THE CUTTINGININTERPRETATION
(THE 3 STEP METHOD)

here are severd questionsthat
haunt aforensics coach: "why
didn't I break?', "what do you mean they
changed the topic?', "what again, exactly,
isthisevent dl aout?'. But few have the
ability to strike the fear of frustration and
angst quicker than "how exactly do | cut
this piece?" Studentstha competeininter-
pretation tend to have this mistaken belief
that coaches spend ther off hours reading
every work by every author who ever put
pen to paper and then, naturdly and per-
fectly cutthem intoamanagesbl eten minue
paformance Thetruthis, and | spesk for
mysef when | say this, the hand me down
method of interpretation cutting seems to
bethenorm. Find awork that has donewd |
in the past (or maybe that was just 'don€)
and re-read the cutting to make sure it is
still aviable piece, worthy of doing. Then
turn it over to the student and 'Viold, from
zeroto heroinonebrilliant copying job.
But what about thosetimeswhen the
piece is unknown, or hasn't been done in
severd years? What if you can't, God for-
bid, get adecent cutting? Wha if you are
stuck trying to cut the piece yoursd f? Wdll,
for most of us, this daunting task has be-
comesecond nature, since years of trid and
error haveresultedinaformulacand sim-
plistic approach to the dilemma. But what
about the new coach? What can they do if
thed osest they have cometo cutting some-
thing was the throat of that irritating stu-
dent who keeps begging f or a pieceto per-
form?Wdl, | have comeupwithathreestep
method tha, hopefully, creates an easy and
functiond way totake afull play, script or
other bit of gopropriady published mate-
rid and turnitintoaworking i nterpretation.
Before we begin, though, thereare a
couple of caveats. Frst, | would suggest
leading the students to material, not the
other way around. Just because South Park,
or The Tom Green Show is the funniest
thing ever to hit td evision (in the minds of
students) does not mean it can be trans-
formed into a high school forensics piece
Also, catan issues, while neading to be
discussed and andyzed in a fictiond set-
ting, do not sit well with Mommy or Daddy
as they judge, in the back of the round,
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mouth agagpe, a the graphic depictions of
rape and sexud torture. Findly, do not for-
get the setting and the tdent of the stu-
dent. Little Jamiemay be the next DeNiro,
but giving him an over the top cross dress-
ing femd e drag queen character is perhaps
asking abit much of amiddleschooler.

After dl these considerations have
been teken, | et thestudent drift into abook-
store or the school library and look over
potentid maerid. It isdways better to find
something they are interested in, than try-
ing to sdl them on your view of drama/hu-
mor. Once they have found something, or a
couple of things, you should have a con-
versaion with them, asking why they chose
thepiece, the author, etc. Ask them for the
insights, the wisdom, the comedy as they
see it in the piece. Try and discover the
underlying reasons for their s ection. They
should be wel founded and based in the
materid. They should never be 'because |
think thiscanwin'.You are along way from
making that determination.

Thethree steps can beperf ormed by
students, coaches or both. | tend to enjoy
theact of reading, and as such, do not mind
he ping novices with their first go round at
putting aninterp together. However, after a
piece or two, they should be wel on ther
way to following the method themsdves.
Remind them, this will taketime. A good
interpretation is not magicaly created. It
takes hard work and dedication. So begin
with:

Step 1
Read themater ial for
literary/interpretiveMERIT:

Somethingslend themsdvesto easy
interpretation. Others still hold their mys-
teries in the head of the author, or in the
imaginaionof thereader, and no matter how
hard you try, how tdented you are, or how
much you think you or your student may
be ableto bring to it, sometimes, apiece
just cannot bean interp. For example, John
Cleeseleft Monthly Pythonin theeerly 70's
and created his own td evision show, Fawlty
Towers, one of the best comedic creaions
in the history of broadcasting....Witty, sa
tiricd and staunchly charecter and situa
tiondriven, itwasand isajoy towach. A

veitablelaughriot. But it isanear imposs-
bility to interpret. Why? Thereasonsareas
obvious asthey are complex.

Cleese, when asked why he thought
the show wasso wel | regarded, madeit clear
tha, ashewrotea script, hewasintertwin-
ing several things; character, setting, di-
ches, subplot, previous episodes, outside
influences and man gory line. And thisis
apparent in the work. The episodes are
dense and play like, with time taken awvay
from themain narraivestring to add a tan-
gent, only to haveit regppear minutes|ater
as a payoff to ajoke or the insight into
character. At 30 minutes plus, each show
crammed nove sworth of detail into thelo-
caion, actors, settings and costumes. All
this combines to make a wonderful enter-
tainment.

But it dso crestesamountain thesize
of Everestto paredown intoamolehill caled
Humorous Interpretation. Cut aline here,
andyourisk losing thejokeat theend. Re-
move a section here and a character be-
comes ill defined and pointless. Plots are
too complex tostreamlineand most coaches
would simply giveup, sincethestories play
out for 20 or 30 minutes, and ten minute
snippets aefew and far between, if they
aethereat dl. Sothisiswhy you read the
piece. You need to determine if it indeed
can work in aten minute hunk. Also, you
need to determineif thepieceis morethan a
stand-up comedy routine, or thetearful rant-
ing of amdodramatic mind. You want the
materid to bewell received, not protested.
Thisfirst step, then, iscrucid to theoverall
eff ectiveness of the next two steps.

Step 2
Deter minethe FOCUSof the Cutting
Once you have found a work with
merit, it isnow timeto narrow thef ocus of
the piece. There are severd ways this can
bedonewith afew examples being thefol -
lowing?

Character Driven:
Not following a plotline, per se, but
instead thefocuswill beon linesand inter-
changesthat capturethe nature and nuance



of the character(s) center to the piece.

Plot Driven:

Getting thestory across, with the bar-
est bones of characterizaion, tone deve-
opment and subtext.

Tone Driven:

Not following the plotline or thechar-
acters, specificaly, but using the material
asameansto channel apoint, or amindset,
or an overdl themefor the peformance.

Drama Intense:

Picking out those parts, and those
parts only that explan, hei ghten and express
thedramaof thepiece

Humor | ntense:

Picking out those parts, and those
pats only, tha explan, heighten and ex-
pressthe humor of a piece.

Subplotting:

Removingminar characters or scenes
from a piece and using them as the main
focus of the interpretation.

Twisting:

Viewing apiecein light of the twist
one can bring to it. For example, taking a
piece done exdusively by men, and imag-
ing and working through it as envisioned
by andl femdecast. Orachildren'stdeas
performed by adults.

Step 3
READ AND CUT

thepiecein light of thefocus.

It isnow timeto enter themost work
intensive part of the cutting process, the
actual cutting. What | recommendis, first,
make two copies of the piece, etherinits
entirety, or just theportionyouwil | bework-
ing with. Next, save one copy and work with
theother. Grab ahighlighter and, in the mar-
gin, makeasmadl dot neer every lineof dia-
logue, every character and every action you
will be using in the interpretation, dways
kegping in mind the focus, or what you are
trying to accomplish with the piece. Once
you are done, go back and highlight every-
thing you have marked. Now read through
it. Does it get your point across? Does it
stay within your focus? Does it cagpture
what you wanted it to? It does? Greet. Now,
to recut.

Timethefirst runthrough Unlessyau
are near God-like in your abilities, you
shouldbe NOWHERE near ten minutes and
probably havetoo much maerid, too many
charecters, and too many idess to handle
Sorecut. Grab aRED pen and work through
thefirst cutting, removing maerid hereand

there. Remember thefocus. Concentrateon
what you (or your student) can and cannot
handle. Look a the number of charecters.
Actions that will have to be visualized.
Momentsthat, whilemoving and fasci nat-
ing, redly add nothing to your main focus.
Now, review the cutting. Again, time will
probably beafactor. Now recut athird ime.

Thistime, grab aBLACK penand mark
through additiond materid. But becareful.
Thisisdso the point a which you can ac-
tudly KILL your interp. You need ten min-
utes, but if theten minutesyou end up with
destroysthefocus you haveworked so hard
to mantain, perhapsit istimeto reexamine
the focus. Or even thework. Just because
you went through Steps 1 and 2 does not
mean that the piecewill end up working as
aninterpretation. After dl, thosewerecur-
sory decisions. You have now had timeto
work with the materid, and if it does not
want to cooperate, then step back and refo-
custhepiece Find something dseinittha
may work. Or, better yet, rethink themae-
rid, and perhaps scrap it for something a
litl emoremanagesble

There is onelast step in dl this, and
that istheactud practiceof the piece. How-
ever,itisqupidto listithere, since after dl,
why would you be spending all this time
shaping materid justto haveitsiton ashdf,
orinadesk drawer. Through theactud in-
terpretation process, you can see how suc-
cessful you have been, or wherethewritten
word and your imagination run up against
tdent and the way it actudly plays. Once
al thekinks havebeen worked out of it, and
you will seeitcomingtogether, tekethe sec-
ond copy and createa master cutting. Save
itfor Districtand Nationd Tournaments Fle
it away for thefuture Maybe evenindude
somenotes from your overdl review of the
materid (you DID take notes, didn't you?)
Begin to build an interpretation library, a
resource for students to use in apinch, or
for you as a coach to remind you of pieces
past.

By the way, this system works well
with dl interpretation, from Ord Interp to
Duo. Just take into consider &ion the addi-
tiond requirements those events demand.
You may need more than one poem in Oral
Interp to get the point across. Or perhaps
the two characters you love the best for a
Duo do not have ten minutes of mutual
materid. Once thosefactors are taken into
consideration, you should have no prob-
lem using the methods proscribed herein.
Shakespear e once wrotethat, "theplaysthe
thing!" Unfortunately, he was speaking of

using it to capture his Uncle in the act of
treason. Hopefully, by using these hints and
idess, you will no longer worry about the
materid cgpturing your flaws as a coach.
After all, in asuccessful interp, the "cut-
ting" isthe thing.

(Bill Gibron coaches at the Academy of
Holy Names (FL). He received the 1999
NFL Best Communications Award for his
publication The Florida Sunshine Report.
Heis the son of a former NFL coach, Abe
Gibron, who coached the Chicago Bears
in the "other" NFL)




