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Introduction


WHY CONTEMPORARY?


Whether you are still at school auditioning for a youth theatre, about to leave school and want to go to drama school, at drama school looking for showcase material, or a young professional actor preparing for a specific audition, a well-chosen contemporary monologue will be a key component in your audition repertoire. It should reflect something of your own taste and, depending on the style of writing, may provide an opportunity to show something more intimate, more televisual than a classical speech might allow.


The fifty monologues in this volume are from plays that have been written post-2000. With the odd exception the characters range in age from fourteen to thirty-five. There is a wide variety of character types and styles of writing from which to choose. They are all drawn from the extensive list of new plays published by Nick Hern Books.


CHOOSING YOUR MONOLOGUE


I have often likened finding the perfect monologue to finding the perfect pair of jeans. It is rarely a case of ‘one size fits all’. You might have to try on several pairs, in different stores, before you find the cut that works for you, but once you have, you will feel confident in the knowledge that you are looking and feeling your best. So it is with audition speeches. You need to find pieces that suit you, that you cannot wait to perform and that will get even better with wear.


If you are auditioning for a youth theatre:






	

•   




	

You will be judged on your potential and your willingness to be open, honest and free. Nobody is looking for a polished or over-rehearsed performance. It is best therefore to choose pieces that allow you to express yourself and for a panel to see something of who you really are.









	

•




	

Choose something close to you in age and type. Something to which you can relate. Something that inspires you, from a play that speaks to you.









	

•




	

Avoid accents unless you are really good at them.










If you are auditioning for drama school:






	

•   




	

And have been asked to prepare a classical speech, choose a contemporary monologue that will provide contrast. For example, you may have a Shakespearean monologue that is pensive or tragic so opt for something comic. Similarly, if your classical speech is light in tone, choose something that shows off a more serious side.










If you are already at drama school:






	

•   




	

And you are looking to extend your range, you will want to choose a monologue that stretches you. Perhaps you are studying a particular accent or type of character quite different from yourself.









	

•




	

And are looking for showcase material, think about how you wish to present yourself. Consider whether you are right for the part you have chosen and whether, if there was to be another production of the play, you could be easily cast in the role.










If you are auditioning for a specific role in a professional production (and have been asked to prepare an additional piece that is not from the play for which you are being seen):






	

•   




	

Choose something close to the part for which you are auditioning.









	

•




	

Consider the language of the piece and whether you are after something heightened and obviously theatrical or whether you require something more intimate, and realistic.










If you are looking to extend your showreel:






	

•   




	

It may sound obvious, but think about what sort of speeches would be best suited to the varying demands of radio or television.










PREPARING YOUR MONOLOGUE






	

•   




	

Learn your speeches well in advance of the actual audition. Should you forget your lines the panel will be able to tell whether it is out of nervousness or insufficient preparation.









	

•




	

Read the play. You may be asked questions about it or be required to improvise around it.









	

•




	

Undertake all necessary research. Make a study of the historical, social and political world of the play. Be sure to understand the meaning of unfamiliar words and references. If the character’s accent is not native to you, work hard to perfect it.









	

•




	

Remain flexible in the way you perform/stage your monologue. Be prepared to be redirected in an audition.









	

•




	

Using props. There are no hard-and-fast rules about the use of stage properties at an audition. However, common sense suggests that, if you can easily carry an object in your pocket (i.e. a letter, a ring, a handkerchief, etc.), by all means bring this to an audition. If the object to which you refer is large, imagine it is there, or, if necessary, mime using it. Some might even argue that miming props is simpler, and in certain cases much more practical. In any event, you need not worry about being ‘marked down’ by your decision either to use real objects or to mime using them. What is important is that they do not become burdensome and get in the way of your acting.









	

•




	

Try not to get stuck in a mode of delivery. It is useful to consider that, unless a character is making a political or after-dinner speech, chances are they have no idea they are going to speak for such a long time. They may make a statement, perhaps as a response to a specific question; then having made that statement they might need to qualify it. They might then be reminded of something else they wish to add and so on. In this way, a monologue can be regarded as a series of interrelated thoughts. Communicating a character’s thought processes is fundamental to any acting technique. In the case of an audition, it takes the pressure off having to deliver a load of text. It allows you to stay fresh, to be in the moment and to make spontaneous choices. Before you start, all you need worry about is the trigger – the reason for saying what you do. Then have the courage to take it thought by thought and allow yourself to be surprised. In this way the monologue should feel slightly different every time.









	

•




	

It is vital that you use your imagination to envisage all that the character sees and describes. If you are still seeing the page on which the speech is written, you know you are doing something wrong. Provide images for yourself so that in your mind’s eye you quite literally lift the speech from the page.









	

•




	

Timing/editing. Most speeches at audition should last no longer than two minutes. Some of the monologues in this edition are slightly longer, some shorter. Some I have cut, and some I have edited from a duologue with another character, and some have been augmented by joining two or more passages which appear separately in the original text. I have inserted this empty bracket symbol […] to show where a cut has been made. Once you have read the whole play, you may have ideas of your own about what and what not to include.










THE AUDITION


You will find there are many useful books on the market that make a complete study of this subject, from what to wear to how to enter and exit a room. These are some of the basics:






	

•   




	

Manage your nerves. Try to put the increased adrenaline you are experiencing to good use. Approach the audition with a positive sense of excitement, something to which you have been looking forward as opposed to something you have been dreading. Nervous energy, if correctly channelled, can help at an audition. Conversely you should avoid being under-energised. If you are someone who reacts lethargically to increased stress, you may need to do a good warm-up before you arrive.









	

•




	

Take ownership of the situation. Before you begin, take a moment to imagine the space you are in as the location of the monologue. The best auditions are those in which the actor successfully transports the panel from, say, ‘Studio One or Two’ (or whatever the room you are auditioning in is called) to an urban street, a clearing in the woods, a room in a flat in modern Russia, etc. Take time to think about where you will place the other character/s in the scene and, before you speak, allow yourself a moment to hear what has been said to you or to imagine what has just happened that prompts you to say the things you do. Do not rush the speech. Take your time. In the case of a drama-school audition, remember that you will be paying for this privilege!









	

•




	

Empower yourself. There is no good reason why the panel should want you to fail. If you are auditioning for a youth group or a drama school, consider that the panel are willing you to do well, even if they are not necessarily giving that impression. If you have been asked to be seen for a specific role, it is because the director is serious about you for the job. It is possible that the panel are equally anxious about the impression they may give you. Remember, you only have control over your part of the audition process. There is no point speculating, worrying about whether they will want you in their group, school or offer you the part. Just take care of your side of things, and be safe in the knowledge that, whatever happens, you tried your best.










HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


For each monologue, I have provided a list of the following:


WHO    The character’s name, their age, and where they come from. As a general rule, it is best to avoid accents unless they are native to you, or you have a good ear for them, or you wish to practise them. If the character’s accent is not native to you, you may like to try playing the speech in your own accent, but watch out for speeches that have been written with a strong dialect or idiom. These do not translate well as they disturb the rhythm and overall feeling of the piece.


TO WHOM    It is useful to think of a monologue as an uninterrupted duologue or dialogue. Rather than talking to a blank wall, see if you can visualise the person or people to whom you are speaking. Cast them in your mind’s eye. Imagine their reactions as you progress with your speech. How does their response in turn affect you. Are you in love with them? Do they make you blush? Do you feel negatively towards them? Can you read their disapproval? Whatever the relationship, the panel will need to believe that you are actually talking to somebody. It is advisable, by the way, not to look directly at the panel, unless they ask you to do so.


Direct audience address: If your character is talking to the audience, make a decision about who the audience are to you. Are they your friend and your confidant? Are they more like an analyst with whom you feel safe to reveal your innermost thoughts? Are they a sort of sounding board? Are they judging you? Do you need to explain yourself or to convince them in some way? It is still advisable not to look at the actual panel in this case, but imagine an audience just above their heads and direct your speech there.


WHERE    For the most part, this is specified in the text. Take a moment before you start your speech to imagine the location.


WHEN    Most of the monologues in this volume are set in the present day. Some are historical. Read the play to make further decisions about the time of year, day of the week and the time of day it is.


WHAT TO CONSIDER    This will include the style of the play, its themes and use of language, the character’s backstory and some indication about what happens next.


WHAT HE WANTS    Objectives to play. Once you have learned your speech, done all the necessary research and provided images for yourself of all that your character describes, the only thing you should be actively playing is the ‘What do I want?’ or the ‘What do I have to have?’


KEYWORDS    There are usually one or two keywords in a sentence that portray the meaning. This does not mean to say that you should overemphasise these words or use increased volume, rather be aware that they are often specifically chosen by the character for a purpose or resonate in a way that may be out of the ordinary. You will probably find that these are the words to which you will need to connect (intellectually and imaginatively) in order to get beneath the skin of your character. In some cases, the writer is so descriptive that you will be able to add more words to the list as it stands.


[image: image]


These prompts are a suggestion only. When you become increasingly familiar with your speech, you will find you have opinions of your own; you may even find yourself in disagreement. No two actors are exactly alike just as no two people can be. It is a very personal endeavour. Use this book as a starting point from which you will form your own ideas. It is by no means a substitute for reading the play, but rather a tool intended to help, to provoke and hopefully to inspire.




3 Sisters on Hope Street


Diane Samuels and Tracy Ann-Oberman


WHO    Arnold Lasky, thirty-five, Jewish, from Liverpool.


TO WHOM    His dead father.


WHERE    The living room of the Lasky family house, Hope Street, Liverpool.


WHEN    Monday 5th July 1948.


WHAT HAS JUST HAPPENED    Arnold Lasky and two of his three sisters have been living in the family home, bequeathed to them on the death of their father a year earlier. Arnold is a talented scholar. He speaks several languages and is a gifted artist and musician, but when he falls in love with local girl, Debbie Pollack, and subsequently marries her, his hopes turn sour. His wife is overbearing and, following the birth of their son, Arnold loses all artistic and academic ambitions. Having been roped into working for the council, he gives up on his PhD. Then, while his wife embarks on an affair with Councillor Peter O’Donnell, Arnold, who is now also working as an accountant for Debbie’s father, a butcher, slips further and further into debt. He has a gambling habit, which is costly, and, by the end of the play, having first remortgaged the house without the sisters’ permission, he is forced to sell it to his father-in-law. Here, as he is pressured to make over the deeds, he imagines talking to his dead father and wonders what he would have made of it all.


WHAT TO CONSIDER






	

•   




	

Gertie, Rita and May are the names of his three sisters.









	

•




	

As the only boy he was adored and much money was spent on his education.









	

•




	

He knows he has wasted his time and squandered his opportunities. Worst of all, he has disappointed his sisters. Decide to what extent his gambling is a reaction to his overwhelming sense of failure.









	

•




	

His sister, May, describes him as having become ‘fat and sweaty’.









	

•




	

By the time of the monologue, Arnold and Debbie have had two children. Arnold has come to loathe his wife.









	

•




	

Familiarise yourself with the plight of the Jews during the Second World War and the key political and historical events that lead to the formation of Palestine as the new Jewish State.









	

•




	

‘Kvetch’ is a Yiddish word meaning to complain, grumble or moan.









	

•




	

‘YomTov’ are Jewish holidays.









	

•




	

The play is a reworking of Chekhov’s Three Sisters. You may like to read the original.
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