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Introduction
 
 
This book began in 1973. It was my first year of teaching theatre. I had no "how-to" textbook, just a collection of class notes and class exercises. I tried using the hand-me-down exercises and projects I had as a student. While some worked, some didn't. There were some I adapted, some I made up and some my students made up. Every day in class was a learning experience.
 
 
The collection of warm-ups, improvisations and projects developed thanks to collaborations with students and fellow teachers – as well as decades of being in the classroom.
 
 
This book is for the beginning actor and theatre teacher/director/mentor. But it's also good for seasoned actors to get back to basics, so there's much here for the more advanced.
 
 
It is divided into two parts: the first has words of advice, terminology, exercises and "tips of the trade" for actors; the second is about directing shows. 
 
 
As a final note: this book will never be finished. As with all good theatre, it will always be refined, polished and improved upon with the passage of time. 
 
 
Palmore
 
 
P.S. Look for my follow-up book – “Theatre Curriculum for High School” (Part Two of the Make Theatre Happen series)
 

Apologies in advance…
 
 
I use the masculine form throughout this book. I'm a guy and it's easier for me to write that way. This is not a judgment about the best actors, directors or teachers being male. I think Meryl Streep is the best actor, and some of my favorite designers, teachers and directors are female.
 
 
I spell theatre “re,” the British way. I just think they got it right. Also, I'm not a “drama” teacher. Drama, to me, is a play you read. I teach “theatre” – plays performed and seen.
 
 
I'll shoot in a personal opinion here and there, and a debate could start about it. It's not meant to be fact, nor should it be treated as such.
 
 
True stories are in italics. However, the names I use in the stories are not real.
 

ACTING
 
The Actor and His Voice
 
The Actor and His Body
 
The Actor and His Mind
 
Creating the Character
 
 
This section of the book is meant for actors to hone their skills. There are many exercises and projects to keep you in shape. These exercises can be used in a classroom setting, or can be worked on personally.
 
First, the training; and training concepts; second, the exercises to help you learn these concepts.
 
 

Acting is…
 
 
Doing something in the play's circumstances. The moment an actor ceases to do onstage, he has no
reason for being there.
 
 
Exercise: Step on stage and stand in front of an audience. If you do nothing, you will become conscious of the audience. So, give yourself a job – such as counting the number of seats in the room, the number of lights or the number of boards on the floor. Your preoccupation with the audience will disappear because you are busy doing something. 
 
 
Exercise: Write a letter. Don't act like you are writing - actually put down words and make sentences. Then, write a letter in circumstances. Imagine you are in a hospital waiting room and have to leave sooner than expected. Your friend is on an operating table. It's serious. You are writing to tell her that you have always had a special place in your heart for her but never been able to say it. The more detail you put in the circumstances, the better that letter will be, and the better actor you will be.
 
 
Project: In every scene you work on, give yourself a job. Make it believable. Make it real. 
 
 
Reacting and listening: This is as important as doing. Doing is for yourself, but reacting is a response to another performer and to the situation at hand. It must be immediate, real and in the moment. Watch. Watch. Watch. Listen. Listen. Listen. Repeat.
 
 
Keeping it simple: Not overdoing. Overdoing manifests itself in exaggerated motions, excessive sighing and yes, snorting. The actor is telling the audience how he is feeling rather than showing. Be real in the circumstances. Be there in the where, who and why of the scene. Nothing more, nothing less. Keep It Simple, Stupid (K.I.S.S.)
 
 
	I was walking down the Frieze Building hall in Ann Arbor, Mich., when my best friend and fellow actor called me into a room. He asked me to sit, then told me a story about the teacher he had a crush on when he was in grade school. The story was personal and quite sad. I got caught up in it almost immediately. When he was done, he asked, "How was that?" My response was, "How was what?" It turned out he was doing a monologue. I was struck by how natural and effortless he made it seem. That moment changed my opinion about acting. The performance was so good, I wasn't aware of "acting."

 
 
 
Taking risks, failing and trying again: With every scene and monologue you do, make an effort to try something you haven't done, or choose a scene and a monologue that poses a challenge. There's no sense in staying the same as a performer.
 
 
Exercise: When working on a monologue or scene with a partner, experiment with emotions, tempos and properties. Experiment with subtext. Paraphrase your scene, and rehearse the lines based on that paraphrase. Change the paraphrase. Experiment again.
 
 
	Posted in my office, and quoted often in my classes, is a quote from the playwright Samuel Beckett: "Ever try? Ever fail? Never Mind. Try again. Fail again. Fail better." It is my life mantra. No work ever develops without the risk, and acceptance, and growth from failure.

 
 
Knowing your sense of “size:" Determine how big you need to be vocally and physically in any given performance space. A gesture may be purposeful and real, but an audience member may not see it 20 feet away. Make your gesture larger than real so that audience members can see it. This is also true for your voice. Projection, though often misinterpreted as yelling, is an apt word for this. Better projection comes from deeper breathing and proper articulation, i.e., emphasizing consonants, especially those at the ends of words.
 
 
Exercise: With a fellow actor, recite a monologue or read a newspaper, standing five feet apart. Make sure your partner notes the quality of your sound, whether too large or too small to fill the space between the two of you. Switch roles and do it again. Then do the same at 10 feet. You will now need to hit those consonants slightly harder. Again, make sure your partner gives you feedback about the sound quality. It needs to sound like what it did at five feet. Switch again. Only when you've mastered 10 feet should you go to 15 and so on.
 
 
A secondary goal of this same exercise is to have your partner give you feedback about the appropriate size of your gestures.
 
 
Project: Make it a semester’s goal to get to 40 feet. It will take time. It is totally worth it. Not all stages have microphones.
 
 
Knowing your strengths and weaknesses: Know what you do well and what you need to work on. Assess yourself, then do the same assignment with a fellow actor. Give each other constructive criticism. Be honest, but not cruel. Make this a class exercise.
 
 
Exercise: Every six months or so, make a list of what you do well as an actor. It could be something as simple as, "I move well onstage" or "I'm a good dancer" or "I have a good sense of pitch" or "I memorize fast.” Then, list what you still need to improve upon. "I've been told that I don't project as well as I could" or "I never know what to do with my hands as an actor."
 
 
Project: For the next six months, target your weaknesses and work on them. Research exercises that help fix these problems. (There are many exercises to help you in this book, but don't stop here!) Work with fellow actors on their projects.
 
 
Hard Work and Drive: It is great to have talent and I have worked with many talented actors. But it doesn't stop there. Actors who succeed are driven. They constantly want to get better and are humbled by the competition they have. In response, they work even harder. 
 
 
Project: Look up biographies of actors you admire. The best are talented and phenomenally hard working. Their learning never stops.
 
 
Communion: There is nothing more exhilarating than communion with an audience. You will know it when it happens. You become one with them. You breathe, they breathe. The only way this can happen is when the actor is completely open and vulnerable. Communion also occurs with fellow actors and is essential for great scene work. Get to know your acting partner well. Put aside personality differences and assume a professional relationship when you work together. Get to work quickly and stay focused!
 
 
Maintaining, then extending what your body can do. Eat healthy, exercise. Stay in shape. Do exercises for flexibility, range and relaxation. Do vocal exercises in proper breathing, as well as tongue twisters. Make this your daily regimen. Hey, it's good for you!
 
 
About telling your story: Acting is about telling a story in your own unique way. Use other people's versions of the story to inspire at most, but do not imitate. Ownership doesn't happen unless it's your version of the story.
 
 
Exercise: Look up the meanings of these key words in “Acting” and find out how these words are important for actors.
 
 
React, Revise, Respond, Recover, Reveal, Repeat, Relate, Recall, Imitate, Impulse, Improvise, Improve
 
 
Project: Through daily voice warm-ups and exercises, try to extend your range vocally. We wake up with a voice that is naturally relaxed and lower. See if you can maintain that deeper lower resonance without stressing your vocal cords. Conversely, in the latter part of the day, do vocal scale warm-ups to extend your higher range. Set yourself goals that are achievable and keep it fun. Have a partner to keep you accountable.
 
 
	As a graduate student, I had two teachers who schemed to extend my vocal range over the course of a semester. One gave me characters in scenes who needed lower voices, while the other assigned me songs in the higher tenor range. Their magic worked – they extended my vocal range by more than an octave!

 
 
 

The Actor and his voice
 
 
Warm-Ups
 
The Neutral Voice Concept
 
Word Coloring

Warm up! 
 
 
Before doing group voice exercises, scenes, monologues and yes, entire plays…
Warm up! You can't do these exercises until your vocal cords are relaxed and ready to go.
 
 
	I am a firm believer in personal vocal warm-ups. Do not wait until group warm-ups start. The group energy is not necessarily yours. I take a lot longer to warm up than most people. I need to do it slowly and gradually, and without outside energy or influence. When I am personally warmed up, I can join the rest easily - and have a good time doing it!

 
 
Here are some easy, relaxed, vocal warm-ups a la yours truly:
 
 
Tension - release sequence - Stand, relaxed with your arms at your sides, feet shoulder width apart. Start at your toes – tense, hold, release. Tense: hold longer (3 counts), release. Tense, hold even longer (5 counts,) release. Maintain good, deep breaths between each tense sequence. Then, continue the exercise with your calves in addition to your toes. Add your thighs. Your waist, chest. Neck, arms. Your head. At the end of the head sequence, drop and relax from the waist, reaching for the floor with your hands. Let out a low "mmmmm" as you slowly pull yourself up to stand, vertebrae by vertebrae.
 
 
YUM! – This one is fun. Imagine your favorite food in front of you. Stand with your feet more than shoulder width apart, and reach your hands down to the floor, build up a vocal "yuuuuuuummm!" while lifting your upper body and raising your arms over your head. Start with a slow extended "yum" building up to a "yum" you just pop out. Have pairs listen to each other to avoid vocal strain in the throat. 
 
 
Ha-ha-ha-ha-HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA! - A personal favorite. Stand with your feet shoulder width apart. With each "ha", jog with a leg, alternating with"ha." Build in volume with each "ha." Stop when you reach a good volume. Maintain the energy, but bring down the volume and go for another round. Then another. This is a great first physical warm-up.
 
 
I-e-a-o-u-ch!   - - - - - - - yowtch! - This sounds like eeeeeeee-ehhhhhhh-aaaaaaah-ohhhhhh-oooooooo-ch!!!!!
Extend the sounds as you vocalize, all in one breath, staying relaxed, opening and extending your mouth as you do each vowel sound. As you continue, shorten the vowel sounds little by little, until finally the sound that comes out is "yowtch!!!"
 
 
Tongue Twisters - Now get your mouth working with the following simple tongue twisters. Start slowly and build up speed. Don't go so fast that you become incomprehensible. Clarity is key.
 
 
Red leather yellow leather (10X), then Topeka (3X) Bodega (3X) then Topeka, Bodega (3X)
These slow down many actors. Clarity, clarity, clarity.
 
 
Will you William (10X) 
Smile a lot when you do this one. Stretch the lips sideways.
 
 
Rubber Baby Buggy Bumpers (10X) then Unique, New York. New York's unique (10X)
Old favorites. They work, though.
 
 
Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers
A peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked
If Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers
Where's the peck of pickled peppers Peter Piper picked?
 
 
Many variants of this one, including…Billy Batter bought a buttered biscuit (you figure it out!)
 
 
She stood on the balcony
inexplicably mimicking him hiccupping
while amicably welcoming him in. (Love this one!)
 
 
What a to-do to die today at a minute or two to two
A thing distinctly hard to
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