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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Basic On Stage Survival Guide is just as the title implies  - a basic guide for first-time actors in any theatrical production;  which could be grade school, high school, community theatre,  etc...

      It is written from the most basic level - as if you have never stepped on a stage before and have very little knowledge of the theatrical arts or traditions. But of course, you are interested. You need a basic introduction. And if you are like me, you enjoy learning without a whole lot of filler that has nothing to do with anything. I have tried to cut most of the filler. Well, some of it.

      This book covers what any new actor may expect from auditions through rehearsing a play.  It introduces some basic terms you hear as well as trivial information such as where upstage/downstage are located. You may even learn obscure terms such as rain rehearsals. You may have always wondered how do those actors memorize all those lines?  Well, I will teach you some great methods. Basic On Stage Survival Guide also introduces a few guidelines and rules of the stage.  As a new actor, I learned the hard way by breaking these rules. Who knew there were rules? Such as if it falls  – pick it up. Well, now you can learn the easy way.  Hopefully, most of the information in this book will help new actors (and in some cases old veterans of the stage) learn some tips and tricks and survive their first (or hundredth) theatrical experience.

      -Lee Mueller

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE AUDITION

          

        

      

    

    
      In its simplest terms; an audition is a process where actors read from a script in front of a director or a casting committee. The director (or casting committee) will then select those actors that best fit the characters for the play.
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        * * *

      

      If you've never been to an audition, you may have a picture in mind of an actor standing on a barren stage, looking out into an empty theatre, and there in the distance of the darkness, you can just make out the shadow of a director.  This may be the classic setting used in movies, and TV shows, and maybe based on professional theatrical auditions on and off Broadway, but it's not very realistic on the amateur community theatre level.  The director sitting in the dark may be accurate for some groups but here we will focus on the non-professional,  nowhere near Broadway, extremely amateur theatre auditions. The place where most actors start.  So, having said that (or written that as the case may be), let me also write - that in the world of non-professional or community theater, auditions are less dramatic. (but not necessarily the people. Spoiler: some theatre people can be very dramatic In Real Life.)
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        * * *

      

      I have attended auditions that were held in church basements, banquet halls, high school gymnasiums, Churches, and even in someone's garage. Only on a rare occasion did I audition on a stage in an actual theatre. I am not saying you won't, just be prepared because amateur auditions can be held in very odd spaces. 

      The most basic (non-professional ) audition is open to the public at a set time. All hopeful actors arrive and sit around in a common room or area and wait to audition. This type of audition is sometimes referred to as a "cattle call" because the actors are ushered in and out similar to a herd of cattle being led from the barn to the field. Or to the slaughterhouse on a bad day.

      Note: There are theatre groups that practice a professional approach and schedule auditions by appointment, similar to a job interview. At this "appointment" audition, an actor will meet with very few people and hardly any cattle.  But for the sake of this topic let's assume we are attending an open non-professional, generic, community theatre audition.

      

      What Happens at an Audition?

      

      The first thing you usually do is fill out an audition form. It's similar to a job application but, instead of employment history, you will list any previous performance experience. Yes, you can list the time you played a "Tree" in the 3rd grade Arbor Day pageant.

      Most directors will be interested in learning how much stage experience you have. They want to be assured you will not freeze on stage or run screaming in the middle of a play.  Many directors will make a decision based on your talent, your look, and your availability. Experience is important but it isn't everything. You may see some hopeful actors bring an acting resume or portfolio complete with 8 x 10 photos, but don't let that intimidate you, a portfolio is not a sign of talent. It's merely a sign that they have been doing this theatre thing for a while and want to appear semi-professional. I know quite a few semi-pro theatre types who still don't have portfolios. Don't worry about it yet.
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        * * *

      

      Starting out – what you should worry about are schedule conflicts. An important piece of information to include on an audition form, besides your experience,  are any conflicts you may have with the rehearsal schedule. This is the Availability factor.  I have witnessed someone who was wonderful at the audition and perfect for the role, but since they would be out of town for most of the rehearsals, the role went to someone else. A director will let you know the rehearsal and performance times and dates before anything else. Let me warn you, directors hate schedule conflicts.
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        * * *

      

      If the rehearsals are scheduled to run Tuesday through Friday evenings and you work Tuesday and Wednesday night and have classes on Thursday until 8 pm, you will want to list those conflicts. Scheduling conflicts can influence the director's final decision.  In some rare cases, a director may make an exception for an actor, but not very often.  I did a production where one of the main actors could only be in the first rehearsal and the last two rehearsals before opening night.  An exception was made for this actor.  It can happen.  Now let's get to the heart of the matter: the actual audition.

      An audition is a very good place to get your feelings hurt, your ego bruised, your bubble burst, and other sorts of personal trauma. So, please keep in mind, that a director is looking for a particular type of actor to fit a particular role. If the play is about a group of teenagers struggling with peer pressure, it's doubtful a director would cast older adults. Even if Robert DeNiro and Dustin Hoffman happened to be at the auditions, it's very unlikely they would get a part. 
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        * * *

      

      Note:  The bottom line is that a director will not always choose the best actors but will choose the actors that are best for the characters in a play.

      

      As I said, you can get your feelings hurt if you are not chosen for a part in a play. A good way to avoid hurt is to do a little homework before an audition.
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        * * *

      

      What kind of homework?  You may ask? I may tell you - the kind where you research the play and find out exactly what type of characters does the play call for?  This will be a strong clue as to what type of actors in which the director will be looking to cast in the roles.

      In most cases, audition notices appear in newspapers, on social media, or on theatrical websites. The notice will describe the age range, body type, ethnic type, and other helpful character hints.

      Here is an example of an audition notice I found online:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        Swell Summer Theatre announces open auditions for Neil Simon's comedy - Barefoot in the Park on Wednesday, Feb 4, and Thursday, Feb 5, from 7:00 pm to 9:00 pm at the Community Opera House, Front Entrance (Auditions in Community Room). No appointment is necessary. Please wear clothes and shoes you can move in and be prepared to do some improvisation and cold readings from the script with other actors. Rehearsals will take place evenings three to four times a week.

        Performance dates are FOUR weekends, April 3 – 26. Performances are at the Community Opera House, Fridays and Saturdays at 8:00 pm and Sundays at 3:00 pm (no show Easter Sunday 04/12).

        Director Joe Smith requires an ensemble cast of 6: four men and two women.  Note: all roles require excellent comedic timing and are open to any ethnicity. The roles are as follows:

        Corie Bratter - Early to mid-20s

        Paul Bratter - Mid to late 20's

        Mrs. Banks - Late 40s to Mid-50s

        Mr. Velasco - Mid-50s to Mid-60s

        Telephone Man - Mid-30s to 50s

        Delivery Man - Any age

      

      

      

      

      As you can see, all the information you need to know is in the notice - where, when, how, and why.  Even the age range of the character is listed but don't let it deter you too much, usually, this is a ballpark range.

      When I was still in high school, I got cast in two community theatre plays as a 50 and 60-year-old man.  I was 17 at the time. No, I didn't look ancient at the time - they needed someone to fill in the part and I was available.  Make-up can do wonders to make a kid look like his own grandpa.

      Also, notice the ad lists the rehearsal and performance schedule for anyone who may be conflicted. A little research homework helps.

      If a local theater is casting the “Munchkins” for the Wizard of Oz and you are 6 foot 7, you may want to look for another audition.  Maybe there are auditions for Jack And The Beanstalk somewhere and they are looking for a tall actor to play the giant.  There you go!

      Also, note that audition notices will often tell you what "kind" of auditions they will be. As you read in the above notice, it stated there would be some “improvisation” and "cold readings" from the script.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Let’s take a look at what that means because I have known some amateur actors who hyperventilate when they hear the word Improvisation. Relax. Breathe into a paper bag. It's not that bad.  Yes, and it's fun! Will look at that in a little while. But first...

      COLD READING
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        * * *

      

      A cold reading means you will read out loud from a script without much (if any) preparation. If you are familiar with the play, great! You will have an advantage and for you, it will be a warm reading.  If you have never heard of the play, you will have to approach it “cold”. To get an idea or feel for a cold reading, pick up a book at random,  turn to any page, and just start reading out loud as smoothly as possible. No pausing or stumbling over words but make your reading sound as natural and as conversational as possible. Try this and you'll get the idea. Go ahead. Try it. I'll wait.

      

      Most directors will have a few scenes already selected from the script to use for the audition. In most cases, these scenes are usually short and may only be a few pages.  You may hear the term Sides or Cuttings that refer to the pages you will read from - that's just hip lingo.  In other cases you may have a printed page with the scene you will read from and not the actual script.  This may happen if the play is new and has not been published or maybe finished.

      

      Also know that the audition scenes will be stronger for particular characters in the play -typically for the main characters or what many refer to as the "lead: roles.  Smaller or supporting roles may not have a strong scene to read and very few lines.

      As an example, I was at an audition where the character I was reading for had only one line in the scene. It was only one word. And that word was "Yes".  It’s difficult to show your acting skills by saying one word. ( No, I didn't get the part.)  Now some people may argue that you can pour a lot into one word, while this may be true, having a complete sentence is more apt to demonstrate your range as an actor.  At an audition, saying ONE word doesn't cut it.
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        * * *

      

      One other note about (some) auditions, toward the end they may ask if anyone would like to read for a part they haven't read yet. This is your chance if you feel you didn't have an opportunity to show them what you can do or if you didn't read for the role you wanted.

      

      I was at an audition and read for 3 different minor roles and only read for the lead role once.  I asked if I could read again, but read a different scene in the play than I had read before.

      Sometimes the character in a play will be displaying a different emotion - maybe he or she is angry at some point and yells or is upset and cries. It doesn't hurt to ask to read a different scene. I did and I nailed it and ended up getting the part. I'm sure if I hadn't asked I would have been cast in one of the minor roles.  Go ahead and ask.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t worry about “cold” reading too much. You will likely get some time to look over the script and get a feel or idea about what's going on in the scene and with the characters.  (that is if you  could find nothing in your research about the play - it's new or there is nothing online - who knows) And there is a chance, it may not be until you're standing there, reading out loud that you know what's happening in the play or how you should be 'acting'.

       COLD ACTING 
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        * * *

      

      When you’re reading cold, your ‘acting’ may be a little stiff. Perhaps the character you're reading (from the lines you have) seems to be angry; therefore you raise your voice.

      Maybe your character is supposed to have a German accent, European, or some other dialect. Maybe the character is having an emotional meltdown and having a bad day. Or laughing and having a good day. Maybe just indifferent to life itself.  You really won’t know until you start reading. Sometimes you can get a sense of what the character is going through with the first few lines.

      Many directors will use the same scenes repeatedly for all of the actors reading for parts.  If you’re not one of the first chosen to read, you’ll have an opportunity to watch others stumble through it. This will give you a few clues about what’s going on in the scene and give you a few ideas about how the characters should sound.

      If there are any difficult words or pronunciations; maybe there is a line in French or German, you'll have a chance to hear how you should say it.  There is no shame in stopping and asking how to pronounce a word.

      I recall an audition where an actor kept saying the word "Fobe" over and over. Finally, the director stopped and told him it wasn't Fobe it was Phoebe. The girl's name.

      I've watched other actors read a scene one way and then someone else reads and does it the same way - over and over.   And when I  was called up to read,  I tried something completely new.  I believe it helps to stand out if you shake up the mundane.

      

      Example: there was a scene where a character was angry and frustrated.  The other actors who read the scene yelled their lines- exploring the anger of the character.  I tried it a different way. I remembered a scene in a film where an actor--very calmly--expressed his anger. Displaying no emotion at all and the result was quite menacing. It gave me chills.  I read the scene using that technique. I did not yell.  I did not get the part but I felt good about the choice I made.  If five actors read the same part the same way and the sixth one does something different, who will they remember?

        A LITTLE HELP 
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        * * *

      

      A good director will describe the scenes before anyone begins reading them. It may sound something like this:

      
        
        "In this scene,  you're at an all-night diner. You have a massive headache and you're trying to order from the breakfast menu but have your heart set on lunch. Inside you're feeling restless yet at peace but very sad.  In the scene just before this, you were at the hospital where your favorite aunt had died. You don't know what to do, you don't want to go home yet,  so you ended up here.....and action!"

      

      

      In other cases, the play may be a work that is world-famous and they take for granted that everyone knows the plot. They know the characters and there is no need to explain the scenes.  But you have no idea. You've never heard of this play.  It happens. That's why research is good.

       SIGHT AND SOUND 
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        * * *

      

      Note: A director may have you read many different parts and end up casting you in a role for which you didn’t read. Directors do not base their decisions solely on how you read, but many times are based on how you look.  I have a friend who always gets cast as the bad guy or creepy guy solely based on his natural appearance and the strange voices he can do.  He loves playing those roles. He doesn't "look" or "sound" like the handsome romantic lead and he doesn't care.  
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