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How you say it/Why you say it.

Directing with emotional states is kind of like painting by numbers.

Many writers will write a word like “angry” before or after a line when they want a character to deliver a line angrily. Here’s the possible pitfall with that: when the emotional state is placed as a direction, you tend to get emoting or “indicating”— an emotion is added to the lines.

However, when you offer instruction for the intent of a line or a scene you allow a tapestry to be woven in the actor’s creation of the character. Let the actor know what is at stake (the objective):

the missing saddle is a key part of the plot, the exit is nearby, time is running out to find the book. Then allow the actor to create the emotional content.

 Sometimes, it isn’t actually the character’s emotion you’re looking to affect—it’s how you want the gamer to feel.

Try to make changes from adverbs or emotion names to objectives, infinitives, or actions. Instead of “angry,” think “belittling him,” or  “covering fear.”

 “Deadly serious” is a good way to describe HOW the character is saying something, but WHY is the character speaking that way? To warn.  To instruct.  To get his partner’s attention.

Use Archetypes

When you are describing your characters for the actors, we often see what Pat Fraley calls “Star Serving Suggestions”.

“Like Katheen Turner in Body Heat”
“Think Tom Welling from Smallville”

“Martin Sheen as Robert E. Lee in Gettysburg.”

When you write the description for a character, think about the type of character you want, rather than movie or TV actors who have done roles like that character. Otherwise, your actor may believe you want an imitation of that star’s performance, rather than a new creation. There’s also the possibility that your actor isn’t familiar with the particular role you’re citing, and so has nothing specific to go on.

Try to find the archetype instead.

With the Kathleen Turner example you probably want “a Femme Fatale.” The Martin Sheen example is also described as “Hero-turned villain. Noble general for a losing cause.” What you want is the talent’s personal take on the Femme Fatale or Once-Noble General, and not an impression of how those stars would have fulfilled those roles.

Cut-to-the-Chase Descriptions: You don't need to spend time writing a character’s history in your character descriptions. Performers sometimes miss the point when they are asked to sift through a page of information that’s really game back-story. Here’s what’s helpful to the performer:

Character Age

Body Type or Size

Character or Emotional Type, Archetype

Hero or Villain

Any specific information, which clarifies the above.

Realistic Writing

In “real life’, people are not anywhere near as fluent as they tend to be in most scripted material— plays, TV, games. Real people start to speak – then, add, omit, or “rewrite” their thoughts. David Freeman who teaches a program called Beyond Structure, warns against what he calls “A-B dialog”: statement, response; question, direct answer.

That kind of dialog is nowhere near as lively as a question answered with a question, seeming non-sequiturs, self-correction, interruption.

Look at conversation transcriptions in books like Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus. You’ll see aborted sentences, complete changes of direction, statement and restatement.

“I wish Jack was here.”

Instead, how about —

“I wish— dang. You know, it’d really be sweet if we had Jack here.”

Punctuation

Sometimes, whether inadvertently or on purpose, punctuation is used to show how the writer would perform the line. 

Here is where you need to trust your actors. You may be pleasantly surprised at their take on your scene. Sometimes you can be surprised at subtext you didn’t realize was there.

Look at this sentence:

I wouldn’t open that door . . . if I were you.

The writer's punctuation shows that, by the ellipsis, he wants a pause while the character is thinking, or simply to make it sound dramatic. What actually happens is ellipsis becomes the focal point of the sentence, and your voice actor will be heading for that pause in every read he gives.

I wouldn’t open that door if I were you.

When you leave out the punctuation, you allow good actors to do their work. Better to write a note like “Choosing his words carefully.” “A warning.” This note leads your actors toward their action, and gets you the warning you want to hear. 

For a completely different take on this line, a direction like “to confuse” or “to deceive” will give you a richer range of choices than “flippantly”, and will give you the irony you’re looking for.

Underlining a word generally leads a reader to say that word louder. 

(This probably gets more into directing than writing, but is included here to give you a look at some other possibilities of stressing part of a sentence.) 
Pat Fraley has made a nifty list that he calls The Eight Means of Emphasis. 

1. louder (the given!)

2. softer

3. higher in pitch

4. lower in pitch

5. elongating the word

6. shortening the word

7. pausing before the word

8. pausing after the word

Any of these can be used when dealing with an underlined word.

Improv-for-ads technique
This is also partly a directing scheme, but can be used for hashing out the most fluent way to write a monologue or an exchange between characters. 

When faced with difficult or stilted ad copy, it’s sometimes hard to get the gist of it, and therefore danged hard to know where the best inflections are. Having an actor use his own words to explain what the copy means allows him to see thru the words on the paper to the meaning underneath.

Here’s an ad:

LOWERING THE THERMOSTAT ON YOUR GAS WATER HEATER TO 120 DEGREES CAN SAVE YOU UP TO $45 PER YEAR. FOR MORE TIPS VISIT USE ENERGY WISELY DOT ORG.
Even this simple bit of text can leave an actor wondering where the heck the emphases should be, and in radio you have very little time to convey anything!

Here’s the improv:

How many people know the setting of their water heater’s thermostat?  You can save 45 bucks a year if you take a look and turn it down. See how else you can save at UseEnegryWisely.org.

Now the VO can record the script as written, but he has his own ideas attached to it. This may not seem like much, but it can make the difference between hearing someone reading an ad and someone who knows what he’s talking about.

The same kind of thing can lead to understanding the real emotion of a scene. From God Of War 2 is this straightforward exchange between Kratos and Athena:

Kratos 

He brought this to himself.

Athena

Because of fear, Kratos. A fear felt by his father, Cronos. A fear that wrought the Great War. A fear that drove Zeus to kill you, his own son.

Now here's an improv of Athena’s line:

He is afraid, Kratos. I know you don’t believe Zeus could be afraid but he is. It’s the fear of the loss of power— Zeus feels it now as his father Cronos must have felt it. It’s that fear that started the war between Olympus and the Titans, and it’s that same fear that compelled Zeus to try to murder you, his own son.

 

Sometimes actors need to deconstruct stuff in order to understand what the writer means. This kind of improv reveals something about the compassion behind Athena’s speech. Now the actress can take the script as written and make it an apology, an explanation— something infused with sympathy.
