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          When preparing for a role, an actor studies the text (and the spaces between the 
text) to draw conclusions about their character and the world in which she/he functions. 
Then, with the guidance of the director and the visual/audial support of the designers, 
the actor makes bold and interesting choices about how to perform the character for an 
audience. The intended result is a strengthened connection to the human condition, via 
the shared, dramatic experience of a specific event at a particular moment in time. 
Ultimately, the performer and observer are both enriched by this temporary, agreed-
upon suspension of disbelief whereby a historical moment comes to life. 

 When studying historic events and the primary sources related to them, it is 
useful to take the dramaturgical approach described above in order to deepen student 
understanding. Historical content exists at the intersection of multiple and differing 
perspectives.  Developing a strong grasp of character can help us build empathy with 
various points of view, particularly those that may not mirror our own. 

 The Object Exercise was developed by Uta Hagen, a student of the influential 
actor and theatre innovator Constantin Stanislavki, to help actors execute a thorough 
scrubbing of dramatic text in their exploration of character. Here, we will use the Object 
Exercise to conduct a close reading of a primary source – in this case, a historical 
speech. 

 Our intended outcome is to utilize a theatre-based character research strategy to 
unlock the humanity contained within the text of primary source documents. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Adapted from “Basic Object Exercise” in Respect for Acting by Uta Hagen                           

 

THE OBJECT EXERCISE 
 
 
Who am I? 

No detail is too minor, and you always use the pronoun “I.”  
 

What time is it? 
 Time of day, year, season.  
 
Where am I? 

Geographic location. Also, think about where you were before this moment, and where 
you plan to go next. 
 

What are my given circumstances? 
What is the historical context? What is happening in your world right now? 
 

What are my relationships? 
What is your relationship to your audience? If you are a public figure, what do various 
members of society think of you? What do you think of them? What is your family and 
social connection? How do you communicate with others? 
 

What do I want? 
What do you want your audience to do/think/feel? 
 

What’s in my way? 
What are the obstacles that stand between you and what you want? 

 
How do I get what I want? 

What is your plan to achieve your goal? Make sure the text supports your conclusions. 
 


