
Ac c o rding to the folk adage, w h a t
c omes from the heart goes to the

h e a rt .This is not exactly the ca s e ;n o t ,a t
a ny ra t e, i f yo u’re an actor. Som e t i m e s
the heart needs educa t i n g ;s ometimes it
needs re s u s c i t a t i n g ; s ometimes it eve n
needs finding—and that is why Su s a n
B a t s on is in business. B a t s on , a fiftyi s h
A f ri ca n - Am e ri can pow e rh o u s e, is an

acting coach ,o r, m o re accura t e ly, a tech-
nician of the spiri t .

“Acting coach” is a com p a ra t i ve ly
n ew job descri p t i on . The Old Gu a rd
m ovie stars had a sort of ca s h - a n d - ca r ry
attitude tow a rd their work . Jimmy Cag-
n ey summed it up this way: “Find yo u r
m a rk , l o ok the other fe ll ow in the eye,
and tell the tru t h . ” Since then, with in-

c reasing com p e t i t i on , minimal re h e a r s a l
t i m e, and directors with great know l-
edge of the ca m e ra but little under-
standing of a c t i n g, the stakes have be-
c ome higher and actors more pra g m a t i c .
M a ri lyn Mon roe was so devoted to her
c o a ch , Paula St ra s b e r g, the wife of t h e
Ac t o r’s Studio guru Lee St ra s b e r g, t h a t
she had her own ro om in the St ra s b e r g s ’
a p a rt m e n t . M on t gom e ry Clift’s coach ,
M i ra Rostov a ,n o t o ri o u s ly stood behind
the director to give her client the nod
about the quality of e a ch take. Du ri n g
the filming of “The Big Lift , ” the exas-
p e rated dire c t o r, George Se a t on , t o ok
C l i ft aside to explain that he’d hired h i m,
not his coach . “B u t , G e o r g e, you don’t
u n d e r s t a n d , ” C l i ft said. “When I’m 
on the set, M i ra Rostova is M on t gom-
e ry Clift . ”

“Actors are helpless; t h ey ca n’t see
t h e m s e lve s , ” said the director Elia
Ka za n , who co-founded the Ac t o r’s
Studio in 1947. “I f you paint a painting,
you can look at it later, s ay, ‘This is
l o u s y, ’ and put a knife through it. T h e
poor actor is . . . t o t a lly and painfully de-
pendent on a teacher to tell him yo u’re
go o d , yo u’re bad, t h i s , t h a t , and the
o t h e r. And it lends itself to ra ck e t e e r-
i n g. ” In “True and Fa l s e : H e resy and
C om m on Sense for the Ac t o r, ” t h e
p l ay wright David Mamet takes this
c omplaint one step furt h e r. “Let me 
be impolite, ” he wri t e s . “Most teach e r s
o f acting are fra u d s , and their sch o o l s
o f fer nothing other than the right to
c onsider on e s e l f p a rt of the theatre . ”
What distinguishes Susan Batson from
the “f ra u d s ” is her intense empathy and
what Nicole Kidman, one of the many
stars who have kept Batson on the ro a d
for nine months of the past ye a r, ca ll s
“just a hell of a lot of p u re talent.”

T h rough Batson’s ministra t i on s ,
m a ny perf o rmers who have found a
p u b l ic— K i d m a n , Juliette Binoch e,
L i ly Tom l i n , J e n n i fer Lo p ez , M a-
d on n a , and Chris Rock , a m ong oth-
e r s — h a ve stayed fresh for the payi n g
c u s t om e r s .When Tom Cruise re c e i ve d
a Golden Globe for his astute perf o r-
mance in “M a g n o l i a , ” he thanked Bat-
s on , the first coach he’d ever had.T h re e
h u n d red and sixty-eight perf o rmers in
s e a rch of a public have also found their
w ay to Batson’s studio—an airy, s i x t h -
floor office space in So H o, in a kind 
o f a rts con g l om e rate ca lled Black Ne x-
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x u s , w h i ch was founded by Batson’s
tw e n ty - e i g h t - year-old son ,C a rl Fo rd ,
in 1996, and now grosses nearly a
m i ll i on dollars a ye a r. T h e re, classes 
for eve ry level of s k i ll are offe re d .T h e
c u r riculum begins with the work o u t
class “Ex-er Ac t o r” ( t h i rty dollars a
cl a s s ) , p ro g resses to “D eveloping Yo u r
Own Method” and “Scene St u d y ”
(both fifty doll a r s ) , and culminates
with a master class with the snake-oil
ru b ric “Gold Du s t” (a hundred dol-
l a r s ) .B l a ck Nexxus re q u i res its students
to take at least one Ex-er Actor cl a s s
and one process class a week, but Bat-
s on , who gets two hundred and fifty
d o llars an hour for a private session ,
b e l i eves that lack of funds should neve r
be an excuse for not enro ll i n g. M a ny of
the people painting, cl e a n i n g, fil i n g,
and answering ph ones at the head-
q u a rters are bart e ring their services for
her expert i s e .

In the business offic e, at the center
o f a steel table where each student
signs in, is a red stone with the word
“w i s d om” ch i s e lled into it and a crys t a l
b a ll . These are the totems of B a t s on’s
u n d e rt a k i n g, w h i ch is to sell both in-
sight and magic. “Making Dre a m s
C ome Tru e” is the slogan on Black
Ne x x u s ’s letterh e a d , and a quotation
f rom a ve r s i on of G o e t h e’s “Fa u s t , ”

pinned to the studio’s bulletin board ,
u n d e r s c o res the point:

Whatever you can do,
Or dream you can,
Begin it.
Boldness has
Genius, power
And magic in it.

U n d e rneath the poem is a quotation
f rom Prove rbs 31: “ She sees her work
as go o d , and her lamp does not go out.”
The “s h e” in question is cl e a rly Batson ,
whose work schedule is herc u l e a n . Sh e
e m p l oys a rotating group of about six
w o rking actors to teach her tech n i q u e
while she’s away, but she never takes a
v a ca t i on , and her classes run as late as 
5 A.M. Her obsessive metabolism is
built into Black Ne x x u s ’s artistic policy.
“We are an organiza t i on that n ever re s t s , ”
its mission statement re a d s . “We are
available 365 days a ye a r, 24 hours a day. ”

T h e re are hundreds of acting coach e s
p lying their tra d e—the New Yo rk edi-
t i on of “The Ac t o r’s Guide to Qu a l i-
fied Acting Coach e s , ” w h i ch is a sub-
j e c t i ve and incomplete list, c omes to a
h u n d red and forty - one pages—and al-
most as many appro a ches to the job.
B a t s on herself is a Method gal. T h e
b e d ro ck of her teaching is a series of
p s ych o l o g i cal pro c e d u res first popular-

i zed by St a n i s l a vs k i , and promu l g a t e d
in Am e ri ca pri m a ri ly by St rasberg and
Ka za n , to create a more complex inter-
nal re p re s e n t a t i on of human behavior.
B a t s on’s accoutrements—the crys t a l
b a ll , the slogans—sometimes give her 
a whiff o f the swami. But her part i c u-
lar appro a ch is drawn from a gall i-
m a u f ry of e x t e rnal wisdom : the Bible
and books about focussing the mind,
s u ch as “The Inner Game of Te n n i s ”
and “ Zen in the Art of A rch e ry, ” a s
w e ll as books on healing and popular
p s ych o l o gy (Alice Mill e r’s “Drama of
the Gifted Child” is a favori t e ) . Prom-
inent near the front door of B a t s on’s
duplex is a volume of a f firm a t i on s .A f-
firm a t i on is the name of B a t s on’s
g a m e— s omething she gets for herself
by giving to others.

The one-hour Ex-er Actor class be-
gins prom p t ly at 10 A.M. B a t s on ,

who is five feet two in heels, has a no-
n onsense manner, saucer eye s , and high
ch e e k b on e s , set off by a mane of ca s ca d-
ing straight black hair—a kind of E a rt h a
Kitt with more pounds than purr. No r-
m a lly,on ly the first fifteen students to ar-
ri ve each morning are all owed into the
rehearsal ro om ,but when I took the cl a s s
t h e re were seventeen of u s ,b a re f o o t ,a n d
B a t s on , who was wearing a diaph a n o u s
ye ll ow tunic and tan leotard s . Her tech-
nique with beginners is to con s t ruct a se-
ries of l aye re d ,p e r s on a l i zed association s ,
w h i ch the actor can then channel into a
ch a racter to make it specific and alive .
When the actor is working well , t h e s e
l ayers run together flu i dly — s u r g e on s
ca ll this marriage of discipline and in-
stinct “u n c onscious com p e t e n c e” — b u t
in the Ex-er Actor class each com p on e n t
is isolated and worked on , then deploye d
in a short scene.

B a t s on put Aretha Fra n k l i n’s “ Qu e e n
o f So u l” into a CD player and bopped
a l ong with her students as we formed a
c i rcle and began the day’s journ ey into
our interi o r s . So on she was ca lling peo-
ple from the peri ph e ry into the cen-
t e r. “Drop in,” B a t s on said. “ Su b m i t
yo u r s e l f to the person . ” The idea—a
mimetic exe rc i s e—was for the students
in the circle to som e h ow distill in their
own movements the essence of w h a t
the person inside the circle was ex-
p re s s i n g. A languorous fri z zy blon d e
in a red tank top, who seemed at first to
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be lap dancing, ended up ro lling her
lithe body on the floor and yawning.
T h e n , as if to provide a counterpoint 
to the joy of A re t h a’s expansive sound,
another woman swung into the cen-
ter with a sour, d e fe n s i ve dance— b o b-
bing and weaving like a corn e red ban-
t a mw e i g h t , o c ca s i on a lly letting out
little Taebo kicks and jabs. A wom a n
named Su s a n ,d ressed entire ly in black
and looking for all  the world as 
i f she were perf o rming Jules Fe i f fe r’s
“Dance to Sp ri n g, ” seemed to be per-
m a n e n t ly knotted and turned in on
h e r s e l f. Wa l t e r, an older man, s t o o d
flapping his arms impro b a b ly and ro a r-
ing like an ove re xcited baby, w i t h o u t
a c t u a lly moving any w h e re . When my
name was ca ll e d , I sashayed into the
c e n t e r. A retha was singing “You and
me / For etern i ty, ” and I felt lyri cal and
c on fident in the mom e n t . At the end of
the exe rc i s e, B a t s on walked around the
c i rcle asking each student, “What are
you aware of ? ”The fri z zy blon d e, w h o
t u rned out to be a Russian émigrée
named Na t a l i e, s a i d , “I am aware of
beink t i re d . ” Susan cl u t ched Batson’s
hand and whispered like Elaine May
talking to Mike Ni ch o l s . “I am aware
o f being in such pain,” she said. From
the exe rc i s e, I was aware that bodies tell
their own stori e s .

Ne x t , to develop what her manual
ca lls “e m o t i onal fle x i b i l i ty, ”B a t s on in-
s t ructed the students to remember a
time when they had been betraye d , a
m oment of t rauma that they could
then condense and use to person a l i ze 
a ch a ra c t e r. “Vat iss t ra u m a ? ” Na t a l i e
a s k e d . Once the meaning of the word
was made clear to her, Natalie was
s c re a m i n g, k i ck i n g, cl a w i n g, and keen-
ing like the others. It was bedl a m . “I’m
so fuck i n’ s i ck of my fuck i n’ f a u l t s , ”t h e
a c t ress beside me snarl e d . “B ring it in,”
B a t s on said to one actor, who could
not stop crying after the exe rcise was
ove r. “Let it go. ”

The piece we were re q u i red to per-
f o rm at the end of the session was an
e l even-line tantrum that Batson had
wri t t e n , based on one that a pop diva
had thrown at her road manager. “We
need to feel that her fear is heart fe l t , ”
B a t s on advised, as she handed out 
the scri p t . “R e a lly obligate yo u r s e l f, re-
a lly drop into the ch a ra c t e r’s need to be
u n d e r s t o o d . ” A fter a few minutes of

s t u d y, e a ch of us acted out what we re-
m e m b e red of the speech . It re a d , in part :

Va l — Val—this is catastrophic! Do you S E E
what has been placed before us here—I can’t
believe the disgrace. I S A I D— b e f o re we booked
this place, before you made the phone calls 
to C O N F I R M our dates here—that there should 
be no g reen M &Ms in the fucking assort -
ment. . . . Let me do the honor of describing
your fucking J O B again—you are re q u i red to
oversee the finite details of what gets placed in
our path at all times. . . . Now P I C K those little
monsters out of there—or the band doesn’t play.

In time, and with pra c t i c e, B a t s on
would be able to show these students how
to break down a scri p t — w h i ch words to
s t ress for exposition and con fli c t , h ow to
build a scene to an articulate emotion a l
cl i m a x .To d ay,h ow eve r, t h ey ranted at full
t i l t .None of the actors seemed to have any
c ri t i cal ca p a c i ty. T h ey could fe e l , t h ey
could read the word s , but they were at a
loss to winkle out nuance and irony from
t h e m .A ft e rw a rd ,B a t s on asked each per-
f o rmer in turn to sit next to her while she
c ritiqued his or her perf o rmance and then
i nvited observ a t i ons from the rest of t h e
cl a s s . The comments from the class were
g e n e ra lly an easy ri d e, and sometimes inci-
d e n t a lly hilari o u s .To a young man attend-
ing his first cl a s s , one student said, “I like
the pack a g e . I see star. ”B a t s on uses these
e xchanges to judge where her students are
and what they need. “It helps to balance
my voice in their heads,” she says .She her-
s e l f is ve ry specific in her criticism and re-
members the details of even the worst per-
f o rm a n c e . To one actre s s , who had opted
for an emotional meltdown that incl u d e d
t h rowing her shoe,B a t s on said,“This kind
o f e m o t i onal life can con t rol us, then we
forget we have to be artful and tell a story.
Ac t i n g, I swear to God, is not re a lly about
e m o t i n g. I t’s about doing. ”

Talent cannot be taught, but ways of
releasing it ca n .B a t s on appro a ches theatre
as a sort of s p i ritual exca v a t i on , a n d
whether prowess is ach i eved or not isn’t
e n t i re ly the point. Her goal is to make ar-
ticulate energy out of the struggle to ex-
p l o re the self and its defe n s e s . As she re-
m a rked about the hapless Wa l t e r,“He will
l e a ve with, I think, s ome inform a t i on
about himself. ”

Ba t s on grew up in a spacious old house
in Rox b u ry, M a s s a ch u s e t t s . Her fa-

t h e r, a ca t e re r, died yo u n g, and her
m o t h e r,Ruth M.B a t s on , a former  Dem-
o c ratic State Committee woman and
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head of the Massachusetts Com m i s s i on
Against Discri m i n a t i on ,remembers Bat-
s on as a “w ay-having ch i l d” who was
“h a rd to take” and “kind of re b e ll i o u s . ”
She was dubbed “Ta ll u l a h” by family
f riends for her precocious antics. Wh e n
B a t s on turned eight, her mother—in an
attempt to find friends willing to play
with the hyp e ra c t i ve ch i l d — t o ok her to
the Boston Childre n’s T h e a t re . ( B a t s on
thought she was being delive red to a
mental institution.) “I think these are the
on ly people who can understand yo u , ”
Ruth said. B e f o re then, B a t s on , who had
childhood-abuse issues,had fe l t “an enor-
mous amount of being discon n e c t e d ,n o t
k n owing what to do or where to go. I
o ften feel that, had my mother not made
the ch o i c e, I might have been in a little
t ro u b l e, ” she says .

While at Boston’s Emerson Coll e g e,
B a t s on auditioned for the John Hay
Wh i t n ey Fe ll owship and won . The day
she graduated—June 14, 1969—she set
o f f for New Yo rk to begin her acting ca-
re e r. By Se p t e m b e r, she was perf o rm i n g

in “H a i r, ” at the Public T h e a t re .“ She had
a quality like La u rette Tayl o r, ” s ays Ut a
H a g e n , who was a judge on the fe ll ow-
ship panel and, a l ong with her husband,
the actor-director Herb e rt B e r g h o f, l a t e r
taught Batson . “It was ra d i a n t . T h e n ,
when she didn’t trust that and start e d
pushing it, she lost it. I think she could
h a ve been a big star. ” So did a lot of
other people who re c o g n i zed Batson’s
g i fts and tried to help her. J o s e ph Pa p p
g a ve her work and found her a small
duplex on the Upper West Si d e, w h e re
she still live s . Lee St rasberg saw her as a
s o rt of p ro d i gy and accepted her into
the Ac t o r’s St u d i o. “E ve rybody was
a ro u n d , ” B a t s on re ca ll s . “Rod St e i g e r,
Paul New m a n ,M a u reen St a p l e t on ,R o b-
e rt De Ni ro. T h ey were i n the cl a s s e s . I
d eveloped this won d e rful re l a t i on s h i p
with St ra s b e r g ; he was ve ry pro t e c t i ve 
o f m e . ”B a t s on quick ly acquired a cl o s e t-
ful of a w a rd s , i n cluding an Obie for a
t h ri ll i n g, manic perf o rmance in Heath-
cote Wi ll i a m s ’s “AC / DC.” “I had mon ey.
I worked immediately. I was ve ry well

taken ca re of, ”B a t s on says now,and start s
to cry. “But I got so disappointed in the
b u s i n e s s .O h , it hurt s ! . . . I’ve had to for-
g i ve mys e l f so mu ch . ”

She is speaking of the time when she
was about tw e n ty - two and had been
h i red by the director and critic Haro l d
C l u rman to understudy Barb a ra Harri s
in Arthur Mill e r’s “The Cre a t i on of t h e
Wo rld and Other Business.”Du ring the
f o u rth week of re h e a r s a l s , B a t s on re-
placed Harris in the leading ro l e . “ So I
take ove r, with Arthur Miller helping
me and the producer Robert Wh i t e-
h e a d’s wife—the actress Zoe Cald-
w e ll—being like my assistant, t e lling me
what to buy,what to eat.She was fantas-
t i c , ” B a t s on says . B a t s on was well re-
v i ewed in Boston and in Wa s h i n g t on ,
w h e re the show p l ayed at the Kennedy
C e n t e r.But soon after the D. C .o p e n i n g
M i ller and Whitehead visited Batson in
her dressing ro om to tell her that they
wanted Caldwell to take over the ro l e .
B a t s on says ,“I sit there . I’m re a lly numb.
‘This is awful,’ I said. ‘This is re a lly bad!’
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M i ller says to me, ‘Now, d on’t get neu-
ro t i c , Su s a n .This is a great opport u n i ty.
Yo u’re gonna understudy Zo e .What are
you upset about?’Then he goes on to say,
‘I re a lly wrote it for Zo e . I hear Zo e’s
voice in my head.’By this time,I’m mu r-
d e ro u s . I leave . ”

As a ch i l d ,B a t s on had ca r ried pro t e s t
signs at political demon s t ra t i ons her
mother took her to.She had been taught
e a rly “n ever to perpetuate a black stere o-
typ e, ” and she saw her demotion as
ra c i s t . “I’m a black woman who was just
s t a rting pro fe s s i on a lly, ” she says . “T h ey
c o u l d n’t understand why I wasn’t gra t e -
ful to understudy Zoe Caldwell . T h ey
thought it was a little outra g e o u s . ”B a t-
s on’s mother came to her defense and
initiated legal action with Ac t o r s ’E q u i ty,
w h i ch ruled in favor of the pro d u c e r s .
Then Batson dropped out for a time;
she married a fe ll ow-actor and foll ow e d
him to Boston , w h e re he got a law de-
g ree and she had their son .T h ree ye a r s
l a t e r, she was divorced and a single par-
e n t , living in Los An g e l e s ,w h e re she did

s ome acting and, with St ra s b e r g’s en-
c o u ra g e m e n t , began to teach .

C o a ching all owed Batson to do for
others what, i n c re a s i n g ly, she was un-
able to do for herself: “Keep the actor
go i n g. ” She withdrew into the pro c e s s ;
a n d , b e cause her own mother had been
“c on s i s t e n t ly ve ry public and ve ry busy”
when she was a ch i l d , B a t s on fig u re d
s h e’d teach at hom e, w h e re she could
also be with her son . This was not alto-
gether a success.“I was alw ays there, ”s h e
s ays . “B u t , as the therapist said, it was
s om ewhat of a ‘p rofound neglect.’ ”B a t-
s on worked upstairs, into the late hours.
C a rl was dow n s t a i r s , l a r g e ly alon e . H e
found his mother’s gru e lling re g i m e n
f ru s t rating and con f u s i n g. “ She spent
m o re time with her students than she
spent with me, ”he says . “I begged her—
I said, ‘Why couldn’t you have becom e
s omething else? Why couldn’t you have
been a lawyer or a doctor?’She said, ‘T h i s
is all’—and she began to cry—‘this is all
I ever wanted to do with my life .This is
my passion .’ ” C a rl , who is now a wri t e r

and a dire c t o r, eve n t u a lly set up Black
Nexxus both to hold on to his mother
and to wean her from coach i n g. “T h e
whole purpose of B l a ck Nexxus was to
get her work i n g, to write and direct ma-
t e rial for her to star in. Sh e’s not an act-
ing coach in my mind—she’s an actre s s . ”
At Spike Le e’s re q u e s t , B a t s on has ap-
p e a red in three of his fil m s — “B a m b o o-
z l e d , ”“ G i rl 6,” and “ Summer of Sa m” —
but she has been otherwise reluctant to
re t u rn to her first voca t i on .“As a result of
not trusting the business, I won’t put
m ys e l f out there, ” she says . The irony of
this isn’t lost on her. While she works to
coax other actors out of h i d i n g, she her-
s e l f re m a i n s , as she con fesses with a
l a u g h , “in deep hiding—which makes
me an authori ty on hiding. ”

Pa rt of the ch e m i s t ry that exists be-
tween Batson and actors—“She ca n

shake you like a tree and get the fru i t s
d ow n , ” Juliette Binoche says — c om e s
f rom a sense of s a fe ty that her vigilance
g e n e rates in them. B i n o ch e, who con-
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siders Batson one of her best fri e n d s ,
e x p l a i n s ,“I t’s a genero s i ty I’ve ve ry ra re ly
s e e n . Sh e’s listening with, l i k e, six ears.
Sh e’s alw ays trying to see furt h e r. ” Som e
acting coaches like to send the actor out
not knowing quite where he’s go i n g ;
B a t s on sends the actor on his journ ey
with a map. “ She leads you to a place of
d i rect emotional understanding, ”J e n n i fe r
Lo p ez says . “ She gives you con fid e n c e
that when you go out there you know al-
ready yo u’re go o d , b e cause she said so. ”

C o a ching is about intimacy, w h i ch is
impossible without equality—a fact that
appeals to the highly politicized Batson .
“When I sit across from Tom Cru i s e,
doing my job, we have to share on this
intimate level to get a piece of a rt don e, ”
she says .“That role has never been playe d
by a black person . It has to be equal.
E ve ryb o d y — An g l o - Sa xon , G e rm a n ,
Fre n ch—has to make an adjustment.
T h ey have to get rid of a ll kinds of s t e-
re o types in order to sit in the ro om and
do the work . ”

As a coach , B a t s on also has to be
s omething of a shape-shift e r, and she
adjusts her appro a ch to the needs of e a ch
cl i e n t . She first worked with Cruise on
St a n l ey Ku b ri ck ’s “E yes Wide Sh u t . ”
“He said to me, ‘You know, I’ve done this
King of H o llywood thing.I re a lly wanna
a c t , ’ ” B a t s on re ca ll s . “He wanted to gra b
s omething and bite into it. And he did.”
For “M a g n o l i a , ” in which Cruise played 
a woman-hating men’s - e m p ow e rm e n t
g u ru ,B a t s on worked to open him up “ t o
the scumbag in him, the hustler in him.”
She says , “I wanted him to be more
phys i ca l .We worked on an animal—the
f ox . He would start to feel the whole
t h i n g, w h i ch gave him the cl o t h i n g, t h e
l o ok . Once he got the sensation of t h e
t a i l , he was totally pre s e n t . ”

When Batson was hired to help Jen-
n i fer Lo p ez on “E n o u g h , ” a film about
e m o t i onal abuse, she began with what
amounted to a pep talk:“You know, a lot
o f young girls look to you for who they
a re, what they’re gonna wear.You have a
re s p on s i b i l i ty to make sure they under-
stand this wom a n . ” By the end of t h i s ,
Lo p ez was in tears. “E x a c t ly, ” Lo p ez
s a i d . “Once I got Jennifer to have a pur-
p o s e, she knew she had to send it,” B a t-
s on explains. “I could start talking to her
about action s . ”

R e c e n t ly, B a t s on was ca lled in to help
C h ris Rock with “Bad Com p a ny, ” a fil m

in which he plays twin bro t h e r s — one a
H a rv a rd - e d u cated C.I.A.agent and the
other a comic hip-hop hom i e .She found
h e r s e l f s t on ew a lled with “the first re s i s-
tance eve r. ” “ C omedy built my house,
not acting, ” R o ck told her. “What are
you doing here ? ”“H e’s sitting there .H e’s
got khakis and a beautiful shirt with his
legs cro s s e d .H e’s leaning on the couch , ”
B a t s on says .She decided to help him use
his own body language to develop the
ch a racter of the C.I.A. a g e n t . “I said,
‘What about crossing the legs,and stuff?
I f he sat wearing elegant cl o t h i n g, five -
h u n d re d - d o llar shirt s , and you just cro s s
your legs for him—make sure the legs are
c rossed—that would, I think, s e rve the
ch a ra c t e r.’He looks at me.‘And the other
on e, the comic hip-hop ch a ra c t e r, I think
you can put together yo u r s e l f.’ He says ,
‘Yo u’re absolutely ri g h t .’ ” At the end of
their session , B a t s on asked, “You want
me to come back tom o r row so we ca n
m aybe get the emotional life into the
ch a ra c t e r ? ” R o ck worked with her for
eight days , and asked her to go with him
on loca t i on ; she demu r re d . As a ru l e, s h e
s t ays away from the set. ( “I get dire c t o r-
ial—it gets messy.”) The on ly exc e p t i on is
Spike Le e’s fil m s , for which she and Le e
o ften rev i ew the monitor after each take.
“His strength is in the visual,” B a t s on
s ays . “Not necessari ly pulling from the
actor what he wants.”At an early point in
their coll a b o ra t i on , B a t s on was sum-
m oned to Le e’s offic e s . As she re ca lls it,
“He pulled out a notebook and pen, a n d
s a i d , ‘We ll , t e ll me about acting.’ I said,
‘This is not the way to tell you about act-
i n g.’ ‘We ll , just give me a few notes on it.’
Fi n a lly I said, ‘Lo ok , the on ly way I think
you will understand the process is to take
the cl a s s .’ I have yet to see him.”

This summer, B a t s on accepted the
n o t o ri o u s ly temperamental Na om i

C a m p b e ll on the basis of a ph one ca ll .
“By sixteen,Na omi was out on her ow n ,
c reating her ca re e r, ”B a t s on says .“T h a t’s
s omething I understand.Na om i’s boda-
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cious on the ru nw ay. When she com-
m i t s , i t’s won d e rf u l . T h e re is no way
Na omi could work half-assed. She may
not have all the elements, but she’ll have
the coura g e . ” At thirty - on e, a fter a few
h a ph a za rd appearances in fil m s ,C a m p-
b e ll had signed on to perf o rm Eve En-
s l e r’s “The Vagina Mon o l o g u e s ” in Sa n
Francisco and Lon d on , and had flow n
to New Yo rk to spend three weeks
c ramming with Batson . “I’m nerv o u s
when I’m on the ru nw ay, but I’m not
s p e a k i n g, so I’m not playing my emo-
t i on s . I’m used to cove ri n g, ” C a m p b e ll
explained to me.

B a t s on’s style of c o a ching inv o lves a
p a rt i c u l a rly personal scru t i ny; for a celeb-
ri ty, to be experienced and not just seen
can be at once moving and humbling.
“B e cause I’m meeting them on such inti-
mate terri t o ry, I meet their ‘Little Girl , ’ ”
B a t s on says , using her term for the hid-
den or wounded part of s ome of h e r
diva cl i e n t s ,w h i ch the ca rapace of f a m e
hides from the world and from them.
“M a d on n a , for instance. The first thing
she said to me—I don’t make this up—
‘I’m putty in your hands.’ I was waiting
for the testy bitch , the queen who yo u
gotta do it her way.She absolutely, c om-
p l e t e ly surre n d e re d . ” So did Campbell ,
who had never been onstage and had a
limited time in which to get re a d y. From
the first day of Ex-er Actor cl a s s , s h e
d i s p l ayed extra o rd i n a ry access to her
fe e l i n g s .B a t s on had asked the students,
when reliving their moment of t ra u m a ,
to feel the face of the fig u re they were

i m a g i n i n g.“Na omi scre a m e d ,‘No! No ! ’ ”
B a t s on says .“ She didn’t want to go near
the person . It was so vivid for her. Sh e
was ri g h t , right there . ”

By the time I joined them for their
on e - on - on e, C a m p b e ll had alre a d y
w o rked on ch a racters from two such
m om e n t s . The whole experi e n c e, s h e
told me in her bre a t hy, g i rlish voice, h a d
been incre d i b l e . In a green dress and
s n e a k e r s ,C a m p b e ll sat at the steel table
in the business office with Batson and
B a t s on’s assistant Gail Wi ll i a m s . T h ey
w e re in the process of b reaking the lines
o f a scene into beats. C a m p b e ll stu-
d i o u s ly noted the con cl u s i ons in a note-
b o ok with three columns marked acro s s
the top of the page: “Ac t i on , ” “D e s c ri p-
t i on , ” and “Pe r s on a l i zed Materi a l . ”

“I hated my thighs and I hated my
vagina even more, ” C a m p b e ll read out
l o u d . “I thought it was incre d i b ly ugly.
I was one of those women who had
l o oked at it and from that moment on I
wished I hadn’t . It made me sick . ”

“Now,this is a major con fli c t , ”B a t s on
i n t e r j e c t e d . “This is an inner con fli c t . ”

“R i g h t , ” C a m p b e ll said, e n t e ri n g
“inner con fli c t” under the “D e s c ri p t i on”
column in her notebook .

“ So the action is not to go to the loath-
i n g side but a desire not to have such an
inner con flict inside.” T h e n , re fe r ring to
a period of d e p re s s i on in Campbell’s life
d u ring which she stayed in bed for thre e
d ays ,B a t s on added, “The stuff that yo u
felt in the shutdown period is what yo u
want here . ”

C a m p b e ll took notes, then launch e d
into the next line: “I pitied anyone who
had to go down there . I began to pre-
t e n d — ”B a t s on stopped her again. “No,
n o, n o. Do you believe her, that she pit-
ied anyone who would go down there ? ”

“Ye a h , ” C a m p b e ll said, fin g e ring a
d i a m ond cross at her neck .“We ll , she let
Bob go down there . ”

“ She fin a l l y let Bob go down there .
You could make this a total ch a ra c t e r
statement and be a liar about it. Or yo u
can re a lly mean it.”

“No, she hates it. I t’s a fact,” C a m p-
b e ll said.She continued re a d i n g :“I began
to pretend there was something else be-
tween my legs. I imagined furn i t u re—
c o zy futons with light cotton com f o rt e r s ,
little ve lvet settees. Le o p a rd ru g s ,p re t ty
things—silk handkerch i e fs , quilted pot
h o l d e r s , or place settings.”

“Lo ok at the stuff s h e’s putting there .
C om f y, p re t ty things. It tells you what
class the woman is, t o o, ” B a t s on said.
“We’re dealing with a middl e - cl a s s
w om a n . This is the soft , lady side of h e r
c oming out.”

C a m p b e ll ca r ried on : “Wh e n ever 
a man was inside me, I pictured him
inside a mink-lined mu f fle r, or a Chi-
nese bow l . ” At this point, she suddenly
b roke off.

“I’m right here, ”B a t s on said.“Wh a t’s
t o u ching you about this?”

“I got dizzy, a c t u a lly, ” she said, l e a n-
ing back in her ch a i r. “Just got dizzy
t h e re . I wanted to throw up right there . ”

“You may want to ask yo u r s e l f,Wh a t’s
the feeling that’s just occurred now? Yo u
feel how it’s knocking you out?”

Tears were ro lling down Campbell’s
f a c e, and she looked bew i l d e re d . “I fe e l
like something might be wron g. ”

“Can you guess what the fe e l i n g
might be?”

“D e n i a l . ”
“I think yo u’re no longer in denial,”

B a t s on re p l i e d . “I think that’s what the
p roblem is.You want to try again, m ayb e
with the feeling? Wh a t ever it is, i t’s gon n a
stir this up. It re a lly is.”

“We got to ‘Wh e n ever a man was in-
side me’ . . . ”C a m p b e ll broke off a g a i n .“I
h a ve a lot of guilt right now, ” she said.

“H ow about anger?”
“Ye a h , t h e re is anger, b e cause why

c o u l d n’t they see,w hy didn’t they take my
s h u t d ow n ? ”C a m p b e ll said.

Like a prosecutor leading an expert
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INCARNATION

In the blind a bird dog watch e s
as you become irre t ri ev a b l e
and snow geese come down from the east.
Your ch i l d ren look for you where you are not.
In the basement of the house.
The ties we find are drunk with animal life :
the pheasants set in whiskey - c o l o red fri eze .
Heavy English jackets laid like skins.
My milk teeth in a dra w e r.

I taste you in smoked meat near the bon e .
My lungs ru n ,s i ck and guttural and go l d .
You faced an animal. It said, “It hurts so mu ch . ”

—Dana Goodye a r



w i t n e s s , B a t s on said, “ So maybe this is
real anger, you know. ”

C a m p b e ll got up from her chair and
stood unsteadily. “This is the weird e s t
t h i n g. H a ve you ever seen this?”

“ O h , ye a h , ”B a t s on said. “I just want
you to know that we’re not panick e d .
Not ye t . I f you faint, I’ll jump up. Yo u
want to try a couple of ‘ f u ck yo u’s while
I sit here ? ”

C a m p b e ll began to curse. “Fu ck yo u !
Fu ck you!! Fu ck yo u ! ! ! ”Then she stopped,
her eyes glaze d . “I feel so bloody weak,”
she said. “I don’t understand what’s hap-
p e n e d .This is so stra n g e . I ca n’t look at a
p a p e r, and I ca n’t — ”

“Do you want John to leave so yo u
can talk about it?”

I left the ro om .T h rough a glass part i-
t i on , I watched as Batson led Campbell
to the sofa to lie dow n . A few minutes
l a t e r, she joined me in the lobby. “M y
s u s p i c i on is that the anger is the re a l
t h i n g, and to put it on display is a little
t o u g h , ”B a t s on said. “Right now, I think
s h e’s kind of a m a zed at how enraged she
i s . I think she could kill . I’m just gon n a
h a ve to lift it up to art so that when she
gets to this monologue she doesn’t balk.”

H a l f an hour later, C a m p b e ll wok e
u p.Like a flo o red fighter pushing up from
the mat,she struggled to the table.B a t s on
came around and knelt beside her, h o l d-
ing her hand and whispering into her ear.
“Make a sound. Just let yo u r s e l f c ry.Let it
go, ”she whispere d ,as Campbell started to
s o b.“Make a sound! Good.E ve rything is
b reaking up.Let eve rything happen.”

“I’m feeling som e t h i n g, ” C a m p b e ll
mu m b l e d .“I don’t understand.My whole
body is empty. ”

“ ‘I’m having a fe e l i n g, a deep, d e e p
fe e l i n g.’ Say that, p l e a s e, ” B a t s on said.
C a m p b e ll did as she was told and started to
c o u g h .“T h e re you go, ”B a t s on said.“T h e
cough is the indica t i on of the ra g e .I t’s fan-
t a s t i c ,Na om i .This is how talented you are,
h ow sensitive .You took it off the page—
s omething hit you from the page! You don’t
h a ve any escape route now.You ca n’t cove r.
This is an ancient fe e l i n g. T h a t’s how
deep down you put it.I t’s older even than
yo u ,m ayb e . I mean, this is primal stuff. ”

As Campbell sobbed, B a t s on gave
little intakes of b re a t h , as if s h e, t o o,
w e re reining in tears. In the mom e n t ,
B a t s on was not fake, but not entire ly
re a l ,e i t h e r.The maneuve r, she said later,
s i g n a ll e d , “I’m here, I’m feeling yo u .We

can re l e a s e . ” As Batson ze roed in on 
the source of C a m p b e ll’s fe e l i n g s , s h e
began to change her syn t a x , m ov i n g
f rom first person to third person , re fe r-
ring to Campbell’s “Little Girl , ” w h om
she seemed to be ca lling out: “You want
to throw up? You want to curl up? T h i s
is her pain. She has eve ry right to cry.
She has eve ry right to be angry. This is
the fe e l i n g.You didn’t ever feel it before .
And it re a lly hurt s . Yo u’re not gonna be
violated by another person . And yo u
c ome to that just by being clear about
t h i s . And this is why the shutdow n . ”

“I just feel bad for the Little Girl , ”
said Campbell , who by now had cl e a rly
a b s o rbed Batson’s analytic voca b u l a ry.
“Her mother shouldn’t have left her. A
lot of s t u f f I’ve gone through I don’t
think I would have gone through if m y
mother was there . ”

“I’m glad you feel sorry for her, ”B a t-
s on said. “ She was this hurt . T h a t’s the
fe e l i n g. And that feeling yo u’ve been
running from in fifty mill i on ways . ”

A fter a while, B a t s on said, “You did
amazing work ton i g h t . You took time to
h a ve sym p a t hy for that Little Girl ,w h i ch
is the most important work . M aybe to-
m o r row when I see yo u ,yo u’ll be re a d y —
b o o m !—to lift it to art . ”

It was well after midnight by the time
we left . As Campbell and I got into the
e l ev a t o r, another actre s s , who had been
waiting patiently for forty minutes,s m i l e d
and walked into the office for her on e -
on - one with Batson .

Be cause Campbell had slept for 
on ly a few hours and had awakened

with a migra i n e, her lesson the next day
was shifted to her sumptuous lemon -
ye ll ow Upper East Side hotel suite,
w h i ch smelled of l i l i e s .When I re p o rt e d
the events of the previous night to a
f ri e n d ,h e’d quipped, “For a superm o d e l
to pass out unassisted by drugs is a major
a ch i eve m e n t . ”B u t , as Campbell ushere d
us gra c i o u s ly into her ro om , I was disap-
pointed in mys e l f for having laughed.
St ruggle is an opport u n i ty, B a t s on was
f ond of s ayi n g, and Campbell , it was
plain to see, was working hard to grow.
“I had no understanding of what was
h a p p e n i n g, ” she said of her coll a p s e . “I
was like, Why is she not sending me
h ome? When we went through it to the
e n d , I understood. I feel lighter. I fe e l
m o re connected with making peace with

those things that have happened to me.”
The lines that had thrown Camp-

b e ll the night before now posed no
p ro b l e m , and she made it to the end of
the speech : “I began to swell , began to
feel pro u d . Began to love my vagina.
And Bob lost himself t h e re, and I was
t h e re with him, in my vagina, and we
w e re gon e . ”

B a t s on rev i ewed the tra j e c t o ry of t h e
ch a racter—“total shutdown to disgust,
hate to acceptance”—then re t u rned to
the beginning of the monologue to laye r
it with psych o l o g i cal gesture .Like a pla-
t o on sergeant demanding pushups, s h e
ca lled for movements and watched ove r
eve ry adjustment that Campbell made
to her body. For two hours, t h ey went
b a ck and forth over the lines like a bra s s
ru b b i n g, b ringing both Campbell and
the text into greater defin i t i on .

“ Sh e’s ready to work it,” B a t s on said,
as she got into a taxi to go dow n t ow n .
“I usually don’t like to lay it out this
q u i ck ly. But she doesn’t have mu ch
t i m e . ” ( C a m p b e ll , it turned out, was 
a hit in San Fra n c i s c o, and was asked 
by the producers to re p rise the role in
Los Angeles and New Yo rk . ) Te a ch i n g
a c t i n g, it seemed to me, was a con fi-
dence game; that is, it gave con fid e n c e .
C o a ches are entre p reneurs of h o p e .
Their strange alchemy is part psych o l-
o gy, p a rt tech n i q u e, p a rt smoke and
m i r ro r s . What made Campbell and all
the other stars believers was Batson’s in-
t u i t i on . Kidman and Binoche had also
made re fe rence to this quality, and both
could explain it on ly as a kind of m a g i c .
“ She just brings out the truth in som e
p e o p l e, ”C a m p b e ll had told me. I asked
B a t s on if, as a ch i l d , she had been aware
o f having heightened perc e p t i on s . “I
used to ca ll mys e l f c ra zy all the time, ”
she said.“I would make announcements
like ‘U n cle Richie just died.’The ph on e
would ri n g, and Uncle Richie would be
d e a d . So my mother would say to my
s i s t e r s , ‘Meet her at the door. Te ll her
not to have any reve l a t i ons today.’ ” B a t-
s on laughed. “ Sh e’d say, ‘D on’t say any-
t h i n g, b e cause yo u’re gonna put yo u r
mouth on a situation .’ So I thought if I
opened my mouth this evil thing would
h a p p e n . ” B a t s on looked away, as if re-
m e m b e ring herself as that manic little
s h ow o f f. “But in the theatre I was told
that I had to put my mouth on—a n d
that it was all ri g h t . ” ♦
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