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Most of the Chicago-based acting
and impr ov companies I contacted
say only a small per centag e of
their students enroll because they
want to act pr ofessionall y or g et
into comed y. According to K erry
Sheehan, the president of T he
Second City's netw ork of training
centers , about half of Second City
students are there to fine-tune
their social skills .

ªW e hear `I'm shy' a lot,º she
says.

Wha t's so appealing about an
averag e person using the thea ter
to over come mild social anxiety ,
however , is that it gi ves them the
chance to w ork through issues
with people who mean nothing to
them. David Carbonell, c linical
psycholo gist and director of the
Rolling Meadows-based Anxiety
Trea tment Centers, occasionall y
suggests his clients take impr ov.
ªIt's ne ver an easy sell,º he sa ys.
ªBut the g reat thing about this is
tha t people who ha ve social pho-
bias tend to be all me, me, meÐ
their big gest concern is impr es-
sion mana gement. Which means ,
as far as impr ov goes, basicall y,
they'r e too in their own heads to
listen to other people. T hat br eaks
a cardinal rule of impr ovÐof act-
ing itself .º

David Bevington says acting
comfortab le and casual is an ar t
he's considered often. He's taught
theater history at the Uni versity of
Chica go since 1968 and says,
ª Ther e's something gracious and
self-eff acing when a person kno ws
how to fit in and enjoy w hat others
are saying. The best actors who do
this do not just nod their heads. It's
the same at a par tyÐy ou can't
shine if y ou'r e self-absorbed.º He
suggests studying Hora tio , Ham-
let's confidant, ªan eng aged lis-
tener, willing to argue with Ham-
let.º

Whic h got us thinking: Wha t
other holida y-par ty advice could
Chica go theater offer the sociall y
maladjusted?

The Mamet L esson
You read that rightÐyou too can

lear n social skills from pla ywright
David Mamet! And they don't
involv e a stream of expleti ves or
having your pride shredded into
hash br owns . In fact, it may be the
most practical lesson here: When
you'r e standing with a g r oup of
people, or even one person, don't
thoughtlessl y nod your head and
ignor e what the y'r e saying because
you'r e waiting to speak.

Prepar ed responses rar ely work,
i n life and on sta ge, and the key to
Mamet often has as much to do
with reacting as with his f amously
clipped syntax, says Ka therine
Har t, who teaches acting for a
number of local colle ge and thea ter
groups . ªThose characters are not
assessing w hat they're about to
say.º Al ways look to the ey es, says
Steve Scott, associate producer a t
the Goodman T heatre . ªAre they
glazing o ver? Ther e always seems
to be a character in a Mamet pla y
who spends a lot of time listening
to others fall a par t. T hey'r e just
standing ther e. But their eyes sell
i t. A good listener can make this a
show case for themselv es.º

The Se cond City L essons
By no w, you'r e thinkingÐif I

harbor such a hor rib le fear of
being on displa y, then how could I
put myself on sta ge? Fair enough.
Depending on the le vel class y ou

tak e at The Second City, you could
find yourself in the midst of poten-
tiall y nerv e-shattering ex ercises:
For instance, there's Exposur e
(you stand up and e very one looks
at you) and there's Status (y our
goal is to tele gra ph to the other
person who's higher on the f ood
chain). The classes are like f orms
of meditation, Libera sa ys. ªYou
lear n to be in the moment.º

But consider a class I sat in on.
A large bearded man stood bef ore
six fellow students. He be gan imi-
tating a teena ge girl, holding his
body side ways , with a coquettish
smile on his f ace. He pretended he
was admiring a bo y. Tom Bland-
for d, a Second City cast member
and teac her, sat and wa tched and
says the first thing that came to
mindÐªYou'r e a slut.º

The man g rinned.
ªPut on this lipstick,º Blandf ord

said. ªThe red slutty one you slut.º
The man be gan to mime lipstic k
applica tion. Pretty basic, but les-
sons are in play: Af firma tion is a
building b lock of The Second City ,
Blandfor d explained la ter. ªYou
say `Yes, and ...' then do some-
thing.º Another lesson here is to
shift your f ocusÐBlandfor d en-
courag ed rather than became the
focus himself. And most impor tant
is how the man didn't stop acting

lik e a teenage girlÐhe may ha ve
thought it was dumb but he ne ver
show ed it. ªOne of the big things
you learn her e,º Libera sa ys, ªis
the ability not to judge y our self in
the midst of something .º

The A ugus t Wilson L esson
This one is pretty basic Ðlearn

how to tell a stor y. Wilson, tw o-
time Pulitzer winner and author of
ªF encesº and ªJoe Turner's Come
and Gone,º is often celebrated f or
his attention to the African-Ameri-
can storytelling traditions and the
ebb and f low of a smar tl y told
monologue . ªWhat we should tak e
away from Wilson,º says Ste ve
Merle , director of the Chica go
drama school Act One, ªis that y ou
don't tell a story because you want
to go back in time and feel it all
over again y ourself . That would be
selfish. Y ou'r e doing it because
you want the other person to
understand something.º

The Samuel B ecket t L esson
Whether y ou'r e waiting f or

Godot or waiting to spot someone
at a party you r ecognize , the big-
gest pr oblem, of course, is where
should I put my hands? ªI ha ppen
to let my hands do w hatev er they
want to do, a wkwar d or not,º sa ys
Chica go actor Mike Nussbaum.

ªI'v e trained myself to go with
whatev er comes to mind, but the
moment someone points it out, I
get self-conscious, then it looks
weir d.º A Bec kett play is dece p-
tivel y void of big actions, sa ys
Mar k Lococo, director of theater a t
Loy ola Uni versity . ªBut there's a
lot of inner life paired with small
actions .º Or ra ther , natural ac-
tions , says Rober t Cor nelius , a
local actor and drama teacher a t
Victory Gardens T heater . He often
asks new students to perf or m an
acti vity for him they might do in
priva te ªand make themselves as
lacking in self-consciousness as
they can, though they're a ware
twelv e sets of eyes are wa tching
them do it. It's hard. The lesson
they often take a way is not to o ver-
compensa teÐpeople r ecogniz e if
you'r e acting out of sor ts.º

ªThe Christmas Car olº/Harold
Pint er L esson

Whic h is, being quiet can be as
important as speaking . Pinter , the
author of ªThe Bir thda y Partyº
and ªThe Homecoming,º is best
kno wn not for his plots but the
pre gnant pauses and long silences
tha t punctuate them. ªBecause
wor ds are used so sparingl y, we
tak e away from Pinter that the
way we speak, and when we sa y
things , is not a minor thing,º Cor-
nelius sa ys. ªWe should listen to
how we say things, and when w e
should not.º Ste ve Scott at the
Goodman put it another way: ªT he
lesson of Pinter is how not to pr e-
par e yourself for the unkno wn.
Those characters spend a lot of
time waiting for the other shoe to
drop . And we do this at par ties,
especiall y if w e'r e uneasy.º In
other w ords , we can get quietÐtoo
quietÐw hen w e'r e uncomf ortable
and it makes others uncomf ort-
able. Which brings us to Char les
Dick ens: The Goodman ªobsesses
every yearº about how the ghost of
Mar ley should take the sta ge
towar d the end of ªA Christmas
Car ol,º Scott sa ys. They decided
the most uncomf ortab le entrance
was the quietestÐthe ghost sho ws
up and says nothing. ªIt's v ery
disturbing to e veryone .º God b less
you, every one .

cborrelli@tribune.com

Lessons to get through the party season
Continued from Page 1
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Do you s t and alone at p artie s where you know no one and wonder ho w
you'll e ver br eak into a c onvers ation? Do you fidg et? Silently s tress
about where to put your hands? (No! Not there!) 
Welc ome to the clubÐapp arently . Ask any acting c ompan y or impr ov
group or the at er compan y with a training pr ogram: Man y who at tend
their classes simply want to sharpen their ability to socialize. ªLa wyers,
doctor s, business people, Illinois Supreme Court jus ticesÐwe'v e gotten
all sorts of people who come in for this very r eason,º said S tev e Merle,
direct or of Chic ago' s Act One drama school. ªIt just spe aks to the natur e
of ac tingÐle arning to put your at t ention on something other than y our-
self . Your nerv es fade a way.º
Ther e are sc ore s of acting schools and impr ov groups amenable to the
socially challenged. Her e's a sampler:
Sec ond City Chic ago . Next classes begin Jan. 10. 1616 N. Wells S t .; 312-
664-3959 , www.secondcity.com .
Ac t One S tudios . Next classes begin Jan. 26. 640 N. LaSalle S t .; 312-
787-9 384, www.actone.com .
Vict ory Gar dens . Next classes begin Jan. 10. 2257 N. Lincoln A ve.; 773-
549-5788 , www.victorygardens.org .

ÐChrist opher B orrelli

Classes to get you started

Not to contribute to your e ver-
expanding list of holiday w or ries or
anythingÐnot to tack additional
concer ns to a list that alr eady in-
cludes c heckbook anxiety and so-
cial o verea ting, f amil y disputes and
falling from a ladder while string-
i ng lightsÐbut, ha ve you consid-
ered the annoying guests out ther e?
You kno w, the people who cor ner
you at par ties , dominate your time .

We know a fe w, too.
We went to experts for tips on

getting a way. Debra Fine is the
author of ªThe Fine Art of Big
Talk.º Marianne R owe-Dimas
teaches a popular course at Har per
Colleg e in Pala tine called ªHow to
Schmooz eºÐa 90-min ute , one-day
class ($39) that's open to the pub lic.
(Next class is J an. 23; 847-925-6000,
or www.goforward.harper
college.edu .)

Giv e us a c loser.
Rowe-Dimas: ªW ell, the most

obvious is, `It was very nice meet-
ing you. I enjo yed our con versa-
tion.' º You don't ha ve to have a
r eason to leave. But if that bothers
you, there is al ways `I have to fr esh-
en my drink,' or `I r eall y want to
try some of the f ood.' º

Fine: ªYou'r e not supposed to cut
them off alto gether . `I need to catch
up with so-and-so,' is one way to do
it. Also, `Do you know an yone who
is a w hatever , an empty nester, a
journalist'Ðtha t wa y, they ha ve to
say `I don't know' or they go find
you that person, or it gi ves them
the hint that y ou'r e looking f or
someone else.º

There's no easier w ay?
Rowe-Dimas: ªIf you r ecognize

someone across the room you want
to talk to, then say so. `I need to
catch the host while they're a vail-
able.' T hat's perfectly acce ptable.º

Fine: ªIt's good to gi ve someone
a warningÐuse the phrase lik e
`One last question bef or e I go' or
`One thing I need to know bef or e I
leav e ...' That way y ou'r e engaging
them but y ou'r e letting them kno w
you have to end this. If they'r e
obli vious and lack good manners, if
they'r e just ba bblingÐ`Gosh, y ou
ar e passiona te, but I ha ve to go and
see those people about some-
thing.' º

But you're b lo wing them of f
and they know it.

Rowe-Dimas: ªW ell, you must do
it. As long as you f ollo w thr ough,
as long as you go and actually talk
to the person you mentioned y ou
had to talk to, it's OK.º

Fine: ªT he pr oblem is a lot of
people unintentionally b low it b y
stopping on their way to the other
personÐthey say they're going to
the ba thr oom, then they hide be-
hind a door and don't go, or they let
themselv es get pulled aside. T hat
hur ts feelings .º

A Plan B?
Rowe-Dimas: ªYou can g rab

someone walking by and say `I
reall y want you to meet this per-
son.' Or you can lead them to a
gr oup of people you say you want
them to meet. Stay in the g r oup a
shor t time, then excuse y ourself . It
tak es practice .º

Do you ha ve a name for these
people?

Rowe-Dimas: ªKlingons.º
Of course.

ÐChristopher Bor relli

The best escape
strategies 
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