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Abstract 
 
 

This thesis serves as documentation of my efforts to define accurately my creative 

process as an actor in creating the role of Masha in The Three Sisters by Anton Chekhov.  This 

includes research, character analysis, rehearsal journal and an evaluation of my performance. The 

Three Sisters was produced by the University of New Orleans Department of Film, Theatre and 

Communication Arts in New Orleans, Louisiana. The play was performed in the Thrust Theatre 

of the Performing Arts Center at 8:00 pm on the evenings of April 19 through 21 and April 26 

through 28, with one matinee at 2:30 pm on Sunday, April 29, 2007. 
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Introduction 

 
 

A life-changing event occurred in my second year of graduate school at the University of 

New Orleans – Hurricane Katrina. This event was significant to my thesis project because it 

caused my graduation date to be pushed back by a semester, from May 2007 to December 2007. 

My thesis performance occurred Spring 2007 instead of Fall 2006. 

Although I did not choose the play from which I would perform my thesis role, I did 

express interest in Chekhov. I was excited when I heard that UNO would mount a production of 

The Three Sisters in Spring 2007. Professor David Hoover would direct, with set design by 

Patricia Vitrano (her thesis project), costume design by Professor Tony French and lighting 

design by Katie Anderson. This decision was made prior to the Fall semester; however, my role 

was not chosen until the first week of the Spring semester, less than a week before auditions. For 

this reason, I could not begin doing script work or research on the character ahead of time. I 

thought this lack of preparation before rehearsals would be a hindrance, but the extensive 

rehearsal period dedicated to this production overcame that problem. The show was cast mid-

January but did not open until mid-April. We had weeklong breaks for the Kennedy Center 

American College Theatre Festival (KCACTF), Region VI; Mardi Gras and Spring break, which 

provided the extra time I needed to immerse myself completely in the role and give a 

performance of which I was proud. 

This document contains a thorough examination of my process in creating this role, along 

with a post-production evaluation of my performance. It is a culmination of my graduate 

schoolwork and a demonstration of the skills I have developed as a student of the performance 

program at UNO.  
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Research 
 
 

The research required for this thesis project was a vital part of my process. Preparation 

for this role took me back to the origins of the “Stanislavski System” because of Anton 

Chekhov’s association with Konstantin Stanislavski and the Moscow Art Theatre (MAT). In fact, 

Chekhov’s style of writing inspired Stanislavski to develop this system of acting, on which my 

training is based. I felt that performing his work was an appropriate culmination of my graduate 

school experience. 

A thorough understanding of Chekhov and his writing process for The Three Sisters, his 

correspondence with Olga Knipper, who originated the role of Masha, and the study of other 

available critical analyses of the play were essential to my creation of the role of Masha 

Prozorov. 

About Chekhov 

Anton Pavlovich Chekhov was born January 29, 1860, at Taganrog on the Sea of Azov in 

southwestern Russia. He would eventually become the master of the modern short story, and one 

of the most renowned playwrights in history. He would also become known as the “Father of 

Subtext,” always probing below the surface and revealing the inner workings of his characters 

through his text.  

Chekhov’s childhood was not a happy one. His father was born a serf, but was freed 

when Tsar Alexander II issued the Emancipation Manifesto following Russia’s loss in the 

Crimean War. As a free man, Chekhov’s father struggled as a grocer.  

Because of his father’s poor earning capability, Chekhov had already been supporting his 

family by freelancing as a journalist by the time he became a doctor of medicine in 1884. In 

addition to medicine, “he also had a professional interest in psychiatry, social medicine, 
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sociology, zoology, horticulture and the philosophy of science” (Wellek 184). These interests 

manifested themselves in his writing in several ways, such as the recurring character of the 

doctor and an attention to nature. 

In his early 20s, Chekhov was a prolific short story writer. He began to earn respect when 

his works were published in a series of publications in St. Petersburg. While he flourished as a 

short story writer, he began to experiment with playwriting. His first play, Ivanov, was produced 

in 1887 at the Korsh Theatre in Moscow without success.  
In 1888, he wrote The Wood Demon. This lengthy four-act play was eventually cut, 

revised and published as Dyadya Vanya (Uncle Vanya) in 1897. The year before Uncle Vanya 

was published Chayka (The Seagull) had its debut performance in St. Petersburg. The play was 

so poorly received (with hisses from the audience) that Chekhov left the theatre in the middle of 

the second act and vowed never to write for the stage again. He wrote, “I am not destined to be a 

playwright. I have no luck at it. But I’m not sad over it, for I can still go on writing stories. In 

that sphere I feel at home; but when I write a play, I feel uneasy, as though someone were 

peering over my shoulder” (Malcolm 170). 

Despite his discomfort as a playwright and the failure of his first production, he 

reluctantly agreed to let the newly formed Moscow Art Theatre produce The Seagull in 1898. 

This production proved more successful than the first and helped to establish Chekhov as a 

dramatist. The Moscow Art Theatre, in fact, was so pleased with his work that its founders, 

Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko and Konstantin Stanislavski commissioned him to write more 

plays. 

The Seagull was produced at the MAT in 1898. During rehearsals for the production, 

Chekhov developed an interest in the young woman who played Arkadina. Her name was Olga 
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Knipper. Soon after the production closed, they began a love affair that eventually lead to 

marriage. “They were married very quietly in a suburban church in Moscow on May 25, 1901. 

The only announcement sent out was Chekhov’s telegram to his mother: ‘Dear Mama, give me 

your blessings, I’m getting married. Everything will remain as before. I’m off to the koumiss 

cure’” (Karlinsky 388). 

“Koumiss” was an Asian drink made from camel’s milk or mare’s milk and used for 

medicinal purposes. During the late 1890s, before he met Knipper, Chekhov had been ill with a 

severe case of tuberculosis. The year before The Seagull was produced at the MAT, he had a 

lung hemorrhage. Finally in 1899, suffering from the advanced stages of the disease, he exiled 

himself to Yalta because of its mild winters. He bought a small cottage on the water in a seaside 

Tatar village called Gurzuv, where he would remain for the final years of his life.  

After he and Knipper were married, she continued her stage career in Moscow while 

Chekhov continued writing in Yalta. Their marriage “was a partnership of equals and they 

arranged it to provide themselves with the independence they both wanted to be a part of that 

marriage” (Karlinsky 389). 

Dear Writer, Dear Actress: The Love Letters of Anton Chekhov and Olga Knipper 

documents the couple’s five-year relationship in their own words through their letters to each 

other. Since Knipper was making a name for herself as an actor in Moscow during Chekhov’s 

exile in Yalta, they were not together very often, so their letters became their only source of 

communication for much of their time together. These firsthand conversations between the 

playwright and the actor who originated the role of Masha became an invaluable tool for my 

creation of the role. 
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While in Yalta Chekhov wrote a few short stories, but drama became his focus. In 1901, 

he finished Trisestry (The Three Sisters). It had taken him almost a year to write it due to his 

progressing illness and constant interruptions. In a letter to Olga Knipper on August 18, 1900, he 

explained, “I have the play in mind, it has taken shape and form, it begs to be put on paper, but 

the moment I touch the paper, the door opens and some swine comes crawling in” (Karlinsky 

386). 

Chekhov’s four-act drama, The Three Sisters, premiered at the Moscow Art Theatre on 

January 27, 1901. It was the first play to be written specifically for the MAT. The production 

was co-directed by Konstantin Stanislavski and Nemirovich-Danchenko. It is considered one of 

the greatest works of modern drama and one of Chekhov’s finest masterpieces. 

Chekhov and Stanislavski continually argued about how his plays should be performed, 

and The Three Sisters was no exception. Chekhov insisted that his dramatic works were 

comedies and not tragedies and, most important, should be performed with a light touch. After 

the first reading of The Three Sisters at the Moscow Art Theatre, Chekhov left after hearing his 

play described as a drama and a tragedy. Stanislavski recounts, “I rarely saw him so angry. The 

reason, it emerged, was that he had written a happy comedy, and at the reading we had all taken 

the play as a drama, and wept over it. This made Chekhov think that the play was not 

comprehensible and it was already a failure” (Allen 22). 

This was not the only thing they disagreed on during the production of The Three Sisters. 

Stanislavski insisted on embellishing his productions of Chekhov’s plays, mostly with extensive 

sound effects, in an attempt to create drama. For example, in Act III Chekhov’s stage direction 

calls for the sound of the fire brigade. Stanislavski intended for this to include wheels, footsteps, 

chains, bells and voices shouting. 
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Knipper wrote to tell him [Chekhov] that Stanislavski was planning to create a 

sense of ‘terrible commotion’. He replied: You write about the noise in Act III. 

What noise? The noise is only in the distance, a vague muffled noise, but here on 

stage everyone’s exhausted, almost asleep. If you spoil Act III the whole play will 

be ruined and in my old age I’ll be hissed off the stage. (Allen 18) 

Despite the disagreements, the Moscow Art Theatre’s production of The Three Sisters 

was an overwhelming success. In a letter to Chekhov on February 5, 1901, Knipper exclaims, 

“Moscow talks of nothing else but Three Sisters. A success for Chekhov and a success for our 

theatre” (Benedetti 103). 

Chekhov wrote the roles of Masha in The Three Sisters and Ranevskaya in The Cherry 

Orchard specifically for Knipper. Masha was her favorite role. The following passage from Dear 

Writer, Dear Actress shows just how attached she felt to the role: 

Late in life she attended a gala evening at the Moscow Art Theatre, in which the 

parting of Masha and Vershinin in Three Sisters was performed. At the climactic 

moment, a strong deep voice rang out from one of the boxes. It was the eighty-

year-old Knipper, unable to restrain herself from speaking the line before the 

unfortunate young actress on stage could get it out. It was ‘her’ line.” (Benedetti 

ix) 

Chekhov completed his final work, Vishnyovy (The Cherry Orchard), in 1904. Less than 

six months after its premiere at the MAT, he succumbed to his disease. Anton Chekhov died of 

tuberculosis in July 1904 at the age of 43. 
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Chekhov’s writing style 

Chekhov’s plays were controversial when they were first introduced, and still garner 

criticism today because some think they contradict the very definition of drama. The word 

“drama” comes from the ancient Greek verb “dran,” which means “to take action or to do.” 

Chekhov’s writing is often perceived as lacking significant action. Many people believe that 

nothing happens in his plays. He wrote this way because he deemed that on stage, things should 

be as they are in real life, and not a stilted version of life. 

In real life people do not spend every minute shooting each other, hanging 

themselves or making declarations of love. They don’t spend every minute saying 

clever things. Rather, they eat, drink, flirt, talk nonsense. And that is what should 

be seen on the stage. One should write a play in which people come and go, eat, 

talk about the weather and play cards. And not because that is what the author 

wants, but because that is what happens in real life. (Allen 4) 

Chekhov strove to remove the false exaggerations he saw in the theatre. This desire to 

create truth on stage made the inner life of his characters become more important than the 

external action. He said, “Do you see people tearing about, leaping up and down, and clutching 

their heads? Suffering should be expressed as it is expressed in life . . . not with your arms and 

legs, but by a tone of voice, or a glance; not by gesticulating, but by grace. Subtle inner feelings, 

natural in educated people, must be subtly expressed in an external form” (Allen 7). 
Konstantin Stanislavski, one of the founders of the Moscow Art Theatre, agreed that a 

more realistic style of acting was needed on the stage. As a result, Chekhov’s unique, realistic 

style of writing became the impetus for what would become the “Stanislavski System.”  
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It is wrong, Stanislavski argued, to act Chekhov superficially, to play the external 

form of a role, without creating the inner form and inner life. It is wrong to try to 

act, to ‘present’ the characters. You must be – that is, you must live, exist, 

following the deep, inner, spiritual line of development. Stanislavski called this 

the line of intuition and feeling. (Allen 47) 
In rehearsals for The Three Sisters, Stanislavski realized what Chekhov was trying to do 

and suddenly reformed his entire thinking about how the play should be performed. “They do not 

bathe in their own sorrow. Quite the opposite; they seek joy, laughter, courage; they want to live 

and not stagnate. I felt the truth in this view of Chekhov’s heroes, this encouraged me, and I 

intuitively understood what had to be done” (Allen 27). 
Chekhov’s intention was to make his audience realize how boring their lives actually 

were so they would strive for something better. He created characters that were a mirror of what 

he saw in humanity not so they could sit back and cry about it but so that they could realize it 

and take action.  
It was this way of thinking that drove Chekhov to create such compelling, multi-faceted 

characters. The rich subtext he created makes it a challenge and a delight for any actor to bring 

one of his characters to life. 

Themes in The Three Sisters 

During rehearsals for the Moscow Art Theatre’s original production of The Three Sisters, 

Vsevolod Meyerhold, one of the co-founders of the MAT, made notes about some of the basic 

themes in Stanislavski’s interpretation. “Longing for life; call to work; tragic quality against 

laughable (background) comedy; happiness as future destiny; work; loneliness” (Allen 26). 
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The search for the meaning of life and a justification for human existence are also central 

themes. Since Chekhov was very ill while writing the play and near the end of his life, I believe 

his exploration of this theme was his attempt to make sense of his own existence. 

The prospect of their return to Moscow represents the sisters’ hopes for living a better life 

than the boring, provincial life in which they are currently trapped. The monotony of their daily 

lives causes them to search within themselves for an answer to why they live. Part of this inward 

searching comes from their attempt to cope with the rapidly changing social order in Russia in 

the early 1900s.  

The rise of the working class in Russia at the turn of the twentieth century caused the 

decline of the privileged class. The sisters’ father, Colonel Prozorov, was a senior military 

officer, so the sisters were accustomed to a life with the advantages of wealth. This changing 

social order presented a challenge. Tuzenbach declares that he has “never worked.” Irina 

represents the new order, declaring, “We must work.” Irina looks at work in an idealistic way, 

thinking it will give her purpose. She soon realizes she hates it and wants life to return to the way 

it was. 

The concept of fate is also vital in The Three Sisters. “The motive force for classical 

drama is fate, and the concept has central importance in The Three Sisters . . . Chekhov’s sisters 

are not in control of their fate – they are rather its victims” (Peace 85-86). The sisters see 

Moscow as their fate and their future, but it is also their past. 

Chekhov was enthralled with the concept of fate and he explored this through his writing, 

especially in The Three Sisters and his later works. To understand Chekhov’s writing is to 

understand the “unpredictable nature of each moment of life and yet the peculiar consistency 

with which those moments add up to a given fate” (Wellek 140). Chekhov’s plays do not just 
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examine how people behave during the monotony of their everyday lives; they also explore how 

each of these moments ultimately determines their fate.  

The theme of entrapment was the inspiration for Professor Hoover’s central image in the 

UNO production of The Three Sisters. The tall thin trees on the set represented not only the trees 

that surround the sisters in their provincial town, but also functioned as the columns in the house 

and symbolized the bars that surround them in life, preventing them from following their wishes 

and dreams. Masha verbalizes the entrapment she feels in her marriage through the recitation of 

the Pushkin poem in Act I and again in Act IV. The greatest sense of entrapment is in the sisters’ 

inability to escape their current situation and return to Moscow. 

There are several omens throughout the play that seem to warn that fate is working 

against them in their quest for Moscow. These omens ultimately point to their fate. First, 

Masha’s whistling upon the mention of the sisters moving to Moscow is an indirect commentary 

on the possible success of them moving. “Whistling was said to be a bad omen that could raise 

the devil” (Peace 77). Chekhov had the ability to use subtle details like this to express his 

characters’ thoughts. “Whistling could seem simply a trivial action, a piece of ‘naturalistic’ 

business. But it is, in fact, a detail which has been carefully selected as a subtle expression of the 

‘inner drama’ taking place in the character” (Allen 7). 

Kulygin announces that there are 13 at table, which is a bad omen. Masha admits to 

Vershinin that she is superstitious. These omens seem to suggest that something bad will happen 

if they return to Moscow. Perhaps it was Chekhov’s way of suggesting that the sisters look to the 

future rather than the past for the pursuit of happiness. Of course, we don’t know if any of the 

sisters ever made it to Moscow; we only know that they do not go within the five-year period of 

the four acts of Chekhov’s play. 
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Character Research 
 

Sometimes an actor studies how other actors have performed a role, not to imitate their 

performance, but to use it as a tool from which to learn. Seldom do actors have the opportunity to 

learn directly from conversations between the playwright and the actor who originated a role, 

especially when the role was written over 100 years ago. I was fortunate enough to have this 

opportunity because of the published letters between Anton Chekhov and Olga Knipper. 

Chekhov was in Yalta while Knipper was rehearsing The Three Sisters in Moscow, so their 

letters to each other were frequent and detailed. Having access to these letters gave me 

tremendous insight into Chekhov’s intention for the role of Masha. 

Chekhov offered this advice to Knipper on how to approach playing the role of Masha in 

a letter he wrote to her on January 2, 1901: “Don’t pull a sad face in the first act. Serious, yes, 

but not sad. People who had long carried a grief within themselves and have become accustomed 

to it only whistle and frequently withdraw into themselves. So you can often be thoughtfully 

withdrawn on stage during conversations. Do you see?” (Hackett 279). 

Another translation of the same letter uses slightly different wording. “People who are 

used to being sad inside just whistle and are often lost in thought. You often become pensive on 

stage when people are talking. Understand?” (Benedetti 87). I thought the phrase “lost in 

thought” was particularly useful in understanding Masha.  

I read a published interview with Blythe Danner, who played Masha in 1976, which was 

also very helpful in giving me a deeper insight into the character. Nikos Psacharopoulos, founder 

of the Williamstown Theatre Festival, directed the production. Danner recalls, “ . . . Nikos lit into 

me and yelled, ‘Crying is not the key to Chekhov!’ . . . he really wanted something deeper than 

that – a pain that went beneath tears . . .” (Hackett 22). 
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Danner had a strong connection with the character. She explains, “I had a great – settled – 

feeling with Masha, which went right through my being. But, on the other hand, there’s that 

sense of being entrapped, there’s the longing and the desire to be the bird, to be flying, to escape, 

to go heavenward” (Hackett 27). 

Knipper wrote to Chekhov on January 13, 1901 because she was having trouble with the 

“tram-tam” moment between Masha and Vershinin in Act III. “The tram-tram is causing a 

problem. Nemirovich thinks we should sing out these signals like bugle calls, with mimed 

actions, of course. If we just speak them, they’ll come out as crude or incomprehensible” 

(Benedetti 92). 

In Chekhov’s reply, dated January 20, 1901, he answers, “Vershinin delivers ‘tram-tram-

tram’ as a question and you as an answer and to you this is such an original joke that you speak 

this ‘tram-tram’ with a smile. She says ‘tram-tram’ and laughs, not loudly, just a little . . . you are 

easily amused and easily angered” (Benedetti 97). 

She wrote to him again on January 15, 1901, to discuss the scene in Act III in which she 

confesses her love for Vershinin to her sisters. 

The point of disagreement with Nemirovich is Masha’s confession in Act 3. I 

want to do the third act in a state of nerves, in fits and starts that means the 

confession is strong, dramatic, i.e. the darkness of the situation gains the upper 

hand over the joy of love. Nemirovich wants this joy of love, so that, despite 

everything, is full of this love and doesn’t confess as to a crime. The second act is 

full of this love. For Nemirovich, Act 4 is the climax; for me, it’s Act 3. 

(Benedetti 93) 
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She seems to work some of this out on her own as she tells him in a letter dated January 

18, 1901,  “I won’t play the confession in a loud voice but with strong inner drive and feeling 

and a glimmer of happiness if I can so express it” (Benedetti 95). 

Chekhov finally sent his thoughts on the confession in a letter dated January 28, 1901. 

Dearest, Masha’s confession in Act 3 isn’t one; it’s just a frank conversation. Play 

it highly-strung but not desperate, and don’t raise your voice, smile from time to 

time and above all play it so that one can feel the exhaustion of the night. And so 

one can feel that you are more clever than your sisters, or at least, that you think 

you are. As regards ‘tram-tram-tram’, do it your way. You are my interpreter. 

(Benedetti 101) 

Nikos Psacharopoulos’ explanation of “the stove” comment in Act II helped both 

Professor Hoover and myself make sense of this moment. “Look, it’s very simple. The last time 

that something really big happened to her, when her father died, the wind howled in the chimney. 

And now it’s happening again!” (Hackett 281). Masha’s comment about the noise in the stove 

seems to come out of nowhere, so comparing it to the last big event in her life makes it seem 

more deliberate than random. 

In Knipper’s letter to Chekhov on January 18, 1901, she said, “I really like the shaping of 

Masha in the last act. The whole role is a marvel. If I ruin it, I’ll give myself up as a bad job” 

(Benedetti 95). Of course she didn’t ruin it. The Moscow Art Theatre’s production of The Three 

Sisters was a tremendous success. Knipper wired Chekhov immediately after opening night on 

January 31, 1901. Her telegram said, “Grand succèss embrasse mon bien aimé” (Benedetti 102)  
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Character Analysis 
 
 

Defining character is a multifaceted process. Acclaimed director and author Jon Jory 

says, “Some people believe there is no such thing as ‘character’; there is only the pursuit of the 

action” (Jory 172). Then he challenges this definition because it is incomplete. It does not 

account for the personality traits and physical characteristics of the character or the actor.  

A well-written character is multilayered, sometimes with personality traits that contradict 

each other. For example, if one defined Masha’s personality with a broad stroke, one could paint 

her as a spiteful and overbearing woman, or simply, a bitch. Masha’s temperament goes much 

deeper than that. In his critical study of The Three Sisters, Richard Peace points out that “much 

could be said in defense of Masha – her apparent insensitivity derives from extreme sensitivity” 

(Peace 98). Looking at her from this angle shows her vulnerability and makes her a more 

sympathetic character, which makes her a more complex, richer character to portray.  
Another broad stroke inherent in many of Chekhov’s characters is that of boredom, 

lethargy, and an inability to act. This is especially true in Chekhov’s women who were limited 

because of the social restrictions of the time. A woman’s duty was that of wife and mother. Only 

unmarried women were permitted to work and choice of occupation was limited. Masha, a 

married woman forced to stay home, could be easily mistaken as lethargic and bored with her 

life, unable to make a change. 

Chekhovian women; however, tend to fight against this oblomovism. Oblomovism,  “ . . .a 

spineless laziness that lurks within many of Chekhov’s characters” (Peace 82), is a slang term 

that originated in pre-Soviet Russia. It is based on a character in Oblomov, a novel written by 

Ivan Goncharov. The novel is primarily about a Russian nobleman who cannot seem to find the 

ambition to accomplish anything. This oblomovism presents a challenge for all actors attempting 



 15 

Chekhov. It would be easy to play Masha as spineless and lazy. The challenge lies in fighting 

against the temptation to wallow in despair. For this reason, fighting against this oblomovism or 

lethargy inherent in Chekhov’s work became the basis for my through-line. 

In Building a Character, Stanislavski explains “the physical materialization of a character 

to be created emerges of its own accord once the right inner values have been established” 

(Stanislavski 1). Chekhov establishes that a sense of purpose in life is of great importance in 

Masha’s inner value system. In Act II, she tells Vershinin and Tuzenbach, “It seems to me a 

person must have a purpose, or be looking for one. Otherwise life is empty – empty.” Her 

morose personality is largely due to her constant search for this meaning of life because she 

knows her true purpose cannot be fulfilled in her current circumstance. 

The importance of education in her life may not be apparent in Act I when she tells 

Vershinin, “We know many useless things.” However, she makes this remark because her 

education is useless to her in such a small provincial town, but would be appreciated in Moscow. 

Not only is she educated; she also appreciates others who are educated. These are the people 

with which she wishes to be associated. In Act II she reveals her true opinion when she tells him, 

“Most civilians here are coarse, dry, and uneducated. Coarseness sickens me – I feel assaulted by 

it. I suffer when I feel a lack of refinement, tenderness, or kindness around me.” 

She values family, but marriage seems to be a duty for her. These feelings come out of 

the relationships Masha has with her family members and her husband. She has a very strong 

relationship with her two sisters. When she confesses her love for Vershinin to them in Act III 

she tells them, “My sweet sisters, there’s something I must confess. I can’t keep it in anymore. 

I’ll confess to you but not to anyone else. I want to tell you.” They seem to be the only people 

around her with which she can confide. 
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Kulygin, on the other hand, is only a nuisance to her now. She stays married to him out of 

obligation. In Act II she tells Vershinin, “I was married at eighteen, in awe of my husband. He 

was a teacher, and I’d just finished school, so to me he seemed terribly important and smart. 

Now, unfortunately, I don’t feel that way.” 

The Sanford Meisner Workbook: Playing the Part explains that the source of character is 

point of view; “the origins of character reside in a person’s specific attitudes toward the people 

and circumstances all around him or her” (Silverberg 141). Masha’s relationships are an 

important part of who she is, especially those of her family and her husband. In Backwards and 

Forwards, David Ball says, “Family relationships are at or near the center of almost every play. 

Don’t ignore this superb means for understanding the play and bringing the audience close to it” 

(Ball 85). 

The contrast Chekhov has created between the three sisters provides a crucial dynamic to 

their relationship. The sisters contrast in dress, behavior and action, especially Masha and Irina. 

Masha is the antithetical figure to Irina in dress and mood. Irina is in high spirits for her name 

day in white, while Masha is morose and pensive in black. The Russian name day is a 

celebration of a person’s christening day or baptism. 

Olga falls somewhere between the two. She is melancholy when she remembers their 

father’s death, but tries to put on a happy face for Irina’s name day. At the same time, she 

understands that the memories of their father’s death, and their happy life in Moscow, cause 

Masha to want to leave the name day party. She even says, “I understand you Masha.” Irina is 

perhaps too young for the memory to be as clear. Her attitude toward Masha is much less 

understanding when she berates her with, “You’re so . . .” Chekhov doesn’t finish the statement, 

but the actress who played Irina did so with a negative connotation which was clearly Chekhov’s 
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intention. Masha’s mood seems to stem from her “awareness of Irina’s youth and happiness and 

the conflicting memories she has of former name day parties” (Peace 78). 

Masha’s relationship with her brother Andrei is naturally not as close as the one she 

shares with her sisters. In Act I, she is proud of him. She brags about his violin playing and 

excuses his decision to choose the university over the military because it was, “Just as Papa 

wished.” But as the play progresses, Andrei becomes a member of the County Council and 

develops a gambling problem. He confesses to Ferapont that he can’t talk to his sisters about his 

life when he says, “I am afraid of my sisters, afraid they’ll laugh at me, make me feel ashamed.” 

He is right to believe this. 

Masha’s opinion of Andrei descends into disgust by the end of the play, mainly because 

he has allowed Natasha to take over their home. “The thought of what Andrei has done with our 

house is revolting. Disgusting. The unfairness disgusts me.” In Act IV, she describes him as their 

“lost hope” and compares him to an eternally muted bell. She has such hope for him in Act I, and 

that hope dwindles into disappointment. She uses the analogy of a bell that “falls and breaks into 

a thousand pieces.”  

Masha demonstrates her sense of familial duty and her strained relationship with her 

husband through her actions in Act I and also through her conversation with Vershinin in Act II. 

Masha admits to Vershinin that she married young and at the time was in awe of her husband, 

but that she doesn’t feel that way anymore. Even if these feelings weren’t verbalized they would 

be evident through her actions.  

Her conversations with Vershinin are relaxed and full of meaning. In contrast, her 

relationship with Kulygin is more formal, and their dialogues with each other are short and 

meaningless. They never have a real conversation throughout the entire script. In Act III, when 
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Masha conjugates the verb for love in Latin after Kulygin tells her that he loves her, “she is 

parodying his own pedantic, formalistic view of love” (Peace 84). She continues to mock him 

when she replies “I’m so bored” to his “I’m so happy.”  

Character does not exist without the addition of the actor. “The reason great actors are so 

compelling is because they bring their personality to bear on everything they do . . . Remember 

that it is you onstage, not some mythical being called the character” (Bruder 75). So I am the 

final step of the analysis process. It is the given circumstances, the personality traits of the 

character, and my own personality and physical traits and creative imagination that will 

ultimately complete the character of Masha in the creation of the role. “Without imagination 

there can be no creativeness” (Stanislavski 21). 

Through-line 

When asked to explain his characters to Stanislavski, Chekhov would often reply, “It’s all 

in the text” (Karlinsky 393).  The Practical Handbook for the Actor explains, “In the theatre, 

character is an illusion created by the words and given circumstances supplied by the playwright 

and the physical actions of the play (Bruder 74). Therefore, I begin my process of analysis by 

studying the given circumstances of Chekhov’s text. 

In Creating a Role, Stanislavski says, “The purpose of analysis should be to study in 

detail and prepare given circumstances for a play or part so that through them, later on in the 

creative process, the actor’s emotions will instinctively be sincere and his feelings true to life” 

(Stanislavski 10). 

The given circumstances in The Three Sisters tell us that Masha married Kulygin when 

she was 18 years old. She now realizes that his intelligence does not go beyond the educational 

realm, which bores her. She enjoys the intelligence of the military officers more because they 
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like to discuss philosophical topics. She misses the life she had in Moscow. The city is much 

more exciting than provincial life, where she is trapped. In her youth, there were always people 

around, especially military officers, at the many dinners, parties and gatherings in the Prozorov 

household. Since her father died, however, the house has been “too quiet, like a desert.” Her 

current life is boring and unfulfilling to her until Vershinin arrives. He is a breath of fresh air to 

her stagnant room. He is her temporary escape. 

From these given circumstances I derived Masha’s superobjective: to strive for a better 

life. Masha struggles to remain hopeful in all that is bleak around her throughout the play. She 

fights against the urge to give up. Vershinin arrives and gives her a new sense of hope and a 

renewed energy to strive for more. 

Active verbs like strive, fight and struggle helped me as an actor to rise beyond the 

oblomovism inherent in Chekhov’s characters. In the first read-through for our production of The 

Three Sisters, director David Hoover challenged the cast to fight the lethargy. This became my 

mantra in bringing Masha to life. I used this mantra as the basis for my superobjective but felt 

that it needed to be translated into a positive statement in order to provide a stronger through-

line.  

Masha is fighting for a better life with a stronger conviction than she is fighting against 

her current life, especially once she meets Vershinin. In her struggle to strive toward her goal, 

however, she continues to fight against being a victim of fate. She fights against not being in 

control of her fate instead of just letting it overtake her, but she still constantly feels its weight. 

Masha also fights for Vershinin, and she does not give up on her life when he leaves. She 

exclaims, “We must go on living.”  
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I also looked for evidence of this struggle in her words, in order to further support my 

through-line. The Sanford Meisner Workbook: Playing the Part explains the importance of 

discovering the character’s “spine” or “deeper wish” by identifying key phrases in the text.  

The most important of these key phrases is the Pushkin poem Masha recites several times 

throughout the play; in fact it is her first line in the play. The line is a quote from Alexander 

Pushkin’s ‘Prologue’ to his poem “Ruslan and Lyudmila”, “By the curved seashore an oak tree 

greening/ Wound round that oak a golden chain.” The verses were a well-known Russian 

tradition, so “Chekhov knew the audience would be familiar with the poem when he wrote it” 

(Peace 79). 

The van Itallie translation of The Three Sisters only includes the first two lines. In other 

translations the verse is extended in Act IV to include, “And day and night a learned tomcat/ 

Keeps going round and round on the chain.” The extension of the verse makes Masha’s confused 

line “A green cat?” in Act IV make more sense, so Professor Hoover agreed to let me add it in. 

The poem symbolizes her position in her marriage, but the extended version clarifies Masha’s 

sense of entrapment due to Kulygin’s hold on her. 

The oak tree is a symbol of strength; its greenness shows vigour and a capacity 

for life . . . the oak tree is in a provincial backwater in direct symbolic contrast to 

Moscow, moreover it is attached by a golden bond (marriage) to a ‘learned 

tomcat’ (the pompous schoolmaster Kulygin) who with his prattle and fussing 

round and round her constantly hems her in. (Peace 79) 

 
The objective, to escape her marriage, becomes important to her. But when she is with 

Vershinin, she desires more than simply to escape her marriage. Blythe Danner, who played the 

role in 1976, expressed Masha’s deeper desires concerning Vershinin best. She said, “. . . here 
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was someone who could just grab Vershinin, take him behind the hedges and make passionate 

love, whose heart was – whose soul was just – dripping with passion and with need . . . It’s not 

just the sexual need. It’s more than that, it transcends that. It is really – the hunger to fill one’s 

soul” (Hackett 26). 

Masha is incomplete, in my opinion. Her life is unfulfilled. She is hungry to fill her soul 

with so much more than she is getting now. Masha wants to strive for a better life that completes 

her and allows her to use the education she has acquired. She wants to strive for a life that is 

fulfilling and in which she is constantly challenged and stimulated. This superobjective took me 

from the beginning to the end of the play and helped me to give a well-invested performance. 

Motivation 

If Masha wants to strive for a better life, what is her motivation? Why does she want it? 

An actor’s objective is meaningless without a strong motivation behind it. The “what?” does not 

work effectively until the “why?” is established.  

The best motivation is one that comes as close as possible to a life-or-death situation. In 

my opinion, Masha may as well be dead if she is not living life to the fullest. If she is not 

constantly striving for more and surrounded by people who are engaging and stimulating to her, 

she withdraws. She demonstrates this in Act I before Vershinin arrives as she is buried in her 

book during the name-day celebration. Masha, of course, does not feel like it is much of a 

celebration. She feels as if it is more like “a desert.”  

With this in mind, I define Masha’s motivation in terms of living in a vibrant social sense 

or dying in a sense of withdrawing from social situations. Masha’s motivation is that if she does 

not get what she wants she will withdraw or wither away and her life will become meaningless, 

so she will cease to live. 
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Obstacles 

What is getting in the way of Masha achieving her objective? If she wants a better life, 

why doesn’t she move back to Moscow and pursue it? “A play’s conflict is between what 

someone wants and what hinders the want: the obstacle” (Ball 28). There are several obstacles 

that force Masha to stay where she is, virtually trapped in her environment. 

In Backwards and Forwards, David Ball describes four different types of dramatic 

conflict: me against myself; me against other individuals; me against society; and me against 

fate, the universe, natural forces or God. Masha is fighting against all four of these. 

She is in conflict with herself primarily due to her sense of duty and the importance of 

her family. She feels a sense of duty to her husband, but fulfills her duty to him begrudgingly. In 

Act I, her comment “What an unbearable life!” is directly related to her duty of having to go with 

him to “another evening at the principal’s.” She also feels a sense of responsibility to her sisters. 

She would never do anything scandalous at the risk of hurting them or bringing scandal to the 

Prozorov name. 

She is also in conflict with herself because she frequently appears to be giving up all hope 

of striving for a better life. In Act I she says, “Well, let’s drink. Life is beautiful. To hell with 

tomorrow.” Masha struggles with hoping for something better. She thinks that it’s difficult to 

have hope for tomorrow because the result may not live up to her expectations. She can’t plan it, 

so she might as well live today to the fullest. This attitude is prevalent at Irina’s name-day party 

in Act I, which also happens to be the anniversary of their father’s death. The sisters bring up 

memories of the past, reminding Masha that her life is not what she hoped for, and it is also not 

as good as it was in the past. It seems as if she is often battling with herself. In Act IV she says, 
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“My life is a failure . . . Nothing matters anymore.” But soon after she turns it around with, “We 

have to go on living – somehow, start again.”  

She is in conflict with other individuals. Her husband Kulygin is an obstacle that prevents 

her from changing her life for the better. He is satisfied with the current situation and is resistant 

to change. He goes so far as to not affect change that he even tells her, “I support you” as she 

grieves for Vershinin in Act IV. Vershinin’s wife and children are also obstacles. His wife 

repeatedly tries to kill herself, which constantly tears him away from Masha, but he cannot leave 

her because she is the mother of his children.  

Masha is also in conflict with Natasha. The sisters do not like Natasha; Chekhov makes 

that evident from the very beginning. Masha goes into great detail in Act I when she tells 

Vershinin how oddly she dresses. Natasha is a force that moves into her life and takes over her 

family home. There seems to be nothing anyone in the Prozorov family can do to prevent it from 

happening. In Act IV, Natasha’s victory becomes apparent when Masha realizes “there can be no 

return to the old life as her refusal to set foot in the house again makes plain” (Peace 80). 

Masha is in conflict with society. She was born in a time period when women did not 

have the freedoms we have today. Women were expected to get married and have children. If 

they did not marry, they were limited in their choices of occupation.  

Finally, Masha is in conflict with fate and the universe. In her quest for her purpose on 

this earth, she continues to question if anyone will remember her – if her presence on this earth 

will be significant at all. In Act I she tells Vershinin, “We’ll all be forgotten” as if she had given 

up on the idea. But Vershinin inspires her to go on living no matter what. At first, she struggles 

to figure out why she lives, “but now (Act IV) she merely asserts the need to live” (Peace 116). 
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Rehearsal Journal 
 
 

The following is a diary I kept during my rehearsal process for The Three Sisters that 

serves as documentation of the daily objectives of each rehearsal, as well as my thought process 

behind the creation of the role of Masha. I endeavored to be as concise as possible in my 

thoughts as I focused on what was accomplished each day in rehearsal. I also made notes on 

what I needed to work on, and things I needed to think about as an actor. I found the creation of 

this journal to be extremely beneficial in my process as an actor. 

I specifically noted blocks of time when there was no rehearsal scheduled. This was a 

unique rehearsal process in that the read-through was 12 weeks before opening night. This is 

about double the length of a normal rehearsal period at UNO. But due to Mardi Gras, KCACTF 

Regional Convention, Spring break and a few other events, only six weeks of actual rehearsal 

time remained over a 12-week period. I thought the disjointedness of the rehearsal schedule 

would be challenging in terms of focus. I think the result, however, was actually the opposite. 

The extended period of time gave me more time to research and prepare for the role. Also, 

stepping away and coming back to it as we did allowed me to come in fresh with new 

perspectives each time, rather than getting stagnant or getting burned out with what I was doing. 

I was very happy with the end result, and I would not change anything about the rehearsal 

process. 

Monday, January 29: First read-through 

OBJECTIVE: Meet the cast, read the play, introduction of design concepts 

The table read is such a great first step to any rehearsal process. It allows the cast 

members to familiarize themselves with each other and their characters, and the director to hear 

the play read aloud for the first time.  
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David Hoover discussed his process for choosing the translation with which we would 

work. He read through several different translations and found that there were some things he 

liked and disliked about all of them. Ultimately he went with the translation by Jean-Claude van 

Itallie because it was the shortest – not a bad call since the play will still be lengthy for today’s 

audience. 

I had already read through the play several times, once or twice after I learned I would 

play Masha. I had also done some general research on Chekhov and on the play itself. It was 

exciting to finally get to work. 

The main challenge we found during the initial read was the pronunciation of all of the 

different Russian names in the script. It will be a challenge that we will all have to overcome. 

Fortunately, David has arranged for a Russian friend of his to work with us on correct 

pronunciations. She will also come in and view the show toward the end of the rehearsal process 

and give us her critique. 

A personal challenge I identified during the read was that I will have to find Masha’s 

voice and its nuances. Also, David decided we would not do this show in dialect but with 

American Standard Speech. I will need to work on improving my American Standard Speech 

and suppressing my local accent for this show. 

The table read also offered us a chance to see Patricia Vitrano’s set design model. She 

plans to use a circular stage divided into three sections with tall columns or trees to represent the 

caged-in feeling the characters have throughout the play. Her central image is that of a gerbil on 

a spinning wheel. This is the image from which she developed the idea of the circular stage. The 

trees are like prison bars trapping the sisters in their rural setting. Her color scheme is very 

natural and warm. I am anxious to see the fully constructed set. 
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The Three Sisters is a play in four acts with no specific scenes. However, David broke the 

play up into “French scenes” (based on entrances and exits) for the purpose of creating a more 

efficient rehearsal schedule. The blocking rehearsals note which “scenes” were worked and their 

corresponding page numbers. 

Tuesday, February 6: First blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act I, scenes i & ii  (pages 7-12 & 12-15) 

The first rehearsal was very exciting for me because even just working out blocking 

started to give me a better feel for the character in her own environment. This is something that 

cannot be accomplished just by reading a script or even through doing analysis work. As an 

actor, I need to begin to live as the character in order to find what makes her tick.  

Before my first word was spoken in Act I, I identified my first challenge – whistling. 

Masha whistles to break the silence or to divert her own attention from the dreadful chatter of her 

sisters. I can barely whistle. I have never really been able to do it well. I will have to find a way 

to make it sound more natural and to make sure it will be heard. 

Another challenge I identified was in finding Masha’s investment level in what is going 

on around her. She is reading a book as her sister Olga drones on about her father’s death and her 

sister Irina’s name day. Masha is not interested in joining in on this conversation, as it is too 

depressing. It is a reminder to her about how dreadful her life has become. I must identify in 

which moments she is detached and in which moments she is interested. I must decide what 

moments will cause a reaction. This is a very difficult fine line I must teeter on as an actor in 

order for my character to be believable and still seem invested in the scene, since I have no lines 

for the first five pages of the script. I discussed the situation with David. His outlook was that she 
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is not necessarily into the book, but the book is the least painful thing around her; that is why she 

gives it so much attention. I like that idea and will put it to use. 

I was able to see clearly at this rehearsal that Irina is the antithesis of Masha. I’ve read 

about this idea in researching the play, but hearing the words aloud and watching Chrissy Garrett 

develop the character of Irina made it more real for me. Irina is opposite in attitude, mood, 

mannerisms, speech and in dress from Masha. Even without costumes, I could see and feel this 

air of lightness in Chrissy. 

During this first rehearsal I began to play with Masha’s physicality a bit. I don’t know 

why, but I want her to touch her chest gently with one hand. Maybe she strokes the fabric of her 

dress for comfort or as a distraction. I think I would like her to make small but deliberate 

gestures with one hand. This will be a lot easier to explore when I get off book. 

Wednesday, February 7: Vocal coaching session with Aimée Hayes 

OBJECTIVE: Read through lines so Aimée can correct pronunciation 

By coincidence, I am taking a Voice class this semester with Aimée Hayes, who has 

offered to coach me and other members of the cast in American Standard Speech. We had a 30-

minute session today in which I read through my lines and she coached me in correct 

pronunciation. We identified several challenges that I will need to focus on. First, I need to 

soften the “r” sound. The New Orleans accent tends to be more of a hard “r.” In American 

Standard Speech the “r” should not be dropped (as in British dialect), but just softened.  

My second challenge is the “ou” combination as in “house.” My New Orleans accent 

tends to cause me to swallow and widen this sound. Aimée worked with me on rounding this 

sound, bringing it forward and adding more air. 
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Another thing we worked on is something Aimee calls the “liquid u” as in “education.” 

Instead of “edju” it needs to soften and flow as in “edew.”  We also worked on switching the 

“wh” sound to “hw” as in “where.” 

The vocal coaching session was very helpful because it forced me to pay closer attention 

to the placement of the sounds, as is important in any dialect work. It will also help me find 

Masha’s voice, and further define how she sounds.  

Wednesday, February 7: Blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act I, scenes iii & iv (pages 16-23) 

This was the first rehearsal with Kulygin, Vershinin and Masha on the same stage. It 

created a completely different dynamic for her. My focus felt awkward and uncomfortable. 

When I was standing between the two of them on stage I felt trapped with nowhere to go, not 

knowing where to direct my focus. I am still trying to define how to split my focus between the 

two of them. I am sure this will come. I think it is probably difficult for Masha to look at 

Vershinin when Kulygin walks into the room, but I am not sure. I will have to explore the 

dynamic of Masha being in the same room with these two men in future rehearsals. 

I have already decided that Masha becomes intrigued in Vershinin during his monologue 

about the meaning of life. He says that “An intelligent educated person is never superfluous” and 

“it’s important to know more than our ancestors.” It suddenly hits Masha that unlike Kulygin, 

who is pompous and book smart, Vershinin is a person of real intelligence, one who can 

philosophize and form ideas for himself. 

David and I decided that in order for this hint of interest to come across to the audience, 

Vershinin and I will have to find a moment to connect during his monologue to drive me to the 
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point to make the pronouncement that I am “staying for lunch.” I will need to work on this with 

Derrick Deal. 

I’d like to play with not being able to look at Vershinin too much after this moment for 

fear that he, or someone else in the room, will know what I am thinking. I will have to find some 

moments to give him focus, and some moments to look away. 

After this subtle connection with Vershinin, Kulygin enters the room. My blocking for 

two large chunks of the scene is to stand in a corner when her husband enters the room because 

she cannot stand to be around him. It is as if she is punished. Even though it is difficult to stand 

facing an imaginary wall with nothing to do, I think I can make this work. 

Thursday, February 8: Blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act II, scene ii (pages 27-31) 

During rehearsal tonight, I realized how much Masha’s demeanor during Act II differs 

from that in Act I. During Act II she is happier – smiling, giggling and acting almost like a 

schoolgirl. We can see at this point that her relationship with Vershinin has developed into quite 

a close friendship, although we do not know to what extent their closeness has become. We did 

discuss in rehearsal that I will have to decide for myself what has happened between them in the 

past year and a half.  

Act I is more difficult for Masha. She is unhappy and unfulfilled in her life. Just as she 

about to leave the name day party, Vershinin enters and offers her a glimmer of hope.  

At the beginning of my scene with Vershinin in Act II, we are coming in from outside. It 

is snowing, but David blocked it as if we had first come into a foyer and shed our outer 

garments. We enter arm in arm. We are definitely comfortable with each other now. Masha even 

teases Vershinin a little. Masha is much lighter and freer than she was in Act I. Vershinin 
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provides a release for her. She now has someone whom with she can truly talk. Vershinin 

represents everything that was lacking in her life in Act I. I will have to figure out how to 

effectively make this transition in her demeanor. 

Monday, February 12: Blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act II, scenes iii & iv (pages 32-40) 

The first hint of Masha resenting Vershinin’s family comes in this scene. After he leaves 

to go home to take care of his wife, she takes her anger and frustration out on everyone in the 

room. I have to make and effort to control this outburst and refocus my anger as more of a 

release. I do not want it to come off as if I am playing to take my anger out on others but rather 

to release my frustration. The antithesis of the above might be an even stronger choice. I could 

try to hold back my anger. I will have to figure out where to go with this over time. I will have to 

gradually pull back what I am doing in order to achieve this result.  

This also marks another stage in the transition of the character’s demeanor – from 

numbness and detachment in Act I, to giddiness and relief early in Act II, to frustration and 

bitterness late in Act II. After Masha snaps at everyone at the table in Act III, there is a moment 

when Natasha comes to advise her. I am not sure how to react to this other than to ignore her, 

and have it drive my frustration further. I guess a small part of it should be to appease. I have to 

find the line between to appease and to ignore or to dismiss. I am not sure at this point how I can 

make this moment work. 

After Natasha leaves, Masha has a moment with Irina. We sit on the window seat for a 

while “peas and carrotting.” “Peas and carrots” is a term actors use to describe background 

murmuring on stage because if you say “peas and carrots” repeatedly, it looks to the audience 

like you are having a real conversation. Chrissy and I actually do have real conversations in 
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character on stage (something I love about her). I started to think about the physicality of our 

“peas and carrots” moment; for example, how are we sitting? Maybe it is a somewhat relaxed 

version of the more formal physicality of Act I. We are both frustrated with and tired of our 

lives. Chrissy pointed out that we are pretty much miserable at home, so I can let that help 

inform my movement.  

I am starting to think about the different melodies Masha hums or whistles. What do they 

sound like? I’d kind of like to whistle a section of a familiar tune that wouldn’t be recognizable, 

but I am not sure if that would work. 

I decided to focus on my Alexander posture today – as if a string were holding me up 

from the top of my head. This is something we are working on in our voice class that I wanted to 

try to incorporate into the show. I thought I would have a problem keeping my head in alignment 

because of the rake in the audience of the Thrust Theatre, but I realized I can look up at the top 

row with my eyes, so it works. 

My biggest problem spot at the moment is crying. I am not yet adept at crying on stage. I 

also struggled with this in Dancing at Lughnasa (Fall 2006 at UNO). I hope I can figure out a 

way to make my crying moments believable, and not too melodramatic. 

Tuesday, February 13: Working rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Run & work Act I 

This was the longest rehearsal to date and it was quite tedious at times – mainly because 

some actors are coming into rehearsal unprepared. In addition, we spent an awful lot of time 

discussing one actor’s pronunciation of certain words, which actually became comical at times. 

It’s as if he is saying words and not really thinking about what is important. I think it’s just 
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because he doesn’t know the lines. Overall though, it was a productive rehearsal and it made me 

feel that we have something finally coming together. That is exciting. 

I made some discoveries in this rehearsal, and also came up with new questions. In Act I, 

I am having a difficult time figuring out Masha’s level of attachment or detachment to what’s 

going on around her. She spends most of the time reading and not engaging in conversation with 

her sisters. However, I think she is half listening to everything in the room. I still have to decide 

exactly to what things she gives focus, to what things she decides to engage, and to what things 

she consciously decides to ignore or tune out. 

I also need to develop some kind of build to the decision that I want to leave. What 

triggers it? Why don’t I leave sooner? When I say I am going to leave and I don’t, what holds me 

back? Ultimately it is Vershinin, but there is some other reason I don’t leave right away. 

Wednesday, February 14 

OFF – Valentine’s Day 

Week of February 19 

OFF – Mardi Gras Week  

Week of February 26 

OFF – KCACTF Regional Conference 

Tuesday, March 6: Working rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Work and run Act II 

This rehearsal was very challenging. We started 30 minutes late due to late actors, so we 

weren’t able to do a run. Also, I was sick so I had a difficult time speaking and maintaining my 

energy. 
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I did feel like I made a few more discoveries, and that I am starting to play stronger 

actions. One moment I worked on tonight was my first line in Act II, when I enter with 

Vershinin. The line, “I don’t know,” is a response to an unwritten question. David challenged me 

at rehearsal to tell him to what I thought Masha was responding. I had come up with a theory that 

Vershinin is asking Masha what her fascination is with the military. For example, does she really 

like them more than civilians or is it just out of habit that she continues to socialize with them? 

That may seem like too much of a surface response, but it makes sense to me because of how she 

responds in the monologue that follows. David accepted it as a valid answer so that will be my 

impetus for the scene. It gives me something to respond to in this opening moment between 

Masha and Vershinin. I think it was brilliant of Chekhov to have them enter in the middle of a 

conversation; it immediately grabs the audience’s attention. 

I am beginning to feel how much more fun Act II is for Masha than Act I. I am starting to 

get a better sense of the complete change in her demeanor. In Act I she is filled with tension, and 

in Act II she is much more relaxed and even giddy. It is Vershinin that allows her this release. 

Her mood is a lot lighter while flirting with Vershinin and gossiping with Irina about Natasha; 

however, there is still the underlying heaviness of Vershinin’s message that we can never truly 

be happy weighing her down. 

Wednesday, March 7: Blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act IV 

It will take me a while to find the investment level I need for this Act. At this point 

everything seems forced, especially Vershinin’s exit. Also, the end of the play is not yet coming 

together for me. I have to find the build. I may not get to where I need to be until we start 

running the show. I don’t think the investment in this Act can come by running it alone.  
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One line I delved into tonight was, “Goodbye. Have a good trip!” Masha says this after the 

soldiers are already gone. I think she is being sarcastic, maybe mocking them. Once again, I 

don’t think I will truly find the answers for this Act until we are running the show in its entirety.  

Thursday, March 8: Blocking rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Block and work Act III 

At the top of Act III, Masha seems to be sleeping while the town burns down. I think she 

is probably so exhausted she can’t sleep and when Natasha enters the room she makes things 

even worse. David made the decision for me to strangle my pillow as if it were Natasha before I 

leave the room. I am using Natasha’s attack on Anfisa to drive Masha out of the room. I like 

strangling the pillow because it gives me further motivation to leave and not to verbally attacking 

Natasha. 

The sound of Vershinin’s voice brings Masha back into the room. The “tram-tam” 

becomes their love song – the way they can communicate without words. Derrick and I did not 

discuss this moment before rehearsal, so when he began the tune on stage, I just went with it and 

tried to develop something with him that made sense musically. I think I will have to work with 

Derrick to try to get this exchange to the point where it works as communication. Right now it 

feels disjointed and forced and there is no interaction. 

Once I achieve the connection I want with Vershinin, I will contrast this with the words I 

speak to Kulygin. I want it to feel like Vershinin and Masha can communicate without words, yet 

Kulygin and she can’t communicate with them.  

Masha’s demeanor in Act III is on a bit of a roller coaster. It starts with the exhaustion of 

the fire and the frustration with Natasha, continues with the excitement of the exchange with 

Vershinin, plummets with Kulygin, peaks with the confession of her love to her sisters and hits a 
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slight road bump when Andrei enters the room. Of course, in the end, Vershinin saves her with 

his final “tram-tam” calling her to meet him. I think this is probably going to be one of the more 

difficult Acts in terms of investment in what is going on around me because so much happens 

that affects my character. 

Monday, March 12: Working rehearsal 

OBHECTIVE: Work and run Act I 

Working in a thrust theatre has a lot of advantages, but there are also challenges. I began 

to think tonight about what I could do as an actor to be aware of my physical position in this 

space. I realized that as I sit on the small sofa in the first half of Act I, my back is to the stage 

right audience the entire time. I began to look for opportunities to shift my body position along 

with my focus to different sides of the room, thereby opening myself up more to a larger portion 

of the audience. For example, Solyony makes it easy for me to turn away when he says to 

Chebutykin that, “I’ll lose patience with you, my angel, and lodge a bullet in your forehead.” I 

can use this moment to shift my weight around so that I am turned away from him and facing the 

stage right audience. In addition to opening up to certain audience members, I think shifting my 

focus physically will give me more options to sitting in one spot for a while. 

David asked me to try “just as father wished” (to Irina about Andrei) as a pungent 

comment. My action was previously to remind her with a light reprimand, but this note leads me 

to agree with her a little more – to sort of commiserate with her about Andrei becoming a 

professor instead of joining the military. I also thought tonight about Masha’s comment about 

knowing three languages. Based on Andrei’s comment, “what an effort it all cost us,” how do I 

feel about our father’s insistence of us learning so many languages? Masha also makes a 

negative comment about it: “an absurd extra growth . . . we know many useless things.”  
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Tuesday, March 13 

Rehearsal was cancelled tonight because the stage was painted this afternoon and the 

paint is still wet. We are very frustrated to miss a night of rehearsal after two weeks off. We 

convened at a local tavern to discuss the situation further. 

Wednesday, March 14: Working rehearsal 

OBJECTIVE: Run and work Act IV 

I really want to tell Fedotik and Rode goodbye! It is scripted that they meet Masha at the 

back of the stage and she goes out with them as they make their goodbyes to her. Unfortunately, 

because of the way our production is staged, I am in the vom and they are exiting upstage, so 

there is no way to make it work. I really feel cheated that I am missing out on this important 

goodbye especially since Masha had a chance to bond with these men when they went out for 

Carnival after Natasha kicked them out of the house. In addition to this, Ryan Bruce and T. Joe 

Seibert are two of my favorite people in the show. They bring so much life onto the stage with 

every one of their entrances. Rode and Fedotik do mention Masha in the script, and I know 

Chekhov had intentions for them to say their goodbyes to each other, so that makes me feel a 

little better. I know it seems like I am spending a lot of thought on one simple stage direction, but 

these are the thoughts I am having in rehearsal. 

On a more serious note, one of my favorite moments in the show is my conversation with 

Chebutykin about my mother. We know he loved her, and I suspect it was a similar love to that 

which Masha feels for Vershinin. Masha takes this opportunity to connect with Chebutykin about 

this subject. David asked me my opinion about the significance of Masha’s line, “Is Mine here?” 

She explains that she is referring to her man because that is how her cook used to refer to hers. I 
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think “Mine” is Vershinin, not Kulygin. Chebutykin makes this connection when we compare 

“Mine” to his love for Masha’s mother.  

I am having trouble with the transition from “I’m boiling in here” to “There’s brother 

Andrei.” I am trying to use Andrei as just one more irritation in my life adding to why I have 

become vulgar and mean. The analogy to the bell is awkward. I am having trouble making it 

work.  

My exit line is also awkward. I think Masha notices the birds because they are happy, 

they are free and they are leaving – everything that she is not. However, once again, it’s not that I 

haven’t figured out the meaning, it’s that I haven’t figured out how to convey it. 

The second half of Act IV is also challenging for me. First is the outburst after Vershinin 

leaves and then the ending, which is feeling very forced and unnatural for me at this point. It 

seems like we have worked Act IV less than earlier acts, so I am hoping that these things will 

become clearer to me with more rehearsal. 

Thursday, March 15 – Monday, March 19 

OFF – Continue to work on lines 

Tuesday, March 20: Working rehearsal  

OBJECTIVE: Work and run Act I 

I need to work on Masha’s reaction to Olga’s reprimand for the whistle. My first instinct 

was to snap back and glare. David suggested I pull this back a little and turn the action into to 

stare her down. Of course, I like that a lot better. 

David gave me a note this evening that I need to control my arms. Apparently I am 

waving my arms around when I explain that I want to leave the name day party because it is too 
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gloomy. I need to work on controlling my gestures and my physicality in general. I want to make 

Masha’s gestures smaller and more precise. 

I also need to work on vocal musicality and pace. Masha is more matter of fact than I am 

playing her right now. I am finding that I need to find more subtlety in what I am doing to find 

this character.  

I have identified several things I need to work on. I need to work on the blocking between 

Andrei’s entrance and Kulygin’s entrance. It feels awkward. I need to think about the toast: 

“Well, let’s drink. Life is beautiful. To hell with tomorrow.”  Right now it feels as if it is coming 

out of nowhere. I have to think about how it can be more motivated.  The stare at Natasha right 

before that is also a somewhat awkward moment. I will need to fix that as well. It’s frustrating to 

try to work while people are still not off book. I know I will have more of a chance to play 

around with what I am doing in real runs. 

Wednesday, March 21 

OBJECTIVE: Work and run Act II 

Why do Vershinin and Masha talk about the weather? I just had that thought for the first 

time tonight. 

David thinks that I need to work on my turns in the scene with Vershinin. For example, I 

need to go from “you make me laugh” to “you frighten me” with more subtlety. I feel this 

applies to my performance throughout the show. I need to find the subtlety in it. 

David also felt I needed to add more passion to Masha’s meaning of life speech, which is 

her response to Tuzenbach’s philosophizing. I think it is not coming off with enough passion 

because I don’t yet understand its meaning. Once I understand why she is saying it, the passion 

will come.  
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Thursday, March 22 

OBJECTIVE: Work and run Act III 

I am trying to fine tune the moment I sit up in bed, and when I decide to get up and leave. 

I decided that Natasha’s line, “I forbid you to sit in my presence. Get up! Get out of here!” is 

what stirs me to sit up. I watch for a moment with my pillow, and then I get up and exit the 

room. I have been playing around with different spots to exit. I am trying to find the point that 

drives Masha out of the room. It’s somewhere just after Natasha yells at Anfisa. It may be a 

slightly different point every night, but I think it will eventually evolve to be the same spot every 

night. Right now it is slightly earlier than the cue in the script, but I feel it is more important for 

me to find what feels natural in the moment than to follow what the script says. Of course, that is 

true of most scripted stage directions. I like to use them as a guide, not an absolute. Otherwise, I 

am not truly living in the moment. 

Monday, March 26 

OBJECTIVE: Work and run Act IV 

I feel as if I have been neglecting Act IV a little, which is not good because it is filled 

with so much depth. It will take a lot of work to make everything work effectively. It’s been a 

week and a half since we last worked on it, and frankly, there is so much going on in the 

previous acts that I haven’t suffered for a lack of things on which to focus. Working on it tonight 

made me realize that I have a lot of work to do before I am able to fully invest in this Act. I am 

looking forward to running the show in its entirety tomorrow night. The run will give me a sense 

of character arc, and maybe lead me closer to the investment level it will take to make my 

performance in this act believable. 
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Tuesday, March 27 

OBJECTIVE: First run-through 

The first run was a little rough, but not terrible. Lines are a problem for a lot of people, 

and there are some sections where actors are unsure of blocking, especially when there are a lot 

of us on stage at once. I feel confident that all of this will come together in time. We still have a 

couple of weeks before we open, so I think we are in a good place. 

I do have some specific notes for myself. In Act I, I need to further define my reactions. I 

am still trying to find the line between what I am paying attention to, and what I am actively 

ignoring. It’s feeling better and more natural for me all the time. But I feel some of my reactions 

are too big or too much. I need to work on toning everything down. I must determine the least 

amount of expression I can give and still convey a reaction. 

I also need to work on refining my moments with Vershinin, especially when Masha 

realizes that they have met before. Both of the lines in reference to this, “how you’ve aged” and 

“you only had a mustache back then,” are feeling forced and not natural.  

Another moment I am having trouble with is the violin cue, which leads to Andrei’s 

introduction. We don’t have sound yet, so I am hoping it may work better when the sound 

comes. Right now it feels like another moment that comes out of nowhere.  

I am also having trouble with the “I’m staying for lunch” line. It is one of my favorite 

lines and I think it is one of Chekhov’s many brilliant moments in this play. I think it needs 

specific timing along with just the right action in order to work effectively. I really want it to 

draw a reaction out of Vershinin. To me, it is a moment of clarity for Masha. When Vershinin 

speaks of it being “important to know more than our ancestors. And you complain of knowing 

too much,” I think it is the first time she has heard someone turn her words around to make an 
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intelligent argument. It intrigues her. It is the most riveting thing she has heard in a long time. So 

she goes from being bored and wanting to leave, to being intrigued and wanting to stay all in that 

moment. I think that’s a lot to convey with that line, but I am hoping to achieve something close 

to that. 

Another moment I am trying to improve on my own is the section where I cross to the 

piano when Kulygin enters the room. When the blocking was first given to me I felt like I was 

standing there doing nothing. I know my action is to hide or to escape, but I felt like I needed 

some business. I began playing around with reading the book, but that didn’t work. I think 

arranging the flowers works better. After I cross to the other side of the piano, I am going to 

make myself a drink. Giving myself specific business to do while I am there will help distract me 

from the conversation in the room. 

David gave me a note tonight to lighten up on the line “Another damned night at the 

principal’s. To hell with it.” I guess this goes along with my general feeling that I need to tone 

everything about Masha down to the smallest level I can, while still getting my playable action 

or intention across. 

Act II went a little more smoothly than Act I tonight. There are a few particular moments 

I need to work on. I am not yet happy with the scene between Vershinin and Masha. I am hoping 

this will come. Also, the blocking doesn’t feel right at certain moments when I am by the 

window. I will have to make it feel more natural, and somehow make it work.  

David asked me how Masha feels about Natasha reprimanding her in French after 

Vershinin leaves. I was playing to dismiss her or to ignore her, but I guess this action is not 

strong enough. I will change it to something more like to stare her down, which will be a 
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stronger, and more active. David suggested that maybe Masha thinks it’s pretentious. I will try to 

use this as motivation during our next run. 

I also feel I need to motivate the waltz a little better. Right now, it feels like it is coming 

out of nowhere. I also need to work on the beat before I leave. It’s not yet feeling right. 

Act III did not go smoothly tonight mainly because of lines. It is slow going, but I feel 

confident we will get there. David gave me something to think about in this Act. He asked what 

the beat change was on “Andrei mortgaged the house.” This is an important moment that I had 

not thought much about up to this point. Masha goes from trying to push Kulygin out of the 

house, to complaining to Irina that Andrei has mortgaged the house. I have to figure out where 

this is coming from, and what I am trying to do in that moment.  

Act IV was okay, but the blocking at the very end seems strange and forced. Hopefully 

Kat Johnston, Chrissy and I will figure out what we can do to make it feel more natural.  

Everything will gel a little better once we are all more confident in our lines and our 

blocking. We are not picking up cues like we should, so the pace is off and I feel the entire show 

is dragging. It’s such a long show; I fear we won’t get moving fast enough to keep the audience’s 

attention. We still have time, but I am nervous nonetheless. 

In order to give us more feedback on our American Standard dialect, Aimée watched the 

first half of the run tonight. I still have to work on softening the letter “r,” especially when they 

fall at the end of a word. Her note was that it sounds like regionalisms. She also heard a bit of a 

drawl on the words “tonight” and “quiet.” I need to work on opening up and softening these 

sounds.  

Aimée gave me a general note: when I was at ease I sounded fine, but when I began to 

work myself up my accent returned. I will have to find these moments and concentrate on my 
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speech patterns. She specifically mentioned that I must support my voice when I have the 

outburst at the table after Vershinin leaves in Act II. 

In addition to vocal notes, Aimée also gave me some other things to think about. I 

realized from some of her notes that I am not playing strong enough actions to get my intentions 

across. It was good to have an outside perspective on my performance. Her thoughts were 

insightful to me, which I appreciated. The following were some of her notes to me: 

Try the liquid ‘u’ on ‘educated.’ It may be fun as playing the ‘u’ matches what 

you are saying about refinement. Your creation of the refinement of the character 

works and feels like the right track – can you enjoy saying the words? It’s the 

pleasure of saying to someone (Vershinin) who ‘gets’ it and you, too. So vocally, 

are you impressing him? Connecting to him? Or using fem wiles – all by using 

those specific words? ‘Laughing since morning,’ I thought, why? What did you 

do that morning and why do you say it to Vershinin? Whatever happened let it 

inform your vocal expression. 

Wednesday, March 28 

OFF – Tennessee Williams Festival One-Act Winner Small Things opens 

Thursday, March 29 – Wednesday, April 4 

OFF – Tennessee Williams Festival & Spring break 

Thursday, April 5 

OBJECTIVE: Run and work Acts I and II 

Rehearsal was so refreshing today because there were no classes scheduled due to Spring 

break. It was wonderful to be able to rehearse in the middle of the day with no other distractions 

and with energy! Usually we rehearse at the end of a long day when I am tired. 
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The first sound I make in the show is a whistle. David gave me the note today to “let the 

fart noise drive me to whistle.” (Yes, the first sound in the show that is my thesis performance is 

a fart noise!) When I got this note, I realized that I hadn’t thought enough about what the impetus 

was for the whistle.  

Every time I whistle, it is in response to something unpleasant. The first time is after the 

fart noise (which is not scripted; David added it) and the second time is when Olga and Irina are 

discussing moving to Moscow, and they suggest I would visit them in the summer.  

The whistling is my attempt to lighten the mood and change the environment that is 

obviously causing me misery. The heavy mood in the room is so dreadful to me; it eventually 

drives me to want to leave on my sister’s name day party. David directed me to keep the tune 

happy and upbeat, which will help to make my intention clear. 

Of course my first line in the show is the quotation of the Pushkin poem. I am trying to 

figure out what makes Masha say it aloud. I think she identifies with the poem because it reflects 

how she feels about her own life. She is the oak tree greening. She is a strong woman in the 

prime of her life. Her marriage is the golden chain wound round her, binding her so that she can 

no longer grow. Maybe this poem is a realization of what is really holding her back. Saying it 

aloud reinforces it in her mind. My problem right now is not as much understanding the meaning 

itself, but getting the meaning across. 

David directed me today to make my first monologue less important. I have been playing 

this litany of excuses about why she wants to leave on Irina’s name day very deliberately as a 

defense. David thinks it would work better if it was less important and more like a stream of 

consciousness about her disenchantment with the whole day. I think this will work much better 
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for Masha. She is going to do what she wants to do regardless of the opinion of others, so it is 

not necessary for her to defend herself. 

David also directed me to play a stronger action on my line to Solyony. “What do you 

mean, you dreadful man?” I have been playing to belittle but David wants me to intimidate. It is 

a much stronger choice, and I think it works well. Masha is a strong woman who would 

definitely stand up for herself against a weasel like Solyony. 

The moment Masha tells Vershinin that I don’t recognize him at all is not coming across 

very clearly because it is not yet clear to me. David gave me a very specific action to play today 

that I think works well in the moment. It also makes it quite funny in my opinion. He wants me 

to deter him with that comment, as if his remembering me is a complete turnoff. I really like the 

dynamic that playing this action creates between us as opposed to playing it straight like I was 

trying to do earlier. It is a much more nuanced choice. 

A small physical thing I am still trying to determine is exactly how I hold the 

handkerchief. It is a very simple thing to hold a handkerchief, but I think the more specific 

choices I make about Masha’s physicality that are different than mine will add more layers to the 

character.  

I am also still trying to decide what my initial reaction is to Kulygin entering the room. I 

am initially playing to shun (him) or to retreat from the room. I think this is the correct reaction 

for Masha to have at Kulygin’s entrance. I think where I am missing it is by playing it as simply 

a reaction to him entering the room. I need to add to that the fact that it is a complete interruption 

to the pleasant environment that has been created by Vershinin’s presence. I think the second 

reason for my retreat will create a more dynamic reaction for me. It will keep everything in line 

with my main objective of the constant pursuit of something better. Vershinin creates something 
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better within Masha and in her environment, which is the complete opposite of what Kulygin 

does for her. His entrance in the room destroys this “better” mood, and causes her retreat.   

I am putting too much of a mysterious quality on some of my moments with Vershinin. 

David wants me to give it all a more sexual tone. First is the stove moment. I realize the mistake 

I have been making with this moment now that David has pointed it out and has asked me to 

redefine it. The exchange is: 

MASHA: That noise in the stove… Just before Papa’s death the stove made the 

same noise – the same noise. 

VERSHININ: Are you superstitious? 

MASHA: Yes. 

I have been making the mistake of playing up my superstition before Vershinin points it 

out to me. I need to make the stove a signal that something significant in my life is about to 

happen. Vershinin will deem from this that I am superstitious – I don’t need to play the whole 

thing as – as David put it “Agatha Christie.” Instead, I need to lead him on by pointing out the 

significance of the noise in the stove.  

Another moment where I need to add more sexual tension is the interruption of our 

intimate moment by the entrance of Irina and Tuzenbach. My line is, “Someone’s coming. Talk 

about something else.” I have been playing to cower, afraid I will be caught doing something I 

am not supposed to be doing. David wants me to try the stronger choice of to snap as if their 

entrance is ruining my moment. I think it works much better. 
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Friday, April 6 

OBJECTIVE: Run and work Acts III and IV 

David decided to add a moment that I think is hilarious. When Natasha references me 

sleeping, I am to raise my head and look at her with disgust as if to say, “How can I sleep with 

all of this racket!” He decided to cut the pillow strangling moment, which is fine with me. The 

intention will now all be internalized which is more consistent with what I am trying to do with 

the character anyway. So externalizing that physical action will now help me internalize the 

moment a little better. 

I had been having trouble with the “tram-tam” moment with Vershinin so today I tried 

playing to savor the moment. I feel like it worked much better. 

I also changed my action on the “amo-amas-amat” moment with Kulygin today after 

discussing several options with David. I had been playing to snap back at him, but changed it to 

to appease him. David thinks this will be a better lead in to the turn I make to discuss Andrei 

with Irina. By appeasing him, I have a better chance of getting him out of the room so I can be 

alone with Irina. This action is enhanced when I put my hands on him pleading, “Go Fyodor.” It 

feels much better and gives the scene a lot more levels than when I was snapping on everything.  

I made progress on the monologue in which Masha confesses her love for Vershinin to 

her sisters. In the first part I am playing to bubble over, as if I can’t hold it in anymore. This 

leads into advising Irina to not settle, and trust that there is more out there for her. I feel this 

direction helps Masha make a stronger connection with her sisters, especially Irina, than having 

the moment be completely about her.  
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We also did some really good work on Act IV today. I have some real difficulty with this 

Act, and I know I need more work. I hope I can refine these moments this week as we run the 

show every night. 

Monday, April 9 

OBJECTIVE: First run-through 

Act I ran about 45 minutes tonight. Not bad. I think we are settling into a good pace with 

it. It felt good overall. I still need to work on motivating the first whistle. It feels forced. I am 

also feeling awkward when Kulygin enters the room and I migrate to the piano. I must find some 

other physical business to keep me occupied. I am trying to work on the “Oh, I’ll go,” moment 

with Kulygin when he asks me to go to the Principal’s house with him. There is something about 

our reactions to each other that is not quite working. We will get it, though. I’m not too worried. 

There are other technical issues that need to be worked out that are always discovered 

during early run-throughs. I need to make sure my volume is strong enough, especially at the 

dining table upstage. Also, I need to discuss with Kat when she can return the handkerchief to 

me. I give it to her when Masha consoles her after telling her she is going to leave, then I need it 

again for her crying spell after Vershinin’s entrance. I know this will be easily solved.  David 

wants me to deliver my “person and a half” line quicker. It’s a dig at Solyony. I guess I am 

dragging it out too long. 

Act II ran 40 minutes and felt very sloppy. It is not nearly as tight as Act I for some 

reason. The good news is that I feel I am beginning to find my character’s arc from one Act to 

the next. This is hard to measure without running all four Acts consecutively. 

Technically, I need to double check cues, lines in certain spots and some blocking issues. 

I’m not sure why none of us are solid in Act II, but I suspect the challenge is that Chekhov jumps 
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from scene to scene on the stage. There are several things going on at once and characters are in 

and out of different conversations.  

On a positive note, I felt good about my scene with Vershinin tonight. It felt giddy, in a 

good way. I tried something new with the stove line, and I think it worked much better than what 

I was doing before. David wants me to comfort Vershinin, and not to touch him on my “you’re 

feeling low” line. Right now I am doing something playful and sexual that isn’t working. 

Act III felt fantastic! I had a major breakthrough during the section where I confess my 

love for Vershinin to my sisters. I love this moment because I think it is the only time the three 

of us are on stage alone interacting with each other. Tonight I found that if I refuse to 

acknowledge Olga’s wish for Irina to marry the Baron, I have a clear lead in to my monologue 

about Vershinin.  

Tonight, when Olga told Irina to marry the Baron, I found myself playing to burst at the 

seams to want to tell her to go to Moscow, live her dream and find her true love. So, when I 

finally find the perfect moment to let it out, I found myself bubbling over to release my 

confession. The second part of the monologue comes out as a tender moment of Masha advising 

her younger sister. It felt really good. 

I also discovered something about Andrei’s entrance into the room. At first, I was playing 

to ignore him, and shoot looks at my sisters concerning him. My instinct was to smirk at him at 

one point. As soon as I did this tonight, I realized it was wrong. I realized I must FIGHT to not 

give him my attention. This choice will force me to work harder. 

As good as the moments in Act III felt tonight, my exit still felt stilted. Vershinin missed 

his cue, which didn’t help. I need to motivate it by wanting to meet him to escape the tension in 

the room. Masha does not want to deal with Andrei at that moment. 
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Act IV felt better than it had before but could still be stronger. My “I’m boiling in here” 

moment is starting to feel more natural. The monologue before my first exit, which is so strange, 

is also starting to feel better. My line about Andrei and the bell is not working right now.  It 

doesn’t feel motivated, so it’s coming out awkwardly.  

David thinks I am loosing my exasperation at Vershinin’s leaving a little too quickly. He 

thinks I should have an attempt at composure that doesn’t work at first. I will try it. It may help 

because crying scenes are difficult for me. I also don’t like the final moment at all. It feels so 

sappy and stilted and it also feels LONG. I hope we will find a way to make it work.  

I lost track of keeping time for Acts III and IV, but the entire rehearsal ran three hours. A 

lot of time was spent working out scene changes tonight, though. There is so much to coordinate, 

but we have a great stage management team so I know it will all eventually run smoothly. If we 

have smooth scene changes and better pacing, I know we can shave a considerable amount of 

time off of the play. 

Tuesday, April 10 

OBJECTIVE: Second run-through 

Things are starting to feel better, and my notes to myself are beginning to get more 

technical. The opening section felt better tonight. I am finding moments to engage. I am 

completely absorbed in the book, except for a few subtle moments. When my sisters come near 

me it makes more sense for me to engage in what they are saying. 

Now David thinks my “person and a half” line is too fast. I need to find something in 

between last night and tonight. He had a few other notes for me in Act I, but they were all very 

picky technical things. 
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I began to think about the arc of my relationship with Andrei tonight. In Act I, I am so 

proud of him and want to show him off. This turns to a slight indifference and a bit of concern in 

Act II, and progresses to a boiling point of being completely put off by him in Act III. I think this 

creates an interesting dynamic between these two characters that I will enjoy exploring. 

The moment Kulygin enters in Act I still feels awkward. I need to find something else to 

do, and maybe a different way to motivate my exit from the main action in the room. My 

physical movement felt better tonight, though.  

Act II felt much better tonight. The entire act was cleaner and there was more energy on 

stage. Also, I personally felt a clearer sense of relief for Masha in Act II compared to Act I. 

Technically, I am still working on the “stove” moment. But my “you’re feeling low” moment 

with Vershinin felt better. Playing the action to console him worked for me. 

Act III felt good again tonight, which is encouraging. I discovered that I must watch my 

breath and my vocality in my monologue. My breath felt short, and I felt like everything was 

coming from the throat when it needs to come from a deeper place. 

I’m still working on the “amo-amas-amat” moment with Kulygin. It seemed a little too 

forceful tonight. Last night was better. I need to remember to make it softer. 

David wants me to touch Andrei before I exit, which I like. When I started thinking about 

their relationship earlier, I realized she starts to lose him at the end of the play. Having a moment 

with him here allows her to attempt to grasp at her relationship with her brother. David wants the 

word “my” to be more operative in “MY fate, MY destiny.” This will help further motivate the 

moment I advise Irina. 
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I was also late on my Act III exit tonight. The goodbye has to happen immediately after 

my “tram-tam.” Tonight I took too long to leave. However, I allowed Vershinin’s “tram-tam” to 

be a release from the tension in the room, which worked better.  

I was late on my entrance cue tonight for Act IV. That won’t happen again. I have figured 

out where I need to enter to make a clear transition between Irina’s exit and my entrance.  

I am having trouble with the swing in Act IV. It is awkward and difficult to use. David 

had asked me to prolong my hysteria after Vershinin leaves, and that worked. He wants me to 

cling to him a little longer to make it harder for them to pull me off of him. It’s hard to make this 

moment real and not melodramatic, but that is what I am working toward; I think I am getting 

there.  

The moment of comparing Andrei to a bell is still awkward. David wants me to turn right 

and notice Andrei again for the end, “That’s Andrei.” Maybe that will help.  

The final moment improved from last night. David wants us to work harder to convince 

ourselves of what we are saying. That should help to make the mood more sincere and have us 

striving for something better in the end of the play. I like the feeling of Masha coming full circle, 

so I feel like giving this energy to the final moment will help. 

Wednesday, April 11 

OBJECTIVE: Third run-through 

I start thinking about a lot of little details during run-throughs in order to refine and fine-

tune my performance. Tonight I started thinking about the book Masha reads at the top of the 

show. It’s obviously a book of Pushkin poetry. Is it hers? Would she take it home with her? 

Since she doesn’t, I’ve decided it is a book at the house she decided to pick up that day. The 

poem is a well-known Russian poem. Chekhov included it because he knew the audience would 
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be familiar with it. So Masha has read the poem before, but I think at this moment she identifies 

with it differently than she has before. That’s why the poem strikes her at this moment. It is 

something she is very familiar with that she is suddenly seeing in a new light. 

We worked out scene transitions tonight. It went relatively smoothly considering the 

amount of props we are trying to get on and off, especially in Act I with the dishes and the cake. 

I was given an easy job. I am responsible for striking cake. 

My entrance in Act III is not specific, but I generally enter where it is scripted. The cue is 

around the section that Vershinin says “…what else will they have to bear in this world…My 

girls by the front door in their nightgowns…” David wants me to try to come on sooner so I can 

listen to more of his story. I have been timing my entrance when he is facing downstage. We will 

have to work this out. 

I know I had a note to myself to check lines, which I did, but for some reason I continue 

stumbling on the crane line in Act III. There are a few other line notes I gave myself tonight. I 

need to spend some more time reviewing lines before the next run-through.  

Act IV is starting to feel better, including the end. Chrissy summoned some beautiful 

tears tonight. I wish I could do that. I have not yet mastered all of my emotions on stage. 

David changed my entrance in Act IV tonight from the stage left vom to the stage right 

vom. We have already established that the duel is happening off left so it makes more sense for 

me to come in from the right. I also got a note to walk softly. All of us girls are clunking around 

in our high-heeled boots, and it is difficult for us not to sound like a herd of horses. 

Aimée watched the run-through tonight and gave me a few useful vocal notes. I tend to 

sometimes overcompensate for my “yat” and go into what Aimée calls a “Brit thing.” I did it 

tonight on the word “why.” I need to be careful of that. Also, I need to make sure I always hit the 



 54 

“v” at the end of “Protopopov.” She also suggested I try to stay in my deeper resonance, 

especially during the love scene because she thinks I currently sound a little nasally in that scene.  

Thursday, April 12 

OBJECTIVE: Fourth run-through 

We are now one week from opening. I feel confident that we are in a really good place 

one week out. I am starting to feel the character inside and out. I am still working on my hands. 

David calls them “stone hands.” Although he hasn’t said much about my hands during this 

rehearsal process, I am still conscious of them because I know it is one of my weaknesses.  

Acts I and II went pretty smoothly. I think my lower register is working better for me. I 

am paying more attention to my words, based on Aimée’s comments last night, but it is hard for 

me to know what I am doing without someone listening to me. 

Acts III and IV were also smooth tonight, which is a great sign one week out. I liked the 

energy of my confession monologue in Act III. Also, I thought that my strange exit line in Act 

IV worked for the first time tonight. 

Natasha Ramer, our Russian advisor, watched our rehearsal tonight and after having a 

conversation with her about the run, David decided he wanted me to harden Masha a little early 

in the show. If she is more bitter and mean at first, then Vershinin becomes more of a breath of 

fresh air for her when he arrives. It makes sense to me. I like working with two extremes rather 

than something in the middle, which is what I have been doing. 

David also directed me to take the poem more to myself, instead of playing to exclaim it, 

as I have been doing. His note indicates to me that whatever I am doing is not working. So it is 

my job, as an actor, to try to do what it takes to make it work. 
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Derrick and I also got a note today that our scene needs more sexual heat. There must be 

more tension between us every time we are in the same room together. Hopefully we can make 

this happen soon. 

Friday, April 13 

OFF 

Saturday, April 14 

OBJECTIVE: Cue to cue 

Tech rehearsal was very long today, but ran smoothly. Katie Anderson’s lighting is going 

to look beautiful on Trish’s set. I am excited about the technical aspects of this show. Once 

everything comes together, the lights and the set are going to offer us a perfect environment on 

which to perform. 

Sunday, April 15 

OBJECTIVE: First tech run-through 

I was able to try David’s new direction of making Masha a harder character today. 

Chekhov says she is so deeply depressed that she is withdrawn. I tried to use that as the reason 

behind her hard exterior. I did like that this direction gave me further to go when Vershinin 

arrived, and something more to build on in Act II. It creates a greater dynamic having her start 

from a more extreme place. 

I tried to tame my laughing a bit in Act II. I worked hard to hold in my giddiness rather 

than making the easy choice to let it out. I think I took out too much, and as a result, missed one 

of my cues. I need to find a happy medium.  

I am having trouble with the section with Natasha after Vershinin leaves in Act II. I 

haven’t quite defined Masha’s reaction to her speaking French. I need to make it more specific. 
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The addition of the technical elements went quite smoothly today. I had trouble hearing a 

couple of the sound cues, particularly the baby’s cry and the waltz in Act II. Not being able to 

hear the waltz makes it difficult for me since I have to dance and sing in time with the music. I 

am sure this problem will be easily solved. 

David was happy with the run today. He told us we are on schedule right now, which is 

good. His overall note is for us to “take the air out,”  which means to tighten the pauses and 

increase the pace of the show. This is a common note to get at this stage of the process.  

David gave me a note “to undress Vershinin with my eyes” in Act I, after I declare what a 

“damned unbearable life” I have. I notice him and it drives me to search for something more 

bearable. 

We still need MORE SEXUAL HEAT in Act II!! If I am still getting the note, it is 

obvious that what I am doing is not coming across. Of course, it needs to come from both 

Derrick and me in order for it to work. I hope we can make some kind of connection by 

Thursday. David thinks if I touch him on “You’re feeling low,” and play to comfort him more 

than to console him it will be a stronger choice. He also wants me to have more of a connection 

with Vershinin during the Baron’s speech about philosopher cranes. Finally, in Act II, David 

directed me to play a stronger action on “Petty, bourgeois bitch!” I’ve been taking it to myself, 

and swallowing it a little. David wants me to do the opposite. 

David added a small “tra-ra” for me at my Act III exit, which I think will help better 

motivate my exit. It’s a little awkward right now because Vershinin’s “tra-tam-tam” comes out 

of nowhere. 
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Monday, April 16 

OBJECTIVE: First dress rehearsal 

I didn’t feel well today. I get frequent headaches, and sometimes they are debilitating. 

Today it was bearable enough for me to get through the run, but I had a difficult time investing 

fully. The pain impeded my concentration. I missed one of my whistle cues and my Act III 

entrance was completely wrong, but despite these minor errors, it was a good run.  

My costume is fantastic; however, it is wool, which is not very comfortable on stage. It is 

hot and itchy. I hope I will get used to it; it just wasn’t easy tonight because I didn’t feel well. I 

do like working with the weight of the heavy top skirt on top of the full petticoat. The costume 

helps to restrict my movement a little, which is good for the character physically. 

Tuesday, April 17 

OBJECTIVE: Second dress rehearsal 

I had a massage today from UNO alumnus and massage therapist Cammie West. She is a 

miracle worker who made my headache virtually disappear. I am ready to open! 

Since I felt better, I was able to focus more on the run this evening. My costume is still a 

little problematic because it is so hot and itchy. I started to get a rash on my upper body from 

wearing it two nights in a row, so I think I will bring in a long-sleeved cotton shirt to wear 

underneath to protect my skin.  

Working with the oil lamp on stage is difficult. At one point I was trying to turn it down, 

and I actually turned it way up. We all need to be careful with them.  

I started arranging the flowers on the piano on Kulygin’s entrance in Act I. This is a 

good, distracting activity for Masha. 
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Wednesday, April 18 

OBJECTIVE: Final dress rehearsal 

The run was really solid tonight. I think I have defined everything I have questioned over 

the last several weeks, and I feel good about my performance. I am excited about finally putting 

it in front of an audience tomorrow. 

I am a little concerned about the length of the show from the audience’s perspective; 

however, I think the show is good, so hopefully the length won’t be as much of an issue.  

I wore an undershirt with my costume tonight, which really helped lessen the itching and 

irritation the wool was causing my skin.  

Thursday, April 19 

OPENING NIGHT 

Fantastic!!! That is the one word I will use to describe this night. I was ready to get this 

show in front of an audience and it was exciting. We had a relatively small house. Since I am the 

box office manager at UNO, I am familiar with the daily house count. Being the box office 

manager and performing in the show can be a little stressful at times, but I have managed to 

work out a system in which I can do both effectively.  

Tonight, we were only about half-full. But in traditional UNO opening night fashion, the 

audience was filled with many students and friends, so it was a responsive audience. I felt we 

gave a really strong performance tonight. Hopefully David and the rest of the cast will agree. 
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Friday, April 20 

Second performance 

I was nervous about the second night slump most shows commonly experience. Opening 

night excitement usually dwindles by the second performance. In addition, we are usually 

performing to a less theatre-savvy audience than the opening night crowd.  

To make matters worse, we had a very small audience tonight. We performed to 30 

people in a 120-seat theatre. As Masha would say, “It was like a desert!” Despite all this, I feel 

like we gave another really solid performance tonight, and we had great energy. 

To add to my nervousness about having tonight be another great show, David Cuthbert, 

theatre critic for The Times-Picayune was in the audience. I knew this because I made his 

reservation. I told David, but I didn’t tell the rest of the cast. I am hoping for a good review of 

my thesis performance and good publicity for UNO. 

Saturday, April 21 

Third performance 

Apparently some of the audience members have been complaining that the theatre is too 

cold. They are starting to wonder if we want them to really feel like they are in Russia! 

Unfortunately, we don’t have control of the air conditioner in the Performing Arts Center. It is all 

controlled from the UNO Physical Plant. Sometimes when we ask them to turn the air on, it’s 

freezing, and when we tell them it is too cold, it seems they turn it off instead of turning it up, 

and then it feels like an oven. I do not understand why there is no such thing as a comfortable 

temperature in the Thrust Theatre. Personally, I’d rather bring a sweater than sweat. But a few 

audience complaints later, there was no air in the theatre tonight. 
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As a result, I was hot, sweaty and uncomfortable in my wool dress, and felt very 

lethargic. It wasn’t just me, though. The entire cast was flat, especially in Act I. I had a friend in 

the audience, and she even mentioned to me that she thought the pace in Act I really dragged. I 

think somewhere in the middle of Act II the air came on and things started to pick up. I wouldn’t 

say the performance was terrible; I just think we got off to a slow start. The house was a little 

better tonight. We were back up to about a half-full audience. 

Overall I feel good about our opening weekend. We’ve had a successful three-day run. 

It’s been thrilling, but I am tired and ready for the break. I look forward to coming in fresh 

Thursday night after the four-day break. 

Thursday, April 26 

Fourth performance 

Tonight the theatre was nearly sold out. We had our largest house yet with 110 audience 

members. The full theatre gave us a great energy on stage, and as a result, everyone gave another 

solid performance. I can’t complain about that! I think we were energized from the break, and 

ready to do it again. Some of the cast members said this was our best night yet. I am just glad 

that everyone is happy and that we are enjoying a successful run. 

Friday, April 27 

Fifth performance 

It was an exciting day in the media for UNO Theatre. We got a blurb in the Lagniappe 

section of the Times-Picayune today. It was exciting to get publicity for the show, but I was a 

little disappointed because I was hoping for a full review. It’s Jazz Fest weekend and David 

Cuthbert explained that he planned to give us a review, but he got very little space in this issue. 

Nonetheless, we are happy to get publicity. 
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Al Shea reviewed us on the WYES television program “Steppin’ Out.” He gave us his 

highest rating of four claps. He showed several good production photos, and had really good 

things to say about the production and about UNO Theatre in general; however, he butchered all 

of the cast members’ names.  

We had an okay house tonight. It was a little less than half-full. Our performances were 

solid. I think we are very consistent, which is a good place to be with a show. 

Saturday, April 28 

Sixth performance 

Tonight was my personal worst performance. I’m not sure how bad it was compared to 

other nights, but it just didn’t feel good to me. I think as an actor, the difference between a good 

performance and what I would think is a terrible performance is minor. Perhaps that’s what I am 

telling myself to make myself feel better. Of course, the show was videotaped tonight, so this 

will be the show that lives in history as my thesis performance. Let’s hope it wasn’t as bad as I 

thought. On a positive note, we had a decent house (a little more than half-full) and some of the 

other cast members thought tonight was their best show. I know we have a good show, and that 

is what we have to focus on every time we step foot on the stage. 

Sunday, April 29 

Final performance 

This is the end of the fun part. It’s been a great run. I am proud of myself, my fellow cast 

mates, the crew, the director, and the design team – everyone involved in this production that 

contributed to its success. It was a really positive experience that I very much enjoyed. We had 

about 80 audience members today, which was great for a Sunday afternoon, especially during 

Jazz Fest. 
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After the show we had a mini-strike. Apparently someone wants to use our set to film 

something, so we did not entirely break it down. We still had a fun wrap party complete with 

pizza and conversation of good memories and laughs associated with our run. 
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Project Evaluation 
 
 

As an actor, it is difficult for me to gauge the success of a production in which I am 

involved. Audience reaction is one way to judge the success or failure of a show. After all, what 

is the purpose of theatre if not to affect the audience in some way? The audience consensus for 

UNO’s production of The Three Sisters was that it was well acted, but many did not like the 

script. There were a few “Chekhov enthusiasts” who raved about the production as a whole, 

which was very satisfying to hear after putting in so many hours of rehearsal, and so much hard 

work. 

Professor Hoover did such a good job of bringing out the comedic moments and focusing 

on the dramatic moments without making them tragic. When Blythe Danner played Masha in 

1976 she said,  “The problem with so many productions is either the comic is overstressed or the 

tragic, and very rarely do you have the melding of the two. . . I think the paradox Chekhov draws 

so beautifully comes from a very accurate observation of life” (Hackett 20). In my opinion, our 

production was a successful melding of the comic and the dramatic. 

One example of a comic scenario Professor Hoover created was when Kulygin tells me in 

Act IV that things will go on as they always have. I have almost finished sobbing at this point but 

upon hearing this I wail. It got a laugh almost every night. Several people who saw the show told 

me this was one of their favorite moments.  

Professor Hoover and the cast also managed to create a production that captured the 

attention of the better part of our audience. Most current-day audiences are used to climactic 

structure and plot-oriented action. A character-driven play, full of subtext, (and clocking in at 

almost three hours long) was a difficult sell. The fact that even a fraction of the students who saw 

the show enjoyed it, or thought that the acting was good, marks a success for our cast and crew. 
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Al Shea gave us his highest rating of four claps on the WYES television program 

“Steppin’ Out,” on Friday April 27. He called our production “stirring,” said it was “done very 

well” and said he was “mesmerized.” He thought the set and the costumes were perfect, and 

thought the cast was “excellent” and “beyond recasting.” He noted that David Hoover “attempted 

to put as much humor and action as he could into a talkie play,” and applauded UNO for putting 

this piece on the stage. All in all it was a great review and he encouraged everyone to go see the 

show. 

If it is difficult to measure the success of a production in which I am involved, it is even 

more challenging to judge my own performance. I feel that my training and my experience have 

helped me to be able to do a better job of self-assessment, but it is always beneficial to have an 

outside opinion. For this reason, I do rely partially on audience feedback to gauge my own 

performance.   

It is important to me to put forth my best effort to present an engaging and believable 

character in every performance, but since this role was my thesis, it was of utmost importance to 

me. It was a great relief to come off of the stage opening night and hear positive comments about 

my performance. I usually expect this from people I know, but when I hear it from people I don’t 

know it becomes even more meaningful.  

One of my students came to the show and afterward said her husband told her that he 

thought Masha and Irina were the two most believable characters in the show. Receiving 

feedback from friends whose opinions I respect is also very meaningful. One friend, a respected 

local actor, told me it was some of the best work he’d seen me do. Another friend, a well-known 

local playwright, sent me an email about how much she loved the show. She wrote, “The entire 
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cast was perfection! I love that it wasn’t played entirely straight, which gave the play more depth 

and was not depressing throughout.”  

After the production closed, I had a meeting with FTCA Department Chair, Phil Karnell, 

to get his assessment of my performance. Professor Karnell has a reputation of being 

meticulously critical. I learned early on in my graduate school career that if he said nothing, it 

was a good sign. Positive comments from him are rare, and because I respect his experience and 

his insight, his review of my performance was very important to me. When I asked him what he 

thought of my performance he said, “I liked it” and “it was solid.” I was pleased with this 

assessment. 

Next, I asked what criticisms he had of my performance. He said his main problem with 

what I did was in Act III during the confession scene. The “I love” in Masha confessing her love 

of Vershinin to her sisters was not right in his opinion. He thought it needed to be “salvation” for 

Masha. He thought the entire confession was “too surface” and “not deep enough to bring out the 

other side of her.” He also thought my actions on “I love. I love,” were too similar. He thought 

after the first one, I needed to catch myself and realize that I was too frightened to continue.  

That one scene was the only one he commented on in detail. The rest of his review was 

positive. That was a difficult moment, but it was one of many in the play. I feel that I have come 

so far as an actor since I started this program in Fall 2004 and comments like these from a well-

respected professor in the department validate my efforts here. 

As for my own assessment of my work, I was mostly pleased with my portrayal of Masha 

Prozorov. Of course, as an actor I am never truly satisfied. I am always striving for perfection, 

which is nearly impossible on stage. If I could go back and do it differently, I think I would have 

spent more time getting deeper into the meaning of certain moments. The beautiful thing about 
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Chekhov is that there is so much subtext, that I could probably study the script for years and still 

find new things.  

I would dig deeper into the section in Act IV when Masha notices the birds. I know the 

birds represented an escape that was unattainable to her, but I was never quite satisfied with my 

actions in this section. My problem was that I was never active enough. I never quite achieved 

the urgency to make it work. Blythe Danner describes this moment beautifully. “Well, that 

moment could have been done, you know, very poetically. And I remember so well having 

trouble with that moment and Nikos jumping up on stage, and yelling, ‘Birds, birds, birds – you 

want them to escape – fly, fly get away while you can!’ And it wasn’t poetic at all; it was – 

active, impatient! As if he were just – shooing them away” (Hackett 24). 

I would delve more into Masha’s confession to her sisters, which Chekhov said was not a 

confession at all. Chekhov said it was “a frank conversation” to be played “highly strung, but not 

desperate.” This is the scene Professor Karnell pointed out as the major weakness in my 

performance.  

One thing I was very proud of was my vocal performance. When I entered the graduate 

program, one of my biggest weaknesses was my voice. I have always had a powerful voice and 

strong projection, but I didn’t know how to use it properly. I was constantly using my higher 

register, and not paying attention to resonance. I remember in my first semester review with 

Professor Karnell, his biggest criticism in my performances was my voice. I feel that this 

performance, and this character, gave me the opportunity to show how I have grown vocally.  

Blythe Danner describes where she wanted to be vocally with this character. I also had 

this take on her from the beginning, even before I read Danner’s interview, because it just works 

for Masha.  
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I always thought of her, (Masha) in this orchestra of characters, that we all played, 

as the cello, the contralto. I think of her as having a very deep resonance or 

passion . . .I tried to stay in a very low, deep place for this part. A place that 

connected me to her sensuality. Working on Masha I found a very visceral sense 

of her character . . .I think that the creative urge, the purest and most creative 

urge, comes from the place in the body where we all begin, where we create life, 

our center. (Hackett 25-26) 

I learned a lot during this process. I was glad I had the opportunity to perform a role 

written during the modern period of drama. I am a fan of the work produced during this period, 

especially Ibsen and Chekhov. Previously I had only read it, so it was an honor to have created a 

role written by one of the greatest dramatists in history.  

I knew this role would be more challenging to create than a contemporary role, especially 

because of Chekhov’s writing style, but I rose to the challenge. Under Professor Hoover’s 

direction, I dug deep beneath the surface of the text to pull out all of Chekhov’s rich subtext, and 

created a character that was nuanced and multi-dimensional.  

Did I learn the “key” to performing Chekhov?  I think the key is to keep it upbeat, to 

always look beneath the surface of the text, and then to take Chekhov’s advice. “Everything must 

be done very simply,” Chekhov said, “just as in life. It must be done as if they spoke about it 

every day” (Allen 7). 

In working on this thesis project, I have had a chance to review not only what I learned 

during this production, but also how far I have come during my graduate school career. In a short 

six-semester period at the University of New Orleans, I have learned a lot about myself, and 
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about my craft. Most important, I learned to be aware of my weaknesses. Even if I haven’t 

completely overcome them, I am aware, so I can continue to work on them. 

In order to build this awareness of my weaknesses, I have learned to dig for criticism. I 

now prefer criticism to praise. Who am I kidding? I love the praise; I thrive on it. However, three 

years ago I only wanted to hear the praise and never the criticism. Now, after the compliments, I 

tend to pry for criticism, especially if I am talking to someone who knows theatre, and whose 

opinion I respect. That is the only way I can learn and grow as a performer. 

I have learned more about my rehearsal process. I usually prefer to go over the top with 

my performances, and then pull back. I start out “larger than life,” then use this same intensity 

level and investment, but pull back to a level that is more believable. This works for me because 

it’s always easier to pull back than to give more. 

I think I have improved in a lot of different areas. Most important, I am more confident 

and more willing to take risks. In the words of Professor Karnell, I am willing to “fail 

gloriously.” 

I have developed greater control over my body and voice. I still tend to act “from the 

neck up” as David Hoover constantly reminds me, but as I mentioned earlier, I am aware of this 

problem, so I can continue to work on it.  

I have learned that I am an actor that needs a hand prop. Professor Hoover used to call me 

“stone hands” in acting class. During a rehearsal for Comedy of Errors (Spring 2006 at UNO) he 

put a fan in my hand, and suddenly, I had a new focus. Using a hand prop works for me. I don’t 

think it’s a crutch. I think it’s a valuable tool to be utilized whenever possible. 
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I have learned that I need to work on finding more levels. This was one of my goals 

before I began graduate school. I have improved leaps and bounds since I started; however, this 

is something I can continue to work on, and continue to try to improve.  

I have learned that I am not good at crying on stage. I know this about myself, but I 

didn’t quite realize how unrealistic it was, until I read the student papers on The Three Sisters. 

Many of the students complimented me on my performance, but if there was one criticism that 

stood out above all others, it was my crying. Many students said it was fake and unbelievable. I 

have tried to work on this, but I have obviously not figured out how to make it believable. I am 

aware that this is something I really need to work on. 

But how do you really judge the success of a production, or even of one performance? I 

work with a local theatre troupe, Running With Scissors that mostly performs comedic spoofs. 

Most of the scripts are original works, so we are always adding and refining jokes during 

rehearsals. Sometimes we second-guess whether a joke is just funny to us, or whether it will be 

funny to the audience. Our conclusion is usually that if it makes one person laugh, it is worth 

including. 

With the University of New Orleans’ production of The Three Sisters, I know that at least 

one person was affected; at least one person was moved. This is documented in several of the 

student reviews I read. (A few examples are included in the Appendix.) I am sure many people 

who saw it had never seen a Chekhov play performed. Some of them actually liked it. If we 

made one person think, if we made one person acquire a new appreciation for theatre, it was 

worth it for me. That is how I define success. 
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Appendix D: Student Reviews 
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May 22-June 4, 2007 • AmbushMag.COM • MAIN~21 of 60 

trodding the boards 
by Patrick Shannon, III 
E-mail: nedcat@earthlink.net 

The Three Sisters Anton Chekhov’s Three Sisters 

was given an elegant and lovely 
production in a recent showing 
at the UNO Thrust Theatre Performing 
Arts Center. 
Directed with sensitivity and grace by 
David W. Hoover, with an evocative set by 
Tricia Vitrano, sensitive and beautiful lighting 
by Katie Anderson, as college productions 
go this was one of the best I have 
seen. Student actors played their roles 
with subtlety, and an understanding beyond 
their years. It was wonderful to see 
how they had mastered their roles so well 
wearing the fine period costumes of Tony 
French in this lyrical drama which examines 
the lonely and quietly desperate lives 
of Russian aristocrats who always seem 
to see the grass as greener on the other 
side of the fence, longing for something 
different to happen in their sad apparently 
empty pedestrian days on a country estate. 
How the three sisters long to go to the 
grand city of Moscow. 
Among the students who created well 
defined roles of great tenderness and 
bewilderment that both mesmerized and 
moved the heart of the audience were 
Joyce Deal (Natalya), Chrissy Garett (Irina), 
Jared Gore (Andrei), Kat Johnston (Olga), 
Jonathan Mares (Kulygin), Lisa Picone 
(Masha), T. Joe Seibert (Fedotik), Blake 
Balu (Tuzenbach), Ryan Bruce (Rode), 
Derrick Deal (Vershinin), Josh Simpson 
(Constantin), Elizabeth Skinner (Anfisa), 
Bradley Troll (Ferapont), James Yeargain 
(Solyony), and the incomparable Luis Q. 
Barroso (Chebutykin). 
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Lisa Picone was born December 14, 1970, at Montelepre Hospital, on Canal Street in 

New Orleans. She graduated Mount Carmel Academy high school in New Orleans in 1988, and 

received B.A. in Mass Communications in 1993 from Louisiana State University in Baton 

Rouge. Upon graduation from LSU, Lisa worked in advertising for about 10 years before she 

decided to pursue a career in the theatre. In 2002, she officially left the advertising industry and 

went on a regional tour with a production of My Way: A Tribute to Frank Sinatra. In the fall of 

2004 Lisa entered the performance program at the University of New Orleans in pursuit of a 

Master of Fine Arts. Lisa plans to pursue a career in professional acting, teaching and film-

related work in the New Orleans area. 
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