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What is Acting? 

 One of my most influential professors, Elizabeth Kemp, who 
unfortunately passed away in 2017, called her students “warriors”. I’ve 
adopted using this word when I’m teaching because actors are 
perseverant, continually opening themselves up to others, revealing their 
vulnerabilities, exposing their souls, and enduring the countless waves 
of rejection throughout their career. These traits are indicative of a 
warrior. 
 Every actor is different. Some never get training. They may have 
a natural ability and grow every time they perform. Other actors take 
acting classes in their community to improve themselves, using the 
learning environment to push them in the right direction. And then there 
is the actor who goes the way of higher education. Training under 
various teachers in their profession to hone their skills and ability. 
 There is no right or wrong path when it comes to approaching the 
art of acting. My belief is that an actor should take a class even if they 
do have a natural ability. They should understand the principles behind 
acting. The choices they make when creating a character and performing 
are exactly that…choices. It should not be through sheer “chance” from 
their natural ability.  
 Another aspect you should be aware of is that an actor’s training 
can be a very frustrating one. It’s one thing to understand the principles 
behind acting but it’s another thing to put it into action. When we act, 
we are creating a real emotion through fabrication. That’s not something 
that people normally do, yet actors create these emotions and make use 
believe that they are experiencing them for the first time.  
 When you begin the process of learning to act, you may feel 
frustrated. You may cry or scream because you aren’t grasping the 
technique and feel like you aren’t getting anywhere. This is perfectly 
normal. Don’t compare your progress to others. Everyone has ups and 
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downs in their craft. We learn at our own pace and you will get there 
when you get there.  
 One more point I want to make about acting: every actor has a 
technique and a set of tools they use. No technique is better than another. 
There is no “one way” to do it. We try, we fail, we succeed, we learn. 
It’s what makes each actor’s style so unique. The techniques and styles 
you use will shape you as an actor and hopefully make you do what you 
do best: act truthfully. The tools that you find in this book are to help 
you along your way. Pick the techniques you like and discard the ones 
you don’t. 
 The tools and techniques that you find in this book are to help 
you get to where you need to be emotionally, mentally, and physically 
when you are unable to achieve this organically. They are tools, nothing 
more. Just as a carpenter uses various tools to shape his woodwork, so 
are you, using various acting tools to shape your craft. 
 Allow yourself time to grasp the ideas contained in this book. 
Try them out. Experiment. Actors succeed because of their perseverance 
and tenacity. Don’t be too hard on yourself when you find yourself up 
against a block or you are trying something that makes you emotionally 
uncomfortable. It’s a natural occurrence. In class, Ron Leibman told us, 
“If it makes you feel uncomfortable, that’s where you need to head.”  
 Playing it safe is not the way of a warrior. You need to push 
through your blocks and achieve those breakthroughs that will 
strengthen you and help you become the warrior that is inside you. 
 In acting class, one of my students asked me to define a character 
actor, in the process, I expounded on Ron’s words adding, there is a 
difference between something that doesn’t feel comfortable and 
something that doesn’t feel right. Usually something that doesn’t feel 
comfortable involves emotions or feelings that we haven’t felt or 
acknowledged and trying to gain access to these emotions puts us in a 
vulnerable state, making us feel uncomfortable. If something doesn’t 
feel right, it usually involves something that affects us either morally, 
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ethically, or just who we are as people, which doesn’t allow us to feel 
“right” doing that part. The trick is to know the difference and being 
able to act on it accordingly. 
 
FOUR RULES TO REMEMBER 
 Because acting is subjective and sometimes it’s easy to fall into 
the trap of feeling unworthy as an actor. As you read and work through 
this book, remember these four important rules to live by as an actor:  
 1. Never apologize for your work – Your work is yours, good or 
bad. We learn from our mistakes. If you apologize for your work it is 
showing that you are not worthy to be watched and people will start to 
expect less from you. Be proud of what you do, maybe you didn’t 
succeed but you put yourself out there and that in itself is an 
achievement. 
 2. Don’t compare yourself to others – Everyone learns and grows 
at their own rate. As actors it’s easy to fall into the trap of comparing 
ourselves to other actors, i.e. This person is making it, I’m not, they 
always get cast and I don’t, everyone understand this concept, why can’t 
I? Comparing yourself will subconsciously keep you back and deter you 
from growing as an actor. 
 3. Give yourself permission to fail – No matter what we do in life, 
we have to learn. We can’t succeed at everything the first time. By 
giving yourself permission to fail, you are allowing yourself to make 
mistakes or fall flat on your face. When that happens, pick yourself up, 
brush yourself off, and do it again. Only by failing can we grow as an 
actor. 
 4. Keep your secrets – Never disclose to another actor or director 
the personal choices you use for substitution, emotional recall, sense 
memory, or anything that gets you in the mindset that you are aiming to 
achieve. It weakens that choice for you and makes it unusable. It gives 
them power over you as an actor. Instead of them thinking about what 
you are giving them, they will be thinking subconsciously, “He told me 
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Acting Overview  

Every day we act without knowing it. We play practical jokes on 
our friends or colleagues, pretending and fooling them to believe 
something before we say, “We’re joking” or “April Fools”, etc. While 
my definition of acting is the art of creating reality on stage or screen, 
you must realize that acting is not “pretending”, this form of pretending 
doesn’t necessarily fall under the category of acting for the stage. 
 Unlike children pretending to be someone or something else, 
acting is a heightened art form. The words, the movement, the voice, the 
emotions, everything is in a heightened form and as an actor we must be 
able to do all of this and make it look natural and realistic as if it is real-
life, a feat hard to do.  

The common misconception by non-actors is that acting is easy; 
anyone can do it. If it was easy everyone would be an actor and it 
wouldn’t be seen as such a lucrative endeavor. However, it is not easy, 
not everyone can do it, and it takes a special person to be able to convey 
his or her emotions honestly and openly while living in a heightened 
state both physically, mentally, and emotionally.  

A question I always pose to a group of new students is: What is 
Acting? While the answers may vary and it may seem a bit harder for 
some to answer than others, I find that generally I hear the same 
responses and only a few are from my list of what I believe acting is. So 
here are my thoughts on acting. Acting is the art of creating reality on 
stage and screen. Acting is being connected to your character. Acting is 
expressing emotion openly and honestly. Acting is observation, 
communication, and listening. Acting is being in the moment. Acting 
“is”.  

There is a recurring argument among actors between two 
principles: acting is reacting and acting is doing. Actors will debate this 
for hours, making their cases and trying to prove the other principle 
wrong. I don’t believe in either of those single principles as being 
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correct. In fact, I believe that acting is a combination of both principles: 
reacting and doing. You cannot do something before you’ve reacted to 
what has happened or been said, and you can’t react to something and 
not do anything. Even standing still and not moving or saying anything 
is doing something.  

You, the actor, are choosing to stand still, or move towards 
something/someone, or say a line. You observe, you listen, you react, 
you do. “Reacting” and “doing” go hand-in-hand. You cannot do one 
without the other. This is acting. 

Now that I’ve shared my semantics on acting, it’s time to get 
down to the nuts and bolts of it all. There are three basic principles that 
drive a character: objective, obstacle, and tactic. Without these firmly in 
place and fleshed out, your character will seem stiff, unconnected, and 
stale. Once an actor learns how to flesh these out, they will be 
unstoppable in creating a living, breathing character. They will be full of 
life, believable, and living “in moment” on stage. You must have 
emotional connection to the text to make it happen. 

Other acting tools I will talk about in this chapter are relationship, 
status, trust, and listening. These basics will focus on you and the other 
actors on stage, aiding you in creating a strong foundation for your 
acting skills and help you when you proceed to CHAPTER 4. 
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Objective/Intention  

Objective and intention are interchangeable and mean the exact 
same thing. These two words will be used throughout the book. 
Objectives or intentions are the driving force for every character. Each 
and every one of them, down to the smallest role has a purpose on stage. 
Their purpose drives them throughout the play. It doesn’t matter if they 
are there for the entirety, are in one scene, have one line, or no lines. All 
of the characters have one thing in common. They want something. 
Your job as an actor is to discover what it is they want. 

Objectives can be put into three categories: Super Objective, 
Main Objective, and Immediate Objective. The Super Objective is what 
a character wants throughout the entire play. The Main Objective is what 
a character wants throughout a scene. The Immediate Objective is what 
the character wants right now within the scene. Learn and understand the 
difference between these three categories and be careful not to confuse 
them with each other.  

To help you define your objective easier, phrase it with “I want”, 
“I“ need”, or “I must have”. Phrasing your objective in this manner 
creates a playable and accessible objective for your character.  Every 
character wants something that propels them through the play/film. 
Examples of objectives are “I want acceptance”, “I need power”, “I must 
have freedom”, etc. When you phrase your objective try not to use “to 
be” verbs. “To be” verbs are a state of being and not always playable by 
an actor.  Examples of “to be” verbs are: to be happy, to be sad, to be 
angry, etc. 

Let’s look at Oleanna by David Mamet. John, a teacher at a 
University, wants to secure his tenure and is in the process of buying a 
house. His wife, (who John talks to on the phone but is never seen), is 
worried about losing the house and his ability to gain the tenure. His 
super objective is to resolve the crisis in his life 
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Voice Overview 

I’ve never learned so much or understood the complexities of the 
voice until I studied with Nova Thomas at Actors Studio Drama School 
– The New School University. It was here that I finally understood and 
grasped the concepts behind the voice and what makes a great vocal 
instrument. 

I use the word instrument because it is just that. The voice is the 
musical instrument of the actor. The breath supports the sound. The 
sound supports the emotion, objective, and tactic. Together they support 
the breath of life for your character. As with any musical instrument, 
you must constantly practice with it: learn how to control the breath, 
support the sound, energize the last note and sustain the sound without 
losing the support. 

Besides the use of breath, sound is also important. The voice is 
capable of producing a variety of pitches, tempos, rhythms, and styles. 
Like singing, the speaking voice is able to achieve staccato, legato, 
rallentando, glissandos, and other musical expressions associated with 
singing. Don’t be afraid to explore the sound of your voice.  

Remember that breath and voice go hand-in-hand. Having 
control over our breath and sound can help in many situations including 
nervousness, speaking too fast, forgetting our lines, lack of vocal 
support, stammering, fumbling over words, and so on. If you find 
yourself in a situation like that, simply pause for a moment, take a 
relaxing breath in, and start again. As Nova reminded us so many times, 
“Redemption is only a breath away.” 
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Warming Up the Voice and Exercises 

 Warming up the voice is essential before rehearsing or 
performing. It helps to ease the voice into breathing correctly, creating a 
strong foundation for support and prepares your lips and tongue for 
speaking. 

The elements of voice 1  consist of Relaxation, Posture and 
Alignment, Respiration and Positioning, Phonation, Support, 
Registration, Resonance, and Articulation. You should always perform 
vocal exercises before a rehearsal, performance, audition, or acting class. 

It is very IMPORTANT that when you use your voice or 
warming-up your instrument that you start at the foundation step: 
relaxation and work in order. Imagine each area as a stepping-stone in a 
pond. You have to step on the first one before you can proceed further 
and reach the other side. You could jump to the second or third one but 
you might slip and fall in the pond. The same can be said for the 
elements of good vocal production. You can’t have good articulation 
and placement if resonance hasn’t been warmed-up, and you can’t have 
a strong hold on resonance if your registration isn’t tuned, and so on. So 
start on relaxation and work in order. I will now introduce you to 
exercises2 to help warm up the voice and the order to follow with each 
vocal area.

                                                
1 Notes taken from Thomas, N. (Fall 2006). Voice and Speech III. Actors Studio 
Drama School, New School University. 
2 Exercise notes taken from Thuman, T. (Fall 1991). Voice I. Pacific Conservatory of 
the Performing Arts, Allan Hancock College. 
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Relaxation 
  

 Having a relaxed body is just as important to your voice as is the 
ease of breath. It is conducive to performing at your best. Remember to 
always breathe and check in with your body for any unneeded tension. 
Instead of using your muscles to physically adjust any tenseness in your 
body, use your breath to release and ease the tension. Always apply 
tension on the inhale, and release of tension on the exhale. It’s never the 
other way around.  

When doing any relaxation exercise lying down, don’t drift off 
and fall asleep. Stay focused at all times. The best way to accomplish 
this is to do “active breathing”. This means the breathing is steady, not 
too deep and not too shallow. If it’s too deep you won’t be able to relax 
and if it’s too shallow, you will fall asleep. 
  
LAVA 

Lie down flat on the floor. Imagine your body being filled with 
hot lava. Take nice even breaths in through the nose and exhale through 
your mouth. Once you have established a relaxed rhythm of breathing, 
imagine that your body is being filled with lava.  

Starting at your toes, imagine it filling your ankles, claves, knees, 
thighs, buttocks, stomach, back, chest, shoulders, arms, hands, fingers, 
neck, and head. Go slowly starting at your toes and ending at your head.  

As you are imagining your body being filled with the lava, allow 
your body to sink into the ground. Your breathing should remain steady 
and unforced. Allow your body to maintain the feeling of this thick 
liquid filling every space.  

Continue breathing and then, starting at your toes and working 
up in the same order, imagine that the hot lava is cooling down. As it 
does, it becomes hard and non-pliable. As the lava hardens, imagine 
your body sinking deeper into the ground.  
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Character Analysis Overview 

One of the challenging aspects about acting is creating a 
character. The best way to prepare yourself for Character Analysis is by 
using the exercises and techniques I described in the previous chapters. 
Creating a character does not happen in the blink of an eye. It takes 
more than just saying, “The character should be like this.” You need to 
explore, discover, and investigate all possibilities. 

Stanislavsky’s Building a Character expounds deeply into this 
topic. He uses a fictional classroom setting to give examples on how to 
create a character. I definitely recommend reading it if you need a more 
thorough explanation into this process.  

It’s important that when you are creating a character that you 
don’t have a preset notion for him or her. It’s all right to have a general 
idea about your character. When you start to do your character analysis 
that’s when your character will begin to come to life and develop into a 
full, living person not a caricature of what you want to represent. 

The exercises I describe in the following sections help with 
character analysis and development. I put them in order of execution 
from easiest to hardest.  
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Monologues Overview 

 Finding a monologue can be a challenge.  Most of the online 
play services that sell plays like Concord Theatricals formally Samuel 
French Company. And Dramatist Play Service (DPS) sometimes offer a 
preview of the script but sometimes that’s not enough to know if you’ll 
like the play or even know if there is a monologue in it for you to do. 
You can go to bookstores but many of them only have a small section of 
plays most of them classic, most are classical, and a few recent entries.  
 They usually have monologue books for you to buy, but again, 
sometimes it’s hard to tell if the monologue from the collection is from 
an actual play or a stand-alone. I’ll talk about that in the “Choosing a 
Monologue” section of this chapter.  
 If you go to an audition and hear a monologue you like, write it 
down and try to find it so you can learn it for a for a future audition. 
Your acting friends may have some ideas, as well as an acting coach. 
And finally, just go online and search for monologues and see what pops 
up. In any case, there are plenty of resources you can use to search and 
find monologues.  

A resource you might find useful is stageagent.com. It doesn’t 
have a huge variety to choose from but it's a great place to start. The 
other two web sites which I mentioned above are: dramatists.com and 
concordtheatricals.com (Formally Samuel French, Inc.)  

Whatever way you find your monologue, know that it’s going to 
take some time. But finding the right monologue that works for you is 
better than finding a mediocre one that sometimes works on occasions. 



The Portable Acting Coach  CHAPTER 9: ACTING  
 WORKING ON MONOLOGUES AND SCENES 
 CUTTING AND PASTING A MONOLOGUE 
 

 287 

Cutting and Pasting 

 This term refers to taking a monologue and shortening it for the 
purposes of an audition or taking a scene between two people and 
removing the dialogue of one character to create a monologue. This is a 
standard practice for most actors, however, remember that this does not 
mean you can replace words that you don’t want to say if it is in the 
lines you are keeping. 
  In the old days before computers were invented, actors would 
photocopy a monologue and literally cut out the sections of the 
monologue they wanted to use with scissors and paste it into their 
monologue book. This process was used primarily to shorten the 
monologue because a monologue should be no longer than a minute and 
a half, two minutes absolute maximum for an audition. 
 This phrase was used long before it was adopted by computer 
users. When cutting and pasting a monologue there are a few things to 
keep in mind.  

1. Do your best to keep the arc of the monologue intact. 
2. Be sure the ideas and a character’s thought process make 

sense. 
3. Anything that it is important for the character to say to move 

the monologue forward remains. 
4. If, creating a monologue from a scene and there is a 

transition line that the other character says that is important 
for your character’s monologue to make sense, simply have 
your character say that line as if they are repeating or 
commenting on that line and then continue with the actual 
lines you are keeping. 

I’m going to give you two examples of the cutting and pasting 
technique with two monologues that I did with this method. The first is 
example is taking a scene and turning it into a monologue. 
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This is from the brilliantly funny play, Noises Off by Michael 
Frayne. Here is the scene: 

 
*** 

Garry Don’t worry about the words, Dotty, my pet. 
Dotty Coming up like oranges and lemons. 
Garry Listen, Dotty, your words are fine, your words are better 

that the, do you know what I mean? (To Brooke) Isn’t that right? 
Brooke ((her thoughts elsewhere) Sorry? 
Garry (to Dotty) I mean, OK, so he’s the, you know. Fine. But, 

Dotty, love, you’ve been playing this kind of part for, well, Jesus, you 
know what I mean. 

Lloyd All right? So. Garry and Brooke are off, Dotty's· 
holding the receiver… 
Garry No, but here we are, we’re all thinking, my God, we open 

tomorrow night, we’ve only had a fortnight to rehearse, we don't’ know 
where we are, but my God, here we are! 

Dotty That’s right, my sweet. Isn’t that right, Lloyd? 
Lloyd Brilliantly put, Garry. 
Garry No, but we’ve got to play Weston-super-Mare all the rest 

of this week, then Yeovil, then God knows where, then God knows 
where else, and so on for God knows how long, and we’re all of us 
feeling pretty much, you…9To Brooke) I mean, aren’t you? 

Brooke Sorry? 
*** 

 
And here is the cut and paste version: 
 
Garry Listen, Dotty, your words are fine, your words are better 

that the, do you know what I mean? (To Brooke) Isn’t that right? (To 
Dotty) I mean, OK, so he’s the, you know. Fine. But, Dotty, love, 
you’ve been playing this kind of part for, well, Jesus, you know what I 
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Auditions Overview 

Auditions. The word alone can strike fear into any actor. The 
idea of getting up in front of complete strangers and delivering a 
monologue or song to get a role in a show can be very scary. We worry 
about how we will look, how we will sound, what others will think of us. 
It’s not uncommon to feel this way but can be prevented or at least 
alleviated if you prepare yourself beforehand.  

Most actors learn about auditions from trade papers like 
Backstage (NY, CA), PerformInk (Chicago) or other newspapers from 
their cities. Nowadays, theatres post their auditions on their websites, 
social media, or other online venues. Some auditions are found by word-
of-mouth and through casting agencies. Whichever way you learn about 
an audition, the best thing you can do is be prepared and know how to 
approach the process with the best tools in order to give the best 
impression. 

I will also cover how to audition for film/commercials. When 
applicable, I will cover what to do for those types of auditions in the 
sections of this chapter that require it. 

Remember, no matter if it’s theatre or film, your audition starts 
from the minute you make contact with those holding the audition until 
the minute you walk out. 
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Scheduling an Audition  
(Agent or Agency)  

 Casting notices for commercials, film and stage from agencies 
are usually screened through the agencies. If you are chosen for an 
audition, the agency will contact you and supply the location, time, date, 
and sides (the script to learn), if there are any. You should always ask 
the agency what they are expecting you to wear. Never call the 
production company regarding any question about the auditions. All 
questions should be directed to your agent or agency. 
 Write everything down or print out the email that your agent 
sends to you. This will ensure that you won’t forget anything and you 
will be well prepared. When talking to your agent or agency have your 
personal calendar, production schedule or class schedule handy so you 
can make sure that the days and times of your audition won’t conflict 
with any upcoming events. One of the worst things an actor can do is 
schedule a time for an audition and then cancel because of a previously 
scheduled conflict. This could reflect negatively on you and your agency, 
preventing you from being submitted for future projects. 

If you have to cancel for any reason, contact your agency as soon 
as you can and explain your situation. Depending on the audition, you 
may be able to reschedule if the auditions are happening on multiple 
days.
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Scheduling an Audition (Casting Notice)  

Most casting notices have all the information needed for the 
audition. Pay close attention to the time, location and roles that are open 
for audition. Always have your personal calendar, production schedule, 
or class schedule handy so you can make sure the days and times won’t 
conflict with any upcoming events.  

If the casting notice requires you to call and make an 
appointment, call from your home. This will prevent any distractions or 
interference while scheduling your audition time. Calling from home 
will also allow you not to feel rushed while making the call. If you have 
any questions regarding the audition, now is the time to ask. Be sure that 
any questions you are asking have not already been answered in the 
casting notice. This is the information you should write down when 
scheduling the audition: time, place, persons conducting the auditions, 
and what is expected, such as monologues, songs, cold readings, or 
provided sides.  

Should you need to leave a message for an audition, give as 
much information on the message without rambling on. Leave your 
name, phone number, the reason you are calling and the best time they 
can reach you. Do not leave any additional questions on the message, 
you can ask those when they return your call. If there is a possibility that 
you will not be able to answer your phone when they return your call, it 
is acceptable to leave one or two questions on the message. 
 If you have been called by a theatre to audition for a part, in 
addition to the items covered in the last paragraph, you should also ask 
about the name of the play, the role they want you to audition for and if 
there is something in particular they would like to see from you. They 
might tell you to bring a monologue or they may say that you are 
reading from the script. Make sure you get all information.
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