
MMany years ago when I was a graduate student working on my master of fine arts (MFA) in performance 

at Ohio State University, I played the lead role of Hedda in a challenging production of Hedda Gabler, 

by Henrik Ibsen. Because this production was specifically selected for our MFA company as part of 

our senior year company project, I felt a great deal of pressure to make sure I was well versed in the 

character of Hedda. I immersed myself in the process and spent many hours, both on and off the stage, 

preparing for the role. To help myself understand Hedda’s spirited nature, I even went as far as taking 

horseback riding lessons and learning to shoot a pistol, as these activities were a passion for her. 

 Despite the fact that the production received favorable reviews, I fell into a bit of a depression when it 

ended. Chalking it up to post-production blues, I ignored my state. Soon I noticed that my relationships 

with others seemed to be strained. I was often tense and moody for no apparent reason. One day, the 

director of the show expressed his concern: “What has happened to you? You used to be a lot of fun.” 

This comment struck me as odd since I did not notice my behavior had shifted since Hedda Gabler closed.

 After some soul searching, I came to the realization that I had been carrying over the emotional state 

of the character Hedda. Residues of her character were infecting my personal life. Aside from general 

advice on how to relieve stress in my life, no one was able to give me any specific technique I could 

use to leave the character onstage. Eventually, after several months, I moved on when I refocused my 

energy on new projects. But even to this day, I have a dark memory of that time period.
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Emotional Hangover Defined

 The condition that affected me has a name – 
emotional hangover – and it is a surprisingly common 
problem for both professional and student actors. A 
survey of 20 professional and educational theatre 
participants through Survey Monkey in August 2012 
found that 80 percent of respondents had witnessed 
or experienced a form of emotional hangover. While 
this survey only scratches the surface of the theatre 
population, previous studies conducted over a period 
of 20-plus years by researchers in psychology and in 
theatre, such as Richard Schechner, Richard Owen 
Geer, Mark Cariston Seton, Suzanne Burgoyne, 
Susana Bloch and Anna Kurtz, have made similar 
conclusions. Due to the nature of acting, performers 
are inherently vulnerable to emotional hangovers.
 The term was introduced in 1993 by Chilean 
neuroscientist and psychologist Susana Bloch, 
creator of the Alba Emoting Technique, in an article 
published in Theatre Topics. Emotional hangover is 
a condition that actors experience when they are 
unable to leave behind the emotional connection 
they created with a character on the stage. It implies 
something more than just feeling blue or exhausted 
because a production has ended. When an emotional 
hangover occurs, you unconsciously carry over into 
your normal life the emotional state of the character 
you have been portraying.

Signs of Emotional Hangover

 When emotional hangover occurs, an actor’s 
personal life becomes altered. Many experience long-
term effects such as changes in their relationships 
and personality, and many have disturbing dreams. 
In the August survey, a number of respondents 
described the symptoms they experienced. 
 A professional performer, who asked not to be 
identified, shared a troubling experience she had 
after a production of the play Proof. She wrote: “My 
mother died just prior to tech weekend, and I had to 
push all of my personal issues aside to get through 
the production of Proof, which dealt with the death 
of a parent. Thus, once the show closed, I fell into a 
deep depression and kept reliving the play in my 
dreams, possibly as a coping mechanism. It took 
about six months to fully shake off the problems that 
arose, and I still consider it the worst experience I’ve 
ever had doing a play.” The actress in Proof had not 
been taught any releasing techniques prior to Proof, 
until she studied Meisner, and learned how to, as she 
states “turn a performance off upon its conclusion.” 

 Another respondent, who is a student pursuing 
a bachelor of fine arts (BFA) degree in theatre at a 
prestigious conservatory in the Midwest, experienced 
emotional hangover after working on a production 
where he played the role of an “epileptic boy with 
multiple speech disorders.” He states that, he had 
to “self-induce four seizures a show which was 
extremely taxing on my body, mind and emotional 
sanity.” He said he often had “disturbing flashbacks 
about my character and the show for many months 
afterwards. I had a slew of panic attacks during that 
time, along with an overall rise in my anxiety. It was 
hard to be around people for a while as a result.”
 Adam Kissinger, a professional actor, recalled an 
example of an actress who was playing the role of 
Madge in William Inge’s play Picnic, who ignored the 
symptoms of emotional hangover. In the survey, he 
writes: “This actress believed she had great difficulty 
approaching the role, but I believe she got too close 
to the character and what she perceived as inability 
to step into the character, was actually her inability 
to step out of the character. Because she stayed in 
character during the entire run of the show, she 
felt no different on stage than she did in her daily 
routines, which made her constantly miserable. So, 
someone who was normally effervescent and social 
became reclusive and hid away from everyone after 
rehearsals and performances.”
 These performers’ stories, along with my own 
experience working on Hedda Gabler, illustrate 
how intense emotional hangovers can be. In these 
situations, the experience becomes "tonic," a term 
that Bloch uses in her book, The Alba of Emotions, 
to describe “experimental subjects” who were 
working on her training technique, Alba Emoting. 
She distinguishes between a “chronic state” that is 
“phasic” if short-lived, or “tonic” if maintained over 
time. The “tonic” state can have serious consequences 
for the actor’s mental and emotional health. 

Techniques to Overcome Emotional Hangover

 Theatre training programs introduce a variety of 
acting techniques to help actors learn how to get into 
character, but few also teach a releasing technique. 
Yet, based on the experiences of participants in the 
August survey, emotional hangover is a potential 
occupational hazard for many actors. 
 How can actors avoid or overcome it? The 
following are a few character releasing techniques 
shared by survey respondents, student actors and 
participants in a recent master class I led at the South 
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Carolina Theatre Association convention.
•	 Putting	the	character	away

  Mel Shrawder, a teacher at the Michael Chekov 
Acting Studio in New York City, shares a simple 
approach he has used: “Having items of the character 
in your dressing room, and simply turning them over, 
or putting them away for the evening.” Shrawder 
notes that the difficult part of an emotional hangover 
“happens AFTER the production has closed, rather 
than night to night.” By putting the character “away” 
each night, the actor grows accustomed to leaving it 
behind.
•	 Decompression	sessions

 Nicole Halbeisen, the director of a secondary 
school drama program, says she helps her actors 
step-out of character with “decompression sessions.” 
These are post-production discussions where actors 
share their experiences about the production. 
This gives them a reality check, helping them to 
understand that the process they went through is 
now complete and that they can move on, she says.
•	 The	mirror

 A student who participated in my master class at 
the South Carolina Theatre Association Convention 

shared a technique he was taught by a director. The 
students were told to imagine themselves looking 
into a mirror with their character looking back at 
them. Then they were to turn around and wave 
goodbye as they stepped away. This imaging work 
helped them to leave their character behind, in 
another existence that is represented by the mirror. 
•	 The	cell	phone	bag

 Anna K. Kurtz detailed a releasing technique, 
“The Cell Phone Bag,” in her 2011 thesis, Completing 

the Circle: the Actor’s Cool Down. During a production 
of Apartment 3A that she was directing, Kurtz would 
withhold all cell phone use during rehearsals, even 
during breaks. This would force the performers to 
stay “rooted to the rehearsal.” But when the rehearsal 
was finished, they could immediately use their cell 
phones. This helped them “transition from the acting 
space back to everyday lives,” she said. Kurtz was able 
to capitalize on the appeal of cell phones for students 
and use it to her advantage. 
•	 Miscellaneous	techniques

 Students in my acting classes have shared other 
techniques such as Tai Chi, focusing on upcoming 
projects, or using their skills as writers to “move 
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 I thought: ‘What could be more experiential for rural, Southern fine arts 

students than to go to Burning Man?!’ I had no idea how right I was. 

Burning Man changes our students’ lives. 





-- including the step-out – are first introduced to 
the “neutral breath” pattern. The “neutral breath” 
consists of using deep abdominal and thoracic 
inhalations and exhalations of equal length. The 
posture is tall and balanced, with head floating on 
top of the spine. The face, eyes and jaws are relaxed, 

[their] mind frame from one character to another.” 
The common through line in all of these techniques 
is that they rechannel their focus away from the 
production or situation at hand that appears to 
overwhelm them.
 The techniques students suggested are similar to 
older techniques of directors and teachers that were 
shared by Richard Geer in a 1993 article in Theatre 

Topics titled "Dealing with Emotional Hangover: 
Cool-down and the Performance Cycle in Acting." 
Included are “rituals of eating and drinking” after 
the performance, or “group breathing” and “quietly 
talking about the performance.” 

The Step-Out 

 The Alba Emoting step-out method is the one I 
find most useful in helping students avoid emotional 
hangover. Several years after my Hedda Gabler 
emotional hangover, I was exposed to this method 
at an Association for Theatre in Higher Education 
(ATHE) convention. The step-out is an intrinsic part 
of Alba Emoting, a physical technique developed by 
neuroscientist Susana Bloch for releasing, maintaining 
and controlling emotional states on stage. 
 Actors learning the Alba Emoting technique 

Steps 1, 2 and 3 of 
the Alba Emoting 
step-out technique 
are demonstrated at 
left. Begin the step-out  
by standing with feet 
shoulder width apart, 
toes facing forward. 
Relax your arms at 
your side. Look out in 
front to a horizon point.
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with the eyes soft and focused out on the horizon. 
Once the actor has learned how to connect to this 
neutral state easily, then the step-out process is 
introduced. 
 Following is a detailed description of the step-out 
process: 
 1) Stand with feet shoulder width apart with toes 
facing forward. 
 2) Arms should be relaxed, by your side. 
 3) Look out in front to a horizon point. (Photo, 

previous page)

 4) Begin the neutral breath pattern of deep, even 
inhalations in through the nose and out through the 
mouth – creating a circular breathing cycle. 
 5) Once this breathing cycle is established, bring 
your hands together, softly intertwining fingers, 
and float your arms over your head while inhaling. 
Synchronize the arms rising with the tempo of one 
inhale. (Right, top photo)

 6) Once you reach the top, bend your elbows and 
lower your hands behind your head. (Right, middle 

photo)

 7) Slightly squeeze your hands as the breath 
begins its exhalation cycle. Using the same count, 
float the inter-twined hands back to the starting 
position. 
 8) Repeat this series three times. 
 9) At the conclusion of the third time, release your 
hands and gently wipe away the "cobwebs" from your 
face. (Right, bottom photo)

 10) This is followed by a series of shaking 
movements and sounds that break the linear posture 
in order to throw off the axis. (Photo, next page)

 11) Actors may repeat the steps several times if 
needed, depending on the strength of their emotional 
connection with the character.

How does the step-out help?

 Actors who have used the step-out technique say 
this breathing pattern creates a sense of calmness and 
neutrality. Michael Newberry, a student in my master 
class at the South Carolina Theatre Association 
Convention, stated that “combining the physicality 
with the breathing was very effective” and that he 
felt surprisingly more alert when we finished.
 Students in my undergraduate acting classes at 
Lander University also have found the Alba Emoting 
step-out helpful. As one student, Stephanie Conley, 
put it, this technique “allows me to relax and release 
my character.” Several said the horizon point is 
especially effective in helping them to maintain focus 

Step 5 of the step-out: Move your arms overhead while inhaling

Step 6 of the step-out: Lower your hands behind your head.

Step 9 of the step-out: Wipe away the "cobwebs" from your face.
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and push all the stressful thoughts out of 
their minds. Others felt the breathing and 
arm movements helped release the excess 
tension they had been carrying around. 
 I also used the technique with actresses 
involved in Lander University’s recent 
production of For Colored Girls Who Have 

Considered Suicide When the Rainbow was 

Enuf, by Notazake Shange. Given the 
strong subject matter in this play, the step-
out was a particularly helpful releasing 
technique at the end of each rehearsal and 
performance. Like the master class and 
undergraduate acting students, the cast 
members noted feelings of calm in their 
feedback after the step-out was introduced 
to them. The actress who played Lady in 
Orange, said that the step-out helped her 
release the emotions she was carrying as 
a result of her role. 
 Roxanna Rix, an associate professor 
of theatre at Kutztown University in 
Pennsylvania and a certified Alba Emoting 
teacher, notes that the “neutral breath” in 
this technique helps bring the body back to 
biochemical balance.” This is a natural effect 
of the movements involved in the step-out, 
according to Oscar Ichazo. In his book, 
Master Level Exercise: Psychocalisthenics, he 
notes that exercises which involve raising 
the arms over the head engage the three 
segments of the lungs. This in turn helps 
sustain the “ratio of the pH (acid base 
relationship) in our blood.” Ichazo says 

this helps in “cleansing our organism 
and intensifying the absorption of pure 
vitality and energy.” This is why when 
actors execute the step-out correctly they 
feel a release and rebalancing of their entire 
being.

More Training Needed

 Although emotional hangover was 
introduced as a common problem for actors 
nearly 20 years ago, many performers are 
not aware of the term – and have not been 
taught techniques for dealing with it.
 “It is interesting that one arrives at a 
theatre with an hour or half-hour call, and 
gets dressed with plenty of time to get into 
character, but when the play ends, actors 
rip off their mics and clothes, as wash must 
be done, and can’t wait to get out of the 
theatre,” notes Shrawder, who teaches at 
the Michael Chekov Acting Studio in NYC. 
“So stepping in seems fine time-wise as 
a presentation will follow – stepping out 
demands more discipline to do, as we take 
for granted we know who we are, and we 
don’t need a lot of touchy, feely nonsense. 
Let’s get a beer. We’ve got friends waiting. 
... When I finished Jaime in A Long Day’s 

Journey into Night, I could intuitively feel I 
needed a little recovery time.” 
 Similarly, Laura Facciponti Bond, 
chair of the Drama Department at the 
University of North Carolina Asheville and 
a certified Alba Emoting instructor, notes 
a lack of training in techniques for dealing 

Step 10: Use a series of shaking movements and sounds to break the linear posture.
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with emotional hangover – and says it is 
important to offer actors help.
  “Before learning Alba Emoting, I did not 
have any tools available to me to keep from 
experiencing emotional hangover,” Bond 
says. “People would conduct warm-ups, 
but never ‘cooldowns’ and certainly the 
idea of neutralizing after a performance 
or rehearsal was never introduced.”
 Whether using the step-out of Alba 
Emoting or another method, it seems 
clear that some type of character releasing 

Monique Sacay-Bagwell, 
chosen as Outstanding 
Theatre Teacher in South 
Carolina by the South Carolina 
Theatre Association in 2011, 
is a professor in the Mass 
Communication and Theatre 

Department at Lander University in Greenwood, 
SC. She is certified at the CL2 level in ALBA 
Emoting Technique. 

technique should be included in training 
programs so actors learn not just to step 
into a role, but to step out of the role when 
they step off the stage. n
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