
Interpreting is Acting.  
(It just shouldn’t be bad acting.)

Alek Lev (NIC-Master, CI, CT)

An interpreter working from 
English to ASL:

• 1. Should appear to be a native signer.


• 2. Should appear to be expressing original thoughts.

An interpreter working from 
ASL to English:

• 1. Should appear to be a native speaker.


• 2. Should appear to be expressing original thoughts.

We shouldn’t know 
you are interpreting. Acting = Interpreting = Life

Workshop Goal
• We will learn a set of acting tools and apply them to 

everyday interpreting; these tools will make our target 
message more “natural.” 

• We will create a definition of interpreting that is based 
on a definition of acting; this definition will ensure that 
a complete interpretation always includes these tools 
for creating a more “natural” target message.

Standing

In front of an audience:

SMALL CHANGES 
make a 

BIG DIFFERENCE
The Voicing Problem



“Hi hi hi hi!  Welcome welcome welcome!  I’m seeing many 
many people from different different places all over!  My 
name is John... Jim, last name S-M-I Smith. Before we go 
ahead and start, I just wanted to let you know that at 5:00 
we will be finished, and then wow, we will have  big, great 
party where we can all chat and meet each other all night.  
I’m sorry for going off the point.  Now, I’m curious, I have a 
question.  In the past, this has been a very small event. 
Who was already shocked when they just recently saw so 
many people coming in and mingling?”

What’s wrong with 
that interpretation?

Interpreting Issues

• Volume (voicing is louder) 
• Vocabulary (voicing is more limited, words are 

repeated) - GLOSSING 
• Pitch (voicing is higher) 
• Breathing (voicing breath is shallower, fewer 

breaths) 
• Intensity (voicing in more “intense” more 

“forceful”) 
• Realism (voicing is less realistic). 
• Culturally inappropriate

This interpreter does 
not sound human.

Why is this a 
problem?

I know this person is 
interpreting.

The next person to speak may be 
reacting to the MESSENGER  

(the interpreter),  
and not the source MESSAGE.

ESSENTIAL PROBLEM:

• People know what they want to talk 
about, then figure out what to say.  

• Interpreters say things, and then 
figure out what they’re talking about.

Most interpreters do not sound human while 
they are voicing. 

Thesis

However, they can and must learn to in order to 
interpret effectively. 

Using the tools of the actor, an interpreter can 
achieve this goal. 



When interpreters sound human and begin to 
interpret more effectively, they will feel more 
comfortable, and become more effective still. 

The Comfort Corollary Speaking vs. Interpreting
Speakers create language based on their 
emotional reactions and their subsequent 
thoughts.   

Interpreters do not.   

Speakers create thought and language 
based on their own words.   

Interpreters do not.  

Evolution

We need to speak, not 
interpret.

We need to run, not 
run a marathon.

It is natural, then, that  
they might not sound human.

This is our problem.  

And it is also the problem of  
every actor in the world.

Interpreters create words in a way 
different than all other human speakers. 

The problem common to acting and interpreting  
is the difficulty in sounding human 

while presenting someone else’s 
thoughts and language to an audience.

Gene Lasko:

“The words come last.” What comes first?

The 
Body



Tension

• Must first be free of tension.   

• Tension makes you tired.   

• Tension restricts the passageways  

• Out-of-shape body will always be 
struggling to support itself 
comfortably.   

• Regular exercise

Centering

• Feet apart, under the hips 

• Leaning slightly on balls of feet 

• Knees unlocked 

• Spine up, but not rigid 

• Shoulders released 

• Jaw loose 

• Head extended

Getting it Wrong: Too Loose

• Move feet off balance 

• Distribute weight unevenly 

• Thighs and knees together 

• Hips off-center 

• Spine slumped 

• Shoulders hunched 

• Arms folded

Getting it Wrong: Too Tight

• Lock knees 

• Clench backside 

• Arch spine backwards 

• Lift chest 

• Clench jaw 

• Head back (or tucked)

Alexander technique

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

The Acting Problem

Acting

• Acting is simple, it just takes years to learn.

Poker

• Poker is simple, it just takes years to learn.



You know what I judge to be the trouble with you?  
Inferiority complex!  Know what that is?  That's 
what they call it when someone low-rates himself!  
I understand it because I had it too.  Although my 
case was not so aggravated as yours seems to be.  I 
had it until I took up public speaking, developed 
my voice, and learned that I had an aptitude for 
science.  Before that time I never thought of myself 
as being outstanding in any way whatsoever!  Yep 
– that's what I judge to be your principle trouble.  
A lack of confidence in yourself as a person.    You 
know what my strong advice to you is?  Think of 
yourself as superior in some way! 

How would you 
prepare to perform? 

(In English) 
(Not interpret)

What is acting?

(Everyone’s a critic.)

The 
Breath

Inhaling

• Take air down through the throat, the chest 
and rib cage, all the way down to groin.   

• Don't push out stomach 

• Don't lift chest 

• Don't constrict throat 

• Rib cage will lift and open: Side and back

Exhaling

• Let air come out naturally.   

• Don't force air out 

• Don't let chest sink 

• Rib cage will lower and close

The Supported Breath

• Release on "S" until losing support 

• Release on "S" until JUST BEFORE losing 
support 

• Release on "S" for 5 SECONDS and inhale 

• Repeat this exercise with tension in 
various parts of the body. 

• Build release time until reaching 30 
seconds comfortably

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

The Acting Problem Part II



Moving
Action: Leave the room. 

(Then come back…)

Given Circumstances

• There is a formal lecture happening 
and you have to go to the bathroom

Given Circumstances

• You are in a town meeting and you 
vigorously disagree with the motion 
passed.

Given Circumstances

• You are the architect and are checking 
on the door and its hinges.

Arthur Hopkins

“The reason for walking is destination.”

Given Circumstances

• As Holden Caulfield says: “Where I 
was born, and what my lousy 
childhood was like…” 

• Everything about the character until 
the moment of action 

• The more you know, the richer (and 
easier!) the performance.

Definition: 
Given Circumstances

The “Given Circumstances” describe 
what is going on in the character's life 

at the moment of action, including 
everything relevant in their past and 

their plans for the future.

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

Know your GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES



Talking PERSON 
Look at me.

PAT 
Look at me.

INT. LIVING ROOM

PAT and TERRY have recently gotten 
engaged.  They have been arguing.

What does Pat want? PAT 
Look at me.

INT. LIVING ROOM

PAT and TERRY have recently gotten 
engaged.  They have been arguing.

PAT 
Walla walla walla

INT. LIVING ROOM

PAT and TERRY have recently gotten 
engaged.  They have been arguing.

Definition: 
Intention

Something desired, expressed in terms of an 
ACTION VERB and the OBJECT of that action. 

“I want to _____ (verb) _____ (person, thing)”

•I want to help him. 
•I want to convince her (to love me). 
•I want to overwhelm them.

Actors pursue intentions Actors pursue intentions

Interpreters must pursue 
intentions



Actors pursue intentions

Interpreters must pursue 
intentions

… because humans pursue 
intentions.

William Ball

“Intentions* are the Golden Key to acting.” 

*He actually calls them “objectives.”

Why can’t Pat have 
what Pat wants?

Definition: 
Obstacle

Anything that prevents characters from achieving 
their intention. 

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

Know your GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES

Know your INTENTIONS

Know your OBSTACLES

Interpreting is Acting. 
(It just shouldn’t be bad acting.)

Alek Lev (NIC-Master, CI, CT)

What is “bad acting”? Emotions Actors are emotional, 
but acting isn’t emoting.



Emotions are the 
result of 

life’s actions

Emotions are the 
result of 

intentions

Expressing emotions 
is natural. 

Recognizing emotions 
is natural.

Recognizing fake 
emotions is natural.

This is why everyone 
is a critic.

What do we do about 
expressing emotions?

Trying to directly 
match affect is like 

trying to hit a  
home run.

Actors don’t just decide to 
have an emotion.

Interpreters can’t just decide 
to have an emotion.

… because  humans can’t just 
decide to have an emotion.

If they could, we’d all 
be happy, right?



Instead: 

We ACCESS emotions by 

• pursuing objectives, 
• confronting obstacles, 
• pursuing other objectives.

Faking on stage:

• Mugging 

• Overacting 

• Playing the result

Definition: 
Indicating

Attempting to display an emotional 
reaction rather than pursuing an 

objective based on the circumstances and 
letting the emotions come naturally.

Stanislavki studied:

“the possibility of deliberately 
around emotions, of indirectly 
influencing the psychological 
mechanism responsible for the 
emotional state of a human being.”

Acting is doing.

Acting is reacting.

Acting is behaving.

Definition: 
Acting

The communication of MESSAGES to an audience 
through the pursuance of INTENTIONS in response 

to OBSTACLES and GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES. 

And thus:

• Because actors and interpreters face 
similar challenges, we can base a new 
definition of interpreting on our 
definition of acting.

ACTING 

Acting is the  
communication of MESSAGES  
to an audience through  

the pursuance of INTENTIONS  
in response to OBSTACLES  
and GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES. 

LIFE 

Life is the  
communication of MESSAGES  
to an audience through  

the pursuance of INTENTIONS  
in response to OBSTACLES  
and GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES. 



INTERPRETING  

Interpreting is the  
communication of MESSAGES  
to an audience through  
(LINGUISTIC TRANSLATION and)  
the pursuance of INTENTIONS  
in response to OBSTACLES  
and GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES. 

The 
Voice

Four score 
and seven years ago 
our fathers brought forth upon this continent 
a new nation conceived in liberty 
and dedicated to the proposition  
that all men are created equal 

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

Know your GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES

Know your OBJECTIVES

Know your OBSTACLES

Practice breath control in order to use the voice

American Sign Language  
Interpreter

American Sign Language  
Interpeter

American Sign Language  
Interpreter Words and signs have 

beginnings, middles, and ends.

The Text Problem



You know what I judge to be the trouble with you?  
Inferiority complex!  Know what that is?  That's 
what they call it when someone low-rates himself!  
I understand it because I had it too.  Although my 
case was not so aggravated as yours seems to be.  I 
had it until I took up public speaking, developed 
my voice, and learned that I had an aptitude for 
science.  Before that time I never thought of myself 
as being outstanding in any way whatsoever!  Yep 
– that's what I judge to be your principle trouble.  
A lack of confidence in yourself as a person.  You 
know what my strong advice to you is?  Think of 
yourself as superior in some way!

1: Author’s Intent

2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4: Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

1: Author’s Intent

2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4: Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

1: Author’s Intent
2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4: Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

Glass Menagerie 
Given Circumstances

• Amanda: Mother 
• Tom: Son 
• Laura: Daughter 
• Jim: Gentleman caller 

• Laura stays alone with glass dolls 
• Laura has “a limp” 
• Amanda wants Laura to “get a man” 
• Jim used to go to school with Laura 
• Amanda invites Jim to dinner

1: Author’s Intent
2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4:  Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

Intentions can change 
moment by moment.

Definition: 
Beat

A unit of action in which a single intention is pursued. 
When a new intention is chosen, a new “beat” has begun. 

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

Know your GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES

Know your INTENTIONS

Know your OBSTACLES

Practice breath control in order to use the voice

Recognize the BEATS



1: Author’s Intent

2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4:  Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

You know what I judge to be the trouble 
with you?  Inferiority complex!  Know 
what that is?  That's what they call it 
when someone low-rates himself!  I 
understand it because I had it too.  
Although my case was not so aggravated 
as yours seems to be.  I had it until I took 
up public speaking, developed my voice, 
and learned that I had an aptitude for 
science.  Before that time I never thought 
of myself as being outstanding in any way 
whatsoever!  Yep – that's what I judge to 
be your principle trouble.  A lack of 
confidence in yourself as a person.  You 
know what my strong advice to you is?  
Think of yourself as superior in some way!

1: Author’s Intent

2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4:  Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

The Interpreting Problem

1: Author’s Intent
2: Questions

Acting

THE PROCESS

3: Given Circumstances

4: Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Rehearsal / Performance

Interpreting

1: Speaker’s Intent
2: Questions

3: Given Circumstances

4: Intentions, Obstacles, Beats
5: Performance

THE BIG BOARD
The body should be free of tension

Breathe from the diaphragm through an 
unconstricted airway 

Know your GIVEN CIRCUMSTANCES

Know your INTENTIONS

Know your OBSTACLES

Practice breath control in order to use the voice

Recognize the BEATS

William Gillette

Actors strive to present: 

“The illusion of the first time.”

We shouldn’t know 
you are acting.



We shouldn’t know 
you are interpreting.

We should think 
you are just living. Acting = Interpreting = Life

Code of Professional 
Conduct’s clause 2.3:  

“Interpreters…  [R]ender 
the message faithfully by 
conveying the content and 
spirit of what is being 
communicated.”

INTERPRETING 
Interpreting is the communication of messages 

to an audience through linguistic translation and 
the pursuance of objectives in response to 

obstacles and given circumstances. 

The content of the message is information. 

The spirit of the message is the intention pursued in 
response to obstacles and given circumstances.

Constantin Stanlislavski

"A real artist must lead a full, interested, 
varied and exciting life.  He should know 
not only what is going on in the big cities, 
but in the provincial towns, faraway 
villages, factories and the big cultural 
centers of the world as well.  He should 
study the life and psychology of the people 
who surround him, of various other parts of 
the population, both at home and abroad."

Interpreters and the actors must work 
through continual acts of inspiration.   

As experienced as you may be, every role, 
every moment on stage, and every 
interpreted message presents a new 
challenge. 
  
Nothing is ever the same twice.  

Sonya Moore

"It became Stanislavsky's goal to 
give an actor control over the 
phenomenon of inspiration."

But wait… I gotta do all this? 
Sometimes interpreting is… easy.



“Notes for the moments of difficulty.”

Workshop Goal
• We have learned a set of acting tools and apply them 

to everyday interpreting; these tools will make our 
target message more “natural.” 

• We have created a definition of interpreting that is 
based on a definition of acting; this definition will 
ensure that a complete interpretation always includes 
these tools for creating a more “natural” target 
message.

A SENSE OF DIRECTION 
BY WILLIAM BALL 
A great introduction to acting, directing, and the use of “objectives" (which we have been 
calling “intentions”). 

RESPECT FOR ACTING 
BY UTA HAGEN 
The best introductory book - that I know of - on the craft of acting. Uta Hagen was one of 
the world’s great stage actors and theater teachers. 

AN ACTOR PREPARES / BUILDING A CHARACTER / CREATING A ROLE 
BY CONSTANTIN STANISLAVSKI 
The classic trilogy by the grandfathers of the modern “naturalistic” style of acting. 

Interpreting is Acting.  
(It just shouldn’t be bad acting.)

Alek Lev (NIC-Master, CI, CT)


