…is the final goal of every 

performance and is the point of departure for the Stanislavski system.” (58) 
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 Indeed, in trying to take an empathetic approach to Herr Freder, I found 

evidence in the play that he feels that what he’s doing to the other characters in the 

show (pushing them towards suicide or bourgeois existence) is actually beneficial to 

them.  As he tells a distraught Marie towards the end of the show, “You all need me 

to live.  If no one takes control you’re all of you lost.” (115)  Using this line, I 

surmised that although the characters in the play despise his actions, he feels that 

what he’s doing is ultimately helpful.  And so, in crafting Freder’s superobjective (the 

goal he is pursuing throughout the entire play) I decided to choose “To awaken the 

little ones to life’s ultimate truth.”  Choosing to call the rest of the characters in the 

show ‘little ones’ gives Freder a feeling of superiority.  Additionally, in Freder’s mind 

he is ultimately helping them cope with life’s horrors by ‘awakening them to life’s 

ultimate truth’.  While this did help me empathize more strongly with Herr Freder, it 

didn’t make playing his horrid actions any easier. 

 Whenever I am cast as a villainous character, there is a tendency I notice in 

myself to play up the evil aspects of the character, because that is the simplest route 

to take.  But Stanislavski reminded me to take a more empathetic approach.  As 

quoted by Sonia Moore, he states “when you play a nasty man, search for what is 

good in him…trying to project only evil makes the performance heavy and dull.” (74)  

With that in mind I immediately went in to rehearsals with an empathetic approach.  

Instead of simply playing him as evil, I tried to figure out what kind of pain he must 

have gone through in order to subject his peers to such terrible acts.  In my 
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experience observing people, I often note that people treat others how they have 

been treated growing up.  So, if you grew up in a house with a father that dealt with 

his problems through explosive anger, you often see the children in times of distress 

trying to fix their problems using that same anger.  We are essentially mirrors to the 

world around us, and most of our behavior is learned.  It is this observational theory 

that I tried to apply to Freder.  Now that I had a clear idea of both Bruckner and 

Freder’s superobjectives, I then began to wrestle with the age-old issue that all 

artists run into: giving myself a purpose for bringing the play to life.  In doing so, my 

director, Kieran Beccia, helped immensely. 

    The show itself follows nine students – five females in their early twenties 

and four males in their late twenties – trying to come to terms with the horrific acts 

they have just witnessed at the end of World War I.  Beccia had a vision that the 

disconnect felt by Bruckner’s characters spoke deeply to the modern disconnect that 

millennials feel in the age of information overload.  Beccia argued (and I would 

agree) that due to our dependence on technology and the gap it’s created in 

meaningful communication, millennials feel very disconnected – from both the older 

generation who hasn’t had as much exposure to technology, and to society as a 

whole, since so much of our lives now exist on an imaginary realm built entirely of 

zeroes and ones. 

 Beccia’s original intention was to have a distinct focus on the character’s use 

of technology to try and highlight its detrimental effect on our psyches.  That quickly 
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went out the window as we realized how complex and difficult the script was to 

bring to life.  Not only do the characters speak in a very ‘European’ manner 

(spouting such lines as “That girl’s a real all-rounder”), but the characters themselves 

are extremely volatile and dangerous.  (32) Herr Freder in particular takes advantage 

of multiple women in the play, and is constantly attacking the other characters 

verbally, pushing them towards either “bourgeois existence or suicide”. (81)  In their 

bleak reality, there is no other choice.  Indeed, as I get ready to graduate from 

college, my options seem bleak to me – I could either get a nine to five job, make 

money and die in sixty years, or I could live a free life of artistic expression and live 

on the brink of destruction.  Ultimately this is not the truth of the matter, but this is 

the very black and white mindset that plagues the characters throughout the show.  

And in a way, I had to find a way to relate that to my own life. 

2.1 The Process of Pains of Youth 

 Without realizing it, Beccia had structured rehearsals in a very Stanislavskian 

way.  We started every rehearsal with a physical warm-up to get our bodies 

prepared for acting, which is one of the first tenets that Stanislavski preached – in 

order to have a fully expressive body as an actor, one must first become aware of 

one’s instrument18.  While I quickly loathed the exercises he led us through in the 

                                                           
18 Stanislavski repeatedly referred to the actor’s body as their artistic instrument. 
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beginning (intense Suzuki poses19, contact improvisation20 and occasional yoga) I 

soon grew to look forward to our daily warm-ups.  So much of my time as an actor is 

spent in a psychological mode, trying to delve deep into my character’s psyche, but 

Beccia’s daily warm-ups reminded me that a warmed up body is just as important as 

a warmed up mind.  

 It should be noted here that while we were (unknowingly) keeping in line 

with Stanislavski’s system by increasing the awareness of our bodies, we were doing 

physical warm-ups that were at their core very ‘non-Stanislavskian’.  By this I mean 

to say that the physical exercises were ones that Stanislavski would not have been 

familiar with.  Nevertheless, I feel that Stanislavski (in his constant desire to find 

what method worked best for actors) would approve of our experimentation. 

 After doing about twenty minutes of physical warm-ups, Beccia would lead 

us in a Viewpoints session.  Viewpoints, a theatrical theory founded by Anne 

Bogart21, focuses specifically on the actor’s body in space, and in finding a way to 

express your character solely through their physical shape.  While at times I felt 

strange moving around the room and ‘exploring the space’22, I ultimately found 

                                                           
19 ‘The Suzuki Method of Actor Training’ is a theory invented by Tadashi Suzuki that focuses on the 
actor’s body awareness, among other things. 
20 Contact Improvisation, as defined in 1979 by Steve Paxton, is “an improvised dance form [created 
by American choreographer Steve Paxton]…based on the communication between two moving 
bodies that are in physical contact…” (ContactQuarterly.com) 
21 Theater practitioners are familiar with Anne Bogart as the co-founder of the SITI Company in San 
Francisco, as well as the co-creator of the Viewpoints method. 
22 A common aspect of a Viewpoints session is to have actor’s freely explore both the rehearsal space 
and their body in relation to the rehearsal space. 
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much of the Viewpoints sessions to be very helpful.  As an actor I am highly self-

critical, and find that my expressive qualities as an artist are hindered by my self-

consciousness.  But with Viewpoints, there is little to no focus on being in your head 

– it’s all focused on expression through physical means.  Ultimately, the Viewpoints 

sessions helped immensely in getting me get out of my head by forcing me to make 

bold choices in regards my character’s physical shape. 

2.2 A Heightened Focus on Text 

 If bringing language to life was important in Guys and Dolls, it was doubly 

important while acting in Pains of Youth.  With the former you could at least hide 

behind the mask of song and dance, but with a dramatic piece of theater, the focus 

is all on you and the words you are saying.  And so, one of the most helpful tools I 

found during rehearsals was “table work” – theatrical jargon for sitting around a 

table with your scene partners, reading the scenes, and finding out just what the 

heck in going on in your character’s brain.  Oftentimes Herr Freder would make large 

leaps in thought between lines, and it was up to me as an actor to justify those 

thoughts and string them together into a cohesive and logical manner.   

 Another tool that helped me greatly was a tiny quote from Sonia Moore on 

the nature of poetry: “A poem must be recited so that its musical and rhythmic 

beauties are revealed.” (77)  Theater and poetry go hand in hand, as characters 

onstage often have a heightened sense of language.  In keeping Moore’s quote in 

mind, I tried to find a way to endow Herr Freder with an elevated sense of speech.  
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On one end it helps him to prove his intellectual superiority over the younger 

students, and on the other end, if the actor can reveal the musical and rhythmic 

beauties of the playwright’s language, one hopes that the audience will take a 

similar pleasure in relishing spoken word.   

2.3 The Use of Alcohol 

 Another choice I made that helped me discover Herr Freder was his use of 

alcohol.  There are constant references by other characters to his perpetual 

drunkenness, and while it rarely specifies when he drinks in the script, I made a 

choice to have a flask in my pocket at all times.  This served a double purpose: first, 

it showed the audience Freder’s constant dependence on alcohol for his confidence; 

oftentimes the most honest and evil-spirited lines Freder spoke came in a state of 

inebriation.  And secondly, it helped me figure out how Herr Freder ticks.  I decided 

that Freder’s actually a man dealing with an intense amount of pain, and instead of 

dealing with it through therapy, he drowns it out with alcohol to numb the pain.   It 

also helps him cope with the bleak outlook that permeates the play: bourgeois 

existence or suicide.  By putting off finishing medical school and drowning his 

sorrows in alcohol, Freder exists in a liminal space – one where he need not choose 

between the bleak options ahead. Admittedly it is not the healthiest approach to 

dealing with one’s problems, but for Herr Freder, it was the most honest. 

2.4 Freder’s Given Circumstances 
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 Herr Freder is a 28 year old student who has yet to qualify as a doctor – he 

has been in medical school for twelve years and shows no signs of graduating any 

time soon.  He was recently broken up with by Desiree, though he tells everyone 

around him that he was the one to end it.  He has taken a keen liking to Lucy (the 

maid at the boarding house) because she is young and easy to manipulate.  He 

drinks and smokes heavily in order to drown his problems out. 

 The play itself takes place in Marie’s room in Frau Schimmelbrot’s boarding 

house, where many other medical students reside.  Although the play originally 

takes place in Vienna in the 1920s, we decided to place it in Northwestern 

Pennsylvania (specifically at Pennsylvania State University) in order to give it a more 

modern feel.  In addition to Marie’s room, there is a fair amount of action that 

happens offstage in Desiree’s room, which is connected to Marie’s by a single door, 

but never seen by the audience. 

 Herr Freder grew up in a very hostile environment.  He had an abusive father 

who would regularly drink to the point of alcoholic rage, at which point he would 

seek out Freder to physically abuse.  His mother would comfort him while his father 

was away, but never had the nerve to stand up to her husband.  In spite of his 

abusive environment, Herr Freder excelled in school, to the point where he was 
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often bored because his assignments were too easy.  As a result he found a solace in 

drinking and smoking, seeing them as a more inspiring way to spend his time.23    

2.5 The Larger Theatrical Context 

 In comparing our production of Pains of Youth to previous productions, it is a 

marvel that we even decided to mount it in the first place.    To begin with, if one 

looks at the most recent production (a 2009 mounting at the National Theatre of 

Scotland directed by Katie Mitchell) critics were extremely divided on what to make 

of it.  In a review published in the Telegraph, Charles Spencer seemed to enjoy some 

of the actor’s performances, but ended his review on a sour note, stating that “the 

only remotely enjoyable thing about this show is the moment when it stops.”  On 

the other end of the spectrum, Paul Taylor of the UK’s Independent said that he 

found the play “blackly exhilarating”.  While critics across the board were roundly in 

support of the actors’ performances, most thought that the play was too dark and 

dreary to be truly enjoyable. 

 Even when it was first written, it was thought to be too indecent.  As 

described in the introduction to Daphne Moore’s translation of Pains of Youth, two 

theater practitioners had tried to persuade a gentleman named Theodor Tagger to 

produce the play at his Berlin Renaissance Theatre.  He refused, stating that the play 

was too risqué.  Years after the play was finally produced at the same theater (under 

                                                           
23 It should be noted here that the final paragraph of Freder’s given circumstances was not based on 
facts found in the script.  Rather, it is a backstory that I created in order to help me understand my 
character better. 
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new artistic direction), it was revealed that Ferdinand Bruckner was actually a 

pseudonym used by Theodor Tagger, who had earlier refused to produce his own 

play.  Although the show received rave reviews, the fact that the author of the play 

refused to produce it speaks volumes about the social and political climate in Vienna 

at the time. 

 Even in 2016, it still felt risqué to produce on a college campus.  The show 

deals with very emotionally heavy topics (such as sexual assault and alcohol abuse) 

that still seem to be a problem for many college campuses across the nation.   In an 

article by Kara Guzman of the Santa Cruz Sentinel, figures are cited from a recent 

report that state that reports of sexual crimes at University of California Santa Cruz 

have nearly tripled since 2011.  Additionally, a report published by KSBW (an affiliate 

of the National Broadcasting Company) on May 10 of 2016 shows that fatal 

overdoses from drug abuse have been increasing over the past year at University of 

California Santa Cruz.  These are by no means easy topics to talk about. But one 

hopes that in producing Pains of Youth at University of California Santa Cruz, one can 

start a campus-wide dialogue on how the community of Santa Cruz can help to get 

to the root of these issues that are still plaguing the community. 
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Chapter 3: Tying it All Together: Relating Pains to Dolls 

 On the surface, it is difficult for one to draw any kind of similarities between 

Pains of Youth and Guys and Dolls, for the simple fact that one is a Broadway 

musical, and the other is a depressing Viennese drama.  Indeed, from an acting 

standpoint, one might wonder how one could use similar tools in approaching such 

vastly different plays.  Surprisingly, I discovered that while I did use different tools 

for both shows, there were three basic tools in my box that I discovered could be 

applied to my approach to both plays. 

 The first tool that applied to both was discovering my character’s 

superobjective and objectives, which helped immensely in giving me a sense of 

purpose on stage.  Once I knew what my character was pursuing, it helped to ground 

me and give me a driving force to propel me through the show.  Additionally, the 

idea of “beating a script out” (or breaking down the script moment by moment) 

helped me to understand how each play functioned on a deeper level.  Stanisalvski 

illustrates this point using the metaphor of trying to eat a turkey.  Plays, Stanislavski 

argued, are like turkeys.  One won’t be able to digest a turkey whole, but rather, one 

must carve it up into small manageable chunks.  In this way, it gives the actor a clear 

idea of how each scene (and on a smaller scale each moment) in a play functions.  

Once they understand this, they are better able to bring the story to life (and thus 

digest the turkey). 
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 The third tool that helped me actually came from David Mamet, whose 

thoughts relating to the craft of acting are in some ways in direct opposition to 

Stanislavski.  He lays this out clearly towards the beginning of his book True and 

False: Heresy and Common Sense for the Actor: “The Stanislavsky ‘Method’, and the 

technique of the schools derived from it, is nonsense.  It is not a technique out of the 

practice of which one develops a skill – it is a cult.” (6)  After having read and 

experimented so deeply with Stanislavski’s system, this completely threw me off 

guard.  But how Mamet explained it made complete sense.  He later went on to 

state his specific qualms with Stanislavski’s system:  

 “The very act of striving to create an emotional state in oneself takes one out 

 of the  play.  It is the ultimate self-consciousness, and though it may be self-

 consciousness in the service of an ideal, it is no less boring for that.” (11) 

Reading this statement completely challenged all of my views on the subject of 

acting.  For years I had been striving to reach an emotional state onstage, a feeling 

of truly “becoming” my character, and here Mamet was saying that all of my efforts 

were a disservice to the play as a whole.  While I was initially irked by his statement, 

I eventually started to come around to see his way of thinking.  Just as my director 

helped me when she yelled at me to “just have fun with it”, Mamet helped me to 

realize that acting is really an art form about the relationship between the actors 

and the audience, and that what the audience is experiencing could have little to no 

relation to the emotional state that the actor is in.  That was enormously freeing as 



37 
 

an actor, to know that while I would like to achieve a particular emotional state 

onstage, some nights simply won’t feel as good as others (especially if I have eight 

performances a week).  And if all of my work and preparation is for naught, at the 

end of the night, I can follow actor James Cagney’s advice for actors, as quoted by 

Mamet in True and False.  He says that if all your preparation goes out the window, 

you should “find your mark, look the other fellow in the eye, and tell the truth.” (25)  

And so, whether I was singing and dancing in Guys and Dolls or pushing people 

towards suicide in Pains of Youth, I found that when I worried less about how I was 

doing, and more about my relationship to the audience, my performances felt more 

alive than ever. 
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Chapter 4: Looking Forward: Advice for Millennial Actors 

 The first and most important piece of advice I could give to any aspiring 

theater artist is to have respect for your craft.  It’s something that is easy to say, but 

is much harder to live by.  I often notice a tendency in myself to diminish the work 

I’m doing in school because I’m a theater major.  Whenever I’m introduced to 

someone who’s majoring in the field of science or technology, I tend to joke that my 

major is much easier than theirs. But I think my making a mockery of my work in the 

theater reflects a deeply held belief in the United States’ culture that artists, and 

particularly theater artists, should not be taken seriously.  That their work does not 

matter.  But as David Mamet so simply states in his essay A Tradition of the Theater 

as Art24, “Every reiteration of the idea that nothing matters debases the human 

spirit”. (21)  

 And so, I think now more than ever, with video-streaming services and high 

definition media dominating the realm of the entertainment industry, if the theater 

is to remain relevant in the eyes of the American public, theater artists must begin 

with a deep sense of respect and responsibility to theater as an art form.  Uta Hagen 

makes this clear in Respect for Acting:  “Actors are as responsible as any other group 

in the theater for its present state…If we realize our individual responsibilities to an 

art form, we must live up to it as individuals…” (20) 

                                                           
24 A Tradition of the Theater as Art can be found in his published collection of essays titled Writing in 
Restaurants. 
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 But simply respecting the art form only goes so far.  Theater artists must also 

strive to build a supportive community of artists.  As David Mamet so eloquently 

puts it, 

 “We must support each other…in the quest for artistic knowledge, in the 

 struggle to create.  We must support each other in the things we say, in the 

 things we choose to  produce, in the things we choose to attend, [and] in 

 the things we choose to endow.”  (22) 

It is this artistic support, founded on a sense of respect for the art of theater, which 

elevates a community of artists and allows them to thrive.  But theatrical artist 

should also strive to have a strong sense of self. 

 It is important, as Uta Hagen argues, to have an awareness of oneself, to 

“find your own sense of identity…and see how that knowledge can be put to use in 

the characters you will portray on stage.” (22)  At the same time, it is equally as 

important in this age of self-obsession we find ourselves in, inundated with social 

media posts and “selfies”, to be cognizant of the balance between being self-aware 

and self-obsessed.  A preoccupation with oneself, as Mamet argues, takes you away 

from your fellow artists onstage, and away from bringing the story to the audience. 

 Nevertheless, when it comes to pursuing acting, artists should be relentless 

in their journey to make great art, and ruthless in their pursuit to succeed.  It is 

equally important for an actor to have a strong sense of discipline as it is for them to 

be an active member in the arts community.  It is only when artists make an active 
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choice to pursue their art relentlessly, with a desire to succeed and a respect for the 

art form, that theater will be, as Mamet states, taken “out of the realm of good 

works, and place[d] in the realm of art – an art whose benefits will cheer us, and will 

warm us, and will care for us, and elevate our soul out of these sorry times.” (22) 
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1: Benny, Nathan and Nicely (Photo Credit: Steve DiBartolomeo) 
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Figure 2: Benny on the verge of rolling the dice (Photo Credit: Steve 
DiBartolomeo) 



43 
 

  



44 
 

  



45 
 

  



46 
 

  



47 
 

  



48 
 

  



49 
 

  



50 
 

  



51 
 

  



52 
 

  



53 
 

  



54 
 

  



55 
 

  



56 
 

  



57 
 

  



58 
 

  



59 
 

  



60 
 

  



61 
 

  



62 
 

  



63 
 

  



64 
 

  



65 
 

  



66 
 

  



67 
 

  



68 
 

  



69 
 

  



70 
 

  



71 
 

  



72 
 

 



73 
 

 

Figure 3: Costume Sketch for Rusty Charlie, Nicely Nicely Johnson and 
Benny Southstreet (Credit: B. Modern) 
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CRITICAL REVIEWS 

 Doll Parts 

NOVEMBER 19, 2015 

Jewel Theatre Company’s spirited ‘Guys and Dolls’ is a crowd-pleasing sure-pick to 

inaugurate new Tannery space 

The second production in Jewel Theatre Company’s 11th season is more than just an 

evening of theatre. It’s an invitation to come check out the company’s spanking new 

performance space, the Colligan Theater, at the Tannery Arts Center, next to Radius 

Art Gallery. With raked seating for 182 patrons above the stage (the incline is 

gradual, not nosebleed-steep), there are no bad sightlines. And while the space 

seems enormous compared to JTC’s previous venue, the microscopic Center Stage, it 

still feels intimate in terms of the viewer’s relationship to the performers. 

To inaugurate this new space, JTC has mounted a production of the crowd-pleasing 

vintage musical Guys and Dolls. Originally produced in 1950, but set in the ’30s, the 

show is based on the short stories of Damon Runyon, and populated by his usual 

cast of lovable Broadway denizens on the outskirts of respectability—gamblers, 

bookies, and chorus girls. The JTC production is a bit slow out of the starting gate, 

but picks up steam in the second lap and gallops to a strong exuberant finish. 

The show was influential in its day for its faithful recreation of Runyon’s characters 

(with book by Jo Swerling and Abe Burrows), its impressionistic storytelling, and its 

terrific literate songs by Frank Loesser. This production does it justice, with strong 

singers in the leads, and excellent, plot-moving dance numbers choreographed by 

Lee Ann Payne. Music is provided by a seven-person combo on a platform upstage, 

and director Linda Piccone keeps things moving around and through Kate Edmunds’ 

smart, mobile set. 

The story revolves around Nathan Detroit (the ever-likable Christopher Reber, 

beloved in Gunmetal Blues a few seasons back), who makes his precarious living 

setting up illegal crap games for neighborhood gamblers, and taking a cut. But 

somehow he never quite has enough cabbage to marry the girlfriend he’s been 

engaged to for 14 years, Miss Adelaide, star attraction at the Hot Box nightclub. Julie 

James has a high old time in the role, with her Bronx accent and racy stage numbers 

like “Take Back Your Mink.” 

Needing cash to set up his next game, Nathan bets gambler Sky Masterson (the 

reliable David Ledingham, who has a great singing voice) that he can’t persuade 

straight-laced Salvation Army missionary Sarah Brown (Cornelia Burdick Thompson), 
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to go to Havana with him for the day. (Thompson has a lovely singing voice, but her 

high notes are so pure, she may not need to be miked.) As their improbable 

romance plays out, the mission is threatened with closure unless Sky can deliver 

twelve “sinners” to a midnight revival meeting. 

The show’s best coup is casting JTC veteran Diana Torres Koss in the male sidekick 

role of Nicely Nicely. Her Runyon-esque patter, dialect, and attitude are perfect, and 

she delivers some of the best songs, including the title tune (sung with the engaging 

Lucas Brandt as crapshooter Benny Southstreet). The singing-dancing ensemble 

shines in B. Modern’s lush costumes, with Jordan Sidfield’s very funny Harry the 

Horse another standout. 

The simmering “Havana” number, with its gorgeous dancing and pantomime 

vignettes (in a movie, we’d call it a montage) is the point in this production where 

everything starts to jell. The second act is a race to the finish line, with a dynamic 

“Luck Be A Lady,” the wry Adelaide-Nathan duet “Sue Me,” and Torres Koss leading 

a rollicking “Sit Down, You’re Rockin’ the Boat” at the revival meeting. 

The material may feel a bit dated now and then, but this spirited production 

successfully launches JTC’s new home. 

Figure 5: Critical Review published by Santa Cruz Good Times 

Jewel opens the Colligan with an energetic take on the beloved musical ‘Guys and 

Dolls’ 

By Wallace Baine, Santa Cruz Sentinel 

David Ledingham (in white suit) is Sky Masterson. the alpha male at the center of a 

circle of gamblers and hoods in ‘Guys and Dolls.’Steve DiBartolomeo — Contributed 

Is Julie James a cyborg? 

Sure, she certainly comes across as a fully self-actualized human. But, considering 

what she’s pulled off in the last couple of weeks, it’s difficult to come to any other 

conclusion than the woman is some kind of machine. 

James is the artistic director of Santa Cruz’s Jewel Theatre Company. And, as such, 

she’s also the de facto house manager of the brand new Colligan Theater at the 

Tannery Arts Center. 

As if running a company and breaking the seal on a new building – and the 10,000 

practical and public-relations duties that entails – wasn’t enough, there is James on 

stage at the Colligan’s inaugural production of the Broadway classic “Guys and Dolls” 
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in one of that musical’s most demanding and central roles, the excitable showgirl 

Adelaide who sings, dances, changes outfits constantly, moons over her incorrigible 

boyfriend and, in one instance, even strips down to her underwear. 

So, you tell me, how does a regular sleep-requiring human do all that? 

Whatever mystery energy Julie James is drawing from, it clearly infects the entire 

cast of this exuberant production, which ushers in the Colligan Era with a blast of 

old-school fun. 

You know “Guys and Dolls,” the 65-year-old Tony Award-winning musical with songs 

by Frank Loesser. Based on the famously hard-boiled stories of Damon Runyon, the 

musical is fond send-up of the gangsters-and-gamblers culture of underground New 

York in the 1930s. It features some of the most memorable characters in Broadway 

history, including the desperate but likable inveterate gambler (and Adelaide’s man) 

Nathan Detroit (that’s the Frank Sinatra role, if you remember the old movie) and 

the rakish, smooth-talking Sky Masterson (Marlon Brando in the movie). 

As for the Colligan, the newness of the place undoubtedly added to the sense of 

magic of opening night last Friday. The new theater is a bit more than twice the 

capacity of Jewel’s old home at Center Stage, but it feels even bigger than that. 

The same can be said for this “G&D.” The cast numbered 18, but felt bigger. The 

seven-piece live band produced a big sound. And Kate Edmunds’s set design, 

suggesting an appealing old-school version of dirty New York, made the best use of 

the Colligan’s open stage. 

James as Adelaide is alternately brassy and girly and her hold-nothing-back 

performance serves as the beating heart of this production (She hilariously lays into 

the honking period accent: “Look, Chah-lie, I’m stahv-ing!”). 

But the two male leads were also well-cast with Christopher Reber bringing a shifty 

restlessness to his forever-on-the-move take of Nathan Detroit. As Sky Masterson, 

David Ledingham has the advantage of looking like a 1940s-era movie star – a little 

bit Joseph Cotton, a little bit Gary Cooper. But he also has the magnetism to fill out 

Sky’s bespoke white suit. 

“Guys and Dolls” is a play of a lot of moving parts and director Linda Piccone makes 

the best of her fine cast to fill in the colors. I especially enjoyed the vibrant 

performance of Diana Torres Koss playing cross-gender as Nathan’s plaid-jacketed 

crony Nicely Nicely Johnson. She brought more than a little vaudeville panache to a 

part that serves as the central player of the second-tier cast. Locals will enjoy seeing 
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former Shakespeare Santa Cruz managing director Marcus Cato playing the hard-

boiled cop Brannigan (though it would have been fun if they had changed his name 

to “Colligan” just this once). 

Let’s also save a word for the top-flight choreography, one of the major joys of this 

bold and splashy production. Choreographer Lee Ann Payne makes the best of the 

show’s various dance set pieces and, almost without exception, they give the 

audience a jolt of adrenaline. 

Much of the audience for Jewel’s “Guys and Dolls” is going to come out primarily to 

check out the Colligan, its seating, its sight lines, its bathrooms (all top-rate). But 

Jewel has come up with a production that meets the enormous hopes and 

expectations for the new theater. The company’s future offerings suggest that it’s 

not going to be doing a lot of Broadway standards like this going forward. But for the 

celebratory moment of the Colligan’s opening, it’s a lollapalooza. 

Figure 6: Critical Review published by Santa Cruz Sentinel 
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Figure 7: Freder take advantage of Lucy (Photo Credit: Kristofer Bumanglang) 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Freder applies Lucy’s make-up (Photo Credit: Kristofer Bumanglang 
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Figure 9: Pains of Youth Contact Sheet 

  

 

Figure 10: Pains of Youth poster (Designed by Emily Graily) 
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