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Preface

At the heart of most Academy Award®-winning performances is a great monologue. Tony® winners take plays to new heights with a soliloquy at the core of their work, and Emmy® winners fill the screen with memorable solo scenes. It is no wonder that novice actors aspire to do a monologue with gusto straight from the gate.

When an actor first decides to take the acting craft seriously, he will begin the climb up monologue mount. Like so many actors, he will struggle to make a solitary performance seem real and dynamic. This element of acting is a rite of passage in class work, and a defining moment in great plays and movies. Classic Academy Award®-winning monologues often send chills down your spine. The featured soliloquy is a perfect fit for the performer and often a tour de force of the actor’s career. For example, Virginia Madsen’s speech in Sideways was a memorable highlight of her Oscar®-nominated performance.

Award-winning performances aside, writers will always take advantage of the powerful impact that soliloquies deliver in a script. Who can forget Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, a Law & Order murder confession, or a frank soliloquy from The Office? Woody Allen even showcased Larry David’s comedic talents with long monologues in his movie Whatever Works. The truth is, monologues appear in scripts throughout an actor’s career. They are used in commercials, TV programs, and films. A monologue isn’t just for a theater audition; it’s woven into everything from webisodes to staged testimonials. It’s also the litmus test for many actors reaching for a higher level of performance. An inexperienced actor may be asked to perform one by an agent or casting director to demonstrate competence for any number of reasons. 

Of course, monologues may be used to showcase skills and to give industry gatekeepers a chance to evaluate an actor’s talent, but the soliloquy can also help an actor keep fit for any job. Everything a performer does to prepare for a monologue will yield results when he is asked to do a last-minute audition or quickly learn a rewrite on the set. Like scales for a singer, it keeps the actor ready to hit the highs and lows and smooth out the breaks if practiced properly. 

PRACTICE MAKES YOU A PRO

This book attempts to encourage actors to embrace a good work ethic to stay in shape between performances and thus to be ready to seize any opportunities that may arise. Scripts are presented for practice and classroom performances. There are also plenty of resources listed to explore additional monologues and audition scenes, including those at your fingertips on the Internet.

These Web references are only suggestions for you to begin your search for material. Sites can always change, so use key words to find new resources. There is no limit to what you can discover, so keep digging. My list is a jumping-off place for you to begin your continuous exploration of what the Web has to offer.

I wrote this book primarily because I realized that the monologue is a benchmark throughout an actor’s career. First, it’s an elusive challenge. Then, it’s a comfortable conversation, and finally, it can be a powerful showpiece for any actor. The search for new material never ends, because an actor evolves, grows, ages, and becomes hungrier to do more challenging parts.

When I began my acting classes, I didn’t really like to work on monologues as stand-alone speeches and always preferred doing scenes with other actors. This is ironic because many of my voice-over auditions and bookings are monologues. A voice-over artist performs solo scenes for commercials, narrations, animated characters, audio books, and video games. Therefore, I am constantly trying to imagine that I am in a scene with someone who is not present. This takes a lot of imagination and creativity. In addition, I teach a range of students and witness the many obstacles new and seasoned actors alike consistently face in creating credible performances.

I have also had the opportunity to revisit rudimentary acting classes at UCLA Extension, where I also teach a voice-over class, and I realized that many students begin to work on monologues before first acquiring a strong performing arts foundation. I wanted, therefore, to address the one challenging constant in an actor’s career: the monologue. I also will compare the soliloquy performance to auditions in which an actor only has an isolated portion of a script, or the “sides.” These may be used for cold reads if the actor has little preparation time.

The monologue and sides are often removed from a full-length script, and the performer must fill in the missing details. In either case, an actor must rely on his imagination to embellish a partial script and make choices that are appropriate to the role and to the screenwriter’s vision. These performances require the actor to envision a scene partner and a setting even if a casting director reads the cue lines when sides are used for an audition. Auditioning with sides has a partial interactive element that is missing with a monologue because someone reads the other character’s lines, but the quality of the scene partner can be hit or miss. In addition, the common problems of nerves and doubt can derail an audition with sides in the same way that nagging negatives can rob an actor of the ability to perform a monologue well. This book focuses on strategies to help you analyze the type of isolated scenes and monologues that you will have to do for classes, auditions, and jobs.

It is important, however, to note that you must always read a whole script or play if you have it for an audition scene. If you don’t, a casting director or teacher will know you didn’t do all of your homework. Also, you should be reading full plays and scripts on a regular basis to fully understand how scenes and soliloquies evolve from larger scenarios. The library and Internet are great resources for scripts and plays. By analyzing how scenes and monologues emerge from whole scripts, you’ll be better prepared to perform auditions, even if you only have a small section of a script. 

YOU MUST ALWAYS STUDY

Whether you’re in classes, doing a student film, performing theater, or being paid to act, you must continue to fine-tune your acting skills. This does not always mean that you have to spend money. It takes a great deal of discipline to succeed as an actor. You must have the determination to keep doing monologues and scenes whether you’re broke, famous, or fumbling in your career.

Studies can be of life, plays, or under the tutelage of a great director. It is naïve to think that this process ever ends. On the other hand, it’s exciting to know that there are infinite skills to master and fascinating real life-stories to explore.

Those life stories can be told in on-camera commercials, soap operas, films, television episodes, plays, short films, webisodes, and even in voice acting. There is work in all of these areas if a performer can adapt to the styles of each, whether it is a traditional acting style or a more improvisation-driven technique required for a webisode. An actor is a living, breathing, embodiment of life’s travails and triumphs. Writers and directors channel their artistic visions through thespians. Pursing an acting career can also be enjoyable if you keep a good survival job and have an adventurous spirit.

I used a game model in my book Voiceovers: Techniques and Tactics for Success to keep an actor on target. I believe that the challenge and joy of creating a riveting monologue performance or compelling scene is enough of a carrot to keep you striving for more. After all, what’s more fun than being at the center of attention with a good story? You can be a healer, spoiler, and sage all at once. It’s a powerful feeling. So savor the joy of the journey and begin to learn a few tricks of the trade to guide you along the way. I’ve included interviews with industry experts to explore the practical applications of these techniques. 

This book, like my voice-over book, is based on an online model and will point you to ways you can enrich your work on your own. You’ll be able to pick and choose resources that are appropriate to your specific needs and interests. You can always study with me too. Just go to www.janetwilcox.com for details.

The beginning chapters present acting techniques and exercises. Basic ideas are covered first, and then more advanced concepts are introduced. There is a range of exercises to encourage you to strengthen traditional acting skills and expand your improvisation techniques to stay fluid and flexible for new challenges. Many new media productions may require good impromptu acting due to tight budgets; plus directors often ask you to make choices quickly on the spot in auditions. 

As audiences have embraced reality TV and YouTube, a more authentic realism in acting has emerged, so it is important to include uncensored improvisation exercises in your acting workouts. You’ll find plenty of media examples and Web references to explore different performing styles. Industry experts discuss what is expected of professional actors doing auditions and performances in different settings. Practice scripts allow you to play with different characters as needed. You can turn to the appendix for all of the resources and checklists. The CD offers tips from professionals who have worked in a range of performance environments as well.

Just remember not to take yourself too seriously. Shed the trappings of your ego and inner fears, and allow yourself to perform freely with all the exercises that follow.

So turn the page and begin to make sense of monologue madness and audition sides that can lead to acting jobs in traditional and new media arenas.
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1

Connecting to the Craft and
Your Acting Partner

Amonologue is, in a way, a misnomer although it is a single speech delivered by a sole actor. It should be called an omnilogue or überlogue, because it is all encompassing for a character. Many lifealtering moments in a character’s life are crystallized in the short performance. A cast of characters plays a role in shaping this one speech. Mothers, fathers, friends, and enemies along the way influence this speech.

An actor faces many challenges with a monologue. It can be a nerve-wracking experience to perform this acting showpiece in a class or on auditions, especially for the novice actor. Sometimes, the soliloquy is dramatically intense and requires a gamut of emotions in a short time span. Often, an actor has only a few minutes to convey the character’s very essence.

The writer may rely on the monologue to solidify a theme or resolve a dramatic conflict. The actor must deliver this portion of the story with the intensity that it deserves. This is no easy feat for a novice actor especially: all at once the performer must summon a range of emotions, learn lines, and build a backstory for an isolated scene.

It makes little sense to begin with a task that requires such strong acting techniques. It makes even less sense to perform an isolated part of a script without first understanding how it evolves from a complete story line. Inexperienced actors are often asked to perform a monologue; yet they may not have the time to read a play or film script first. Frequently it’s easier to pick out a soliloquy from a compilation book, partly because the actor doesn’t know where to start. So the novice will select a script that feels right.

I’ve created this handbook to help make sense of the stand-alone monologues actors may perform in a range of situations. I also explore the isolated scenes, or sides, that are used for auditions. This book is no substitute for the proper study of acting, and any serious performer must pursue every opportunity to work with a qualified teacher and practice the craft in a range of performance arenas. An actor can, however, use this guide for a course of study before taking a class or performing an important audition. A seasoned professional can also utilize the streamlined techniques and practical industry advice to help prepare for hectic last-minute auditions.

Think of this manual as a home study course that will assist you if you can’t benefit from a qualified coach or perform a whole play. It’s also a workbook to keep you ready for auditions between jobs. Acting is active, so you will be asked to perform exercises and break down monologues. Many exercises explore your own life, so you can personalize your work and examine realistic scenarios. You can also use what you learn to help you employ the as if idea in acting if you can’t quite relate to an experience in a script. In other words, you’ll substitute something in your own life to connect to something that your character is experiencing. If, for example, I’m playing a character who is a drug addict, then I have to find something in my life that makes me addictive. Perhaps I drink too much coffee. I can use this idea as I think about playing a drug addict.

I was very lucky to have studied with wonderful acting teachers through the years. I’ve benefited from all of the insights and methods I’ve learned from these instructors. I owe so much of my everyday acting tools to the generous teachers who have shared insights into so many traditional acting techniques. To fully understand these approaches to acting, you need to study with a qualified teacher and take the time to absorb these processes.

In this book, I’m attempting to create a very simple easy guide for busy actors and will not dwell on the diverse methods that I have studied. You can consult in-depth classes and books for specific traditional acting techniques as you progress in your career.

In fact, I strongly encourage you to study every method that inspires you to perfect your acting to the highest levels. Draw on the strong internal connections and sense memory techniques of Lee Strasberg. Open yourself to the interactive work encouraged by Sanford Meisner. Get playful and use your imagination with the theater games of Viola Spolin and Paul Sills. Expand your voice and body with the Alexander technique. Study classical movement and stage combat. Investigate the well-defined systems of Stanislavski that explore events and conflicts that characters encounter.

I am indeed indebted to every teacher I ever studied with and owe so much of my technique to them. You, too, will find a greater understanding of your craft as you learn unique acting methods. For this book, however, I’ve attempted to create something that is fun, straightforward, and easy to grasp for the active actor who is trying to create inspired monologues and scenes for a variety of performances and auditions.

Always remember to be relaxed and focused as you play around with different roles. Creativity flows best when you are unrestricted. Tension in the body and mind will only stop you from reaching your goal to perform your scripts effectively.

So begin to demystify your monologue and audition scene performances and enjoy the process!

BEING LOST

Nothing can be worse than being lost. Most people feel isolated and vulnerable. Inexperienced actors can feel this way when they perform a first monologue or scene. Pressure mounts even before the words are spoken, partly because the stakes are high. The actor may be facing a first acting class or a chance to do an audition for a part. Whatever the situation, an actor usually makes matters worse by concentrating on the wrong things.

However, if the performer just focuses on what the character needs, he will probably forget about his nerves. After all, there is usually a lot at stake. The monologue or scene may revolve around a crisis or problem that needs to be solved. The character may confront a troubling situation or have a major revelation.

The performer is pulling so much together in a soliloquy; the scene may convey a moral code or relieve a dramatic conflict. A monologue may challenge an audience or imagined scene partner with uncomfortable ideas. Deep dark secrets from the past can be revealed to help the character move on to the next step in his life. The scenario can point to defeat and uncertain demise. It can also release tension and bring joy. In short, it is anything but boring, dull, or passive. A monologue or audition scene conveys a profound moment in a play or script. It makes perfect sense if an actor understands how this small scene fits into a larger dramatic story. Sometimes we must lose focus to gain clarity, and I believe this can be helpful to an actor who is tackling a monologue or scene for the first time. So be ready to let go of your fears of doing something less than perfect as you rehearse.

Failure is a part of learning and it also is a big part of success. Art has no easy answers. In fact, it is the imperfections that we all share that often draw us to one another. A writer often uses an opposing character to expose these flaws and help us understand our lives in difficult situations. So begin now and lose yourself. Let go of your ego and drive to succeed.

DO YOU TANGO?

Dancing with a partner is a lot like acting with a partner; someone leads and someone follows. If you’re not careful, you can step on a toe or your companion will trample on your feet. Nonetheless, if you’re lucky, your movements will flow almost as if they are connected. It will be like singing a duet with another singer in perfect harmony. Acting with a partner is at its best when two people unite and interact freely.

It often may be a relief to audition for parts with a partner or even a casting director reading the lines—some of the pressure is off you to carry the lead. However, don’t be fooled by having a fellow actor lead the way to stimulate your responses.

Whether you are performing a monologue or auditioning with an isolated scene, you still need to know what your immediate needs and wants are. In both scenarios, you’ll have to know what you are fighting for and what your objective is. You’ll express your desires out loud and expect some kind of feedback.

If you are doing a monologue, you’ll have to imagine how your partner reacts. If you perform a scene, you’ll either react to a reader or a fellow actor’s performance. Your cue line can be flat and passionless, so you still have to know what you want and what you need from your partner.

In both instances, you’ll need to analyze your scene and your partner’s objectives. If you are performing a scene, you need to be familiar with your fellow actor’s lines as cues so you know when to speak your next line. You’ll also want to determine what is important to your opposing character and how you may be an obstacle to her desires.

In some cases, when we have a scene partner, we may feel off the hook because we can react to someone else’s work. We may even be tempted to rehearse in a planned fashion so that we recite our dialogue the same way no matter how our fellow actor delivers a line. In either instance, we may be using the words as a crutch and not preparing a scene as well as we should.

Above all, you want to stay fluid and ready to go with whatever happens in real time. Steve Martin discussed this idea on The Today Show when he talked about his experience acting with Meryl Streep and Alec Baldwin on the movie It’s Complicated. He said doing a scene with these performers is like playing tennis, because you never know where the ball is going to land. It’s great to draw on this example when thinking about your own work. You don’t want to plan every detail and be stiff. Try to remember to relax and forget your rehearsal. Use your imaginary world to stimulate new thoughts. Really listen and react to your fellow performer. Life just happens, and that is what you should try to replicate when you act. You should react freely to the ups and downs and unexpected turns in every scene.

Like dancers, actors can be dancing different steps or be in unison in a scene. Think of the game of tug-of-war. Sometimes we pull because we are stronger or our partner pulls because we have a weak moment. The drama builds in a situation as someone gains ground. An actor enhances this dynamic by having a thorough understanding of the desires and conflicts that each character faces. This is the essence of scene work.

Observe Authentic Acting Scenes

Since sides are used in auditions, you need to observe all sorts of interactions in real life. There are so many great scenes unfolding at the coffee shop, office, and shopping mall. A customer may go ballistic with a sales clerk. Can you figure out what’s really going on? Make some choices; look to see the bigger picture and consider the underlying causes. Is it possible that a lover just dumped this person? Start to study interactions everywhere you go.

Do the same for short scenes in movies and TV shows. Record segments and review them after you’ve had a chance to list each of the character’s needs, wants, and motivations. Compare real-life scenes with TV and film scenarios. Start to notice what seems phony or authentic. It’s all about going beneath the words and replicating believable behaviors.

I can say, “Please pass the salt,” with one hundred different thoughts underneath the line. For example, I can be thinking, “My toe hurts,” or “I hate you,” or “Should I have dessert?” The options are endless. You have to play with choices and make ones that are consistent with what you and your opposing character are trying to get out of life at a particular time.

Sometimes we want to be left alone. We don’t want people intruding into our lives. There are other times we need companionship desperately. The response of our partner may or may not change our behavior. If we have crossed a line and done something unforgivable, then we may never connect.

Random meetings can create a spark between two people who share a desire. Perhaps two people meet at the doorstep of an apartment they both want to rent. In this case, the interaction will be intense and competitive. If there is a romantic undertone, then underhandedness may give way to love.

Think about your day. When are you open to others? When are you reaching out to be heard? What are the specific things you’re wanting? How is this different if you are with a close friend or a stranger? On the other hand, in what instances do you shut people out of your life? When do you ignore people? What chain of events created your need for isolation?

Consider the silent impressions that you have about the other person. They’re like thought balloons. You always have your own internal dialogue that is hidden. Use that when you work on a scene. Think about what your secret ruminations are as you hear your partner’s words. In fact, come up with a whole improvised inner monologue about your scene partner that expresses your unexpressed thoughts. Add this underlying dialogue to your scene work.
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