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This book is expressly intended for the beginning acting student. The twenty-
five lessons comprise basic material for what could be a one-year or two-
year course in acting fundamentals. The amount of time needed to cover them
will vary to the degree proficiency is sought or expected, for while the material
is presented as an introduction to acting, these are the fundamentals that
professional actors spend their lives exploring and perfecting. None of these
twenty-five lessons can ever be fully learned, not even in a lifetime.

Except for a comment in the afterword (L’Envoi), matters of characteriza-
tion and style are not covered because these are not beginning subjects in
acting. Young actors may wish to leap into the classics and into the extremes
of farce and tragedy well before they have even begun to master the basics
of talking, listening, tactical interplay, physicalizing, building scenes, and
making good choices. The fundamentals, however, should be set down first.
What is in these pages will hold true for Shakespearean acting, for comedy
acting, or for television acting; these lessons should serve as a basis for all
advanced acting skills. Get a good handle on these twenty-five lessons—on
the fundamentals of acting—and you will be able to move into more advanced
acting problems with confidence.

There are many exercises in the first half of the book; there are fewer
in the latter half, where it is expected that the student will be working on
scenes from plays. Suggestions for choosing those scenes and for choosing
roles are given in Part Two. In general, you are advised to find dramatic
material from your own time and culture, and characters close to you in age
and essential experience.

On several occasions, I have referred to “the young actor,” or “the begin-
ning actor,” with the implication that student actors are necessarily young
and awkward. I apologize in advance if I hurt anybody’s feelings in this regard;
there are young and beginning actors who can act with great skill and
eloquence. On the other hand, most student actors are somewhat at sea when
they go out on stage, and the experienced teacher, or director, or audience
member can spot this long before the student can. That’s because you can’t
see or hear yourself while acting, and student actors rarely have the experi-
ence to achieve the kind of objectivity about their performance that veteran
professionals do. The student actor may feel something and be quite satisfied

XV



xvi Preface

(if not overjoyed) at the intensity of that feeling while still not coming within
miles of the intensity a more experienced professional actor would achieve
with the same material. It is actually helpful for the beginning actor to
remember that he or she is a beginner. It takes the pressure off, and you can
try to advance one step at a time rather than taking on the entire artistic
community every time you step onto the stage. This book is designed to start
that process and carry the beginner into some fairly advanced steps.

The last section of this book, on acting technique, involves some topics
not always taught in a beginning acting class. Technique is not always taught
because it often proves difficult for young actors to understand how acting
can involve emotional and psychological reality and controlled acting “tech-
nique” at the same time. It can. Indeed, all fine actors are able to integrate
the emotions in a role with a technical ability to perform the role. It is true
that some actors (usually American) worry more about feelings, and some
actors (usually British or French) worry more about technique, but you do
not need to make a choice. There is nothing at all inconsistent between deep
and honest emotional responsiveness on the one hand and a superior acting
technique on the other. In every section of this book I have tried to indicate
the honest relationships between genuine feeling and controlled acting tech-
nique, and between human reality and the art of the theatre.

I have tried to use ordinary terminology throughout this text. Acting
books, including some of my own, have often wrestled uncomfortably
with semantics; acting discussions are often mired in semantic quarrels of
bewildering complexity. This confusion is perhaps understandable since
acting has given the world its jargon for both psychology (role playing, acting
out) and philosophy (tragedy, persona, and the like). Therefore I have stayed
with words long in the theatrical lexicon (words which themselves are not
precisely defined in all cases), except that I sometimes use goal when others
use intention, and that I sometimes use the acronym GOTE as a memory
tool to help you remember the words Goal, Other, Tactics, and Expecta-
tion in the most useful order.

I have also kept this book as free as possible from considerations of theory.
Students looking for a more theoretical basis for the lessons in this text
might wish to explore them in my Acting Power (Mayfield, 1978). That book
(which does deal with characterization and style) conceptualizes a compre-
hensive system of acting, which might serve as a sequel to this volume. The
interested reader is also directed to my Acting in Shakespeare (Mayfield, 1991)
for lessons, built directly upon those in the present volume, on acting in the
works of that dramatist.

Finally, no one is more aware than I that acting cannot be taught by a
book. Acting can most certainly be taught—and the change over the past
two decades in American acting has largely been the result of an explosion
of actor-training nationwide—but the key ingredient in actor-teaching is the
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teacher. I have tried to keep this book open ended and suggestive rather than
narrow and prescriptive so that it might stimulate, not stultify, the crucial
work of the classroom. Acting and actor-training are individual arts within
a collective and collaborative craft process. The actor must find his or her
way into the self, as well as into the craft, for the art of the theatre is made
out of both ingredients. This book is blind to its readers’ individualities; it
teaches only as interpreted and implemented by you, the actor, or you, the
teacher. I have tried to leave as much room as possible for that interaction,
which I value as highly as any in the arts.

[ am extremely happy to have had the opportunity to revise this text from
its 1984 predecessor. Among other things, the revision has enabled me to
fortify the structure in several ways and to augment the text with various
teaching points I have developed during the intervening years. [ have also
seized the opportunity to add a lesson in preparing monologues and solilo-
quies, as this work is often included in a beginning acting curriculum.

Readers of the first edition of this book may recall that I used the term
victory instead of goal in the earlier work (and VOTE instead of GOTE);
I have, however, subsequently found the simpler goal more practical in the
classroom, and hence I have incorporated it in my writing.

I am particularly pleased to acknowledge the tremendously valuable advice
I've received from the expert professional readers of the first edition, so
thoughtfully solicited by Lansing Hays, supervising editor of this volume.
Their critical counsel has helped to shape and, I believe, improve every lesson
in the book. With their permission, I would like to name them here: Susan
Anthony, SUNY, Binghamton; Virginia Drake, West Valley College;
Katherine H. Ingram, SUNY, New Paltz; Gregory W. Justice, Virginia Tech
University; Ann Klausch, University of Michigan; Jerry Krasser, University
of Connecticut; Tom O. Mitchell, University of Illinois; Marc Powers,
Winthrop College; Jeffrey Smart, University of Minnesota, Duluth; Dennis
Smith, Southern Oregon State College; Samuel W. Williams, Central
Michigan University; and Kathleen Worley, Reed College.
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Introduction:
Preparation for Acting

Can acting be taught?

Yes, of course acting can be taught. In the United States, acting is taught
regularly in literally thousands of colleges, conservatories, workshops, and
professional studios. Virtually all young actors coming into the profession
in the present era have studied acting in some formal manner, and many
professional actors continue their training for years beyond their successful
entry into the profession. So acting is not only taught, it is learned.

Of course, reading any certain list of books, or studying with any parti-
cular teacher or teachers, or enrolling in any particular training program
will not guarantee that you will become a great actor, or even a fair one.
Fine acting demands a rare combination of talents: intelligence, imagination,
psychological freedom, physical dexterity, vocal strength and flexibility,
emotional depth, and an ability to learn from mistakes, criticism, and obser-
vation. It also requires certain personal prowess, which might appear from
time to time as wit, charm, self-confidence, assuredness, honesty, audacity,
charisma, passionate intensity, and compelling candor. These cannot be
taught, directly, in anything resembling their entirety: They are acquired,
if at all, as much through life experience as by training for the stage.

What can be taught, therefore, is a beginning to the art of acting. This
is something more than merely pointing you at the stage and something less
than giving you a fully codified set of rules and regulations. It is a method
of helping you to get the most out of yourself and to train your acting



