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A Definition of Acting

“Acting is the art of saying a thing on the stage as if you believed
every word you utter to be as true as the eternal verities of life; it
is the art of doing a thing on the stage as if the logic of the event
demanded that precise act and no other; and of doing and saying

the thing as spontaneously as if you were confronted with the
situation in which you were acting, for the first time.”

— John Barrymore

xi
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Preface

Before you purchase this book you need to know something:
This is not a how-to book. If that’s what you were in the market for,
I strongly suggest you put the book down, step back, and walk
away. I mean it. Don’t waste your money. If you’re looking for a
how-to book on acting, this is not it. I’m sorry to disappoint you, and
I do hate to lose a sale, but it’s better if you know up front what this
book is and what it isn’t. It is meant to improve your acting skills; it
is meant to develop your awareness as an actor — awareness both
of yourself and those around you. It is meant to enlighten, to
provoke, to inspire, to challenge. It is not meant to “teach you how
to act.”

This is not a how-to book. I abhor how-to books in the arts,
especially for the theatre. Not only do they not work, but they create
distance between truth and falsehood. If theatre — or any of the
arts, for that matter — could be taught like paint-by-numbers, then
it wouldn’t be an art, would it?

Acting, especially, is one of the arts most resistant to
codification. It is full of intangibles. It (seemingly) lacks the
systematic exercises designed to improve one’s skills. Unlike a
pianist with her scales, for example, there is no true equivalent for
actors. It is an ephemeral craft, with one rehearsal being completely
separate from the next, one performance wildly different than the
following.

Given that context, a true acting book — one geared to the
emerging artist — should avoid anything resembling “how-to.”
Instead, such a book should focus on allowing the natural artist to
evolve, grow, and mature. It should encourage the actor to find his
or her own voice.

Yes, tricks can get you work every once in a while. But being an
artist makes you a true actor, and true actors have a better chance of
working consistently.

Don’t get me wrong. How-to books do exist on some subjects:
Sewing. Building birdhouses. Filing a patent. But such books don’t
exist for acting. They can’t. Acting is learned on one’s feet, either in
performance or in the classroom. It is not learned through reading
alone.

However. 



You can greatly enhance your acting ability by understanding
what is worth pursuing, what is worth remembering, and what is
worth letting go. By reading a book such as the one you’re currently
holding in your hands, you can acquire knowledge about acting,
which in itself won’t land you jobs, but can strongly increase your
possibilities of finding employment. By understanding and
incorporating the lessons in this book you give yourself a fighting
chance to work consistently as an actor, and that’s all you can ask
for in a business with far too many actors and far too few jobs: A
fighting chance to succeed.

While it’s true that books concerned with tricks on so-called
“technique” can improve your chances of working as an actor, it is
no coincidence that the great actors, who have no need to rely on
tricks, work the most often and with the best material. I hate to
burst your bubble, but despite the outlandishly high
unemployment rate for actors, anyone can get work as an actor. As
proof, just turn on your television any given night and flip through
the channels. You’re bound to see any number of actors at work.

But are they artists?
Are they creating works of any substance?
And will they last?
You and you alone know where you are as an actor. If you

haven’t had any acting experience but want to “make it big,” this is
definitely not the book for you. If you’ve had any actor training at
all — from just an introductory level to a degree’s worth of 
classes — and want to improve your skills, this is probably a good
fit. But my feelings won’t be hurt if you put this book back on the
shelf and walk away. And no one need ever know you even picked
it up.

This book is a series of lessons, many of which are based on a
saying, an aphorism, a famous quote, sometimes even a cliché. If
you like, you can think of them as mantras. Whatever. In all cases,
they represent the big and little truths of acting. Learn these lessons,
absorb them into your soul, test them out on-stage, and you will find
improvement and success. Only give lip service to them and you
may not be so lucky. If you’re new to acting, they should provide a
foundation on which you can build your acting life. If you’ve been
acting awhile, I hope these lessons will confirm what you already
know deep within you, but perhaps haven’t yet voiced. The attempt
here is to articulate the intangible — to capture lightning in a jar.
That’s what being an actor is, and that’s what being an artist is.

There. You know where I’m coming from. The choice is yours.

Lessons: The Craft of Acting
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Introduction
One more thing before we begin.
You will notice I keep things simple in this book, and that’s

intentional. Although it requires plenty of thinking, acting is not
strictly an intellectual endeavor, so it makes no sense to confound
the matter and make it harder than it is. That’s why I’ve organized
this book the way I have — to make it simple. The lessons are short
(as they should be); the concepts understandable (also as they
should be). It would be easy to make this book far longer than it is,
but that would only complicate the issue, which, quite frankly, has
gotten complicated enough, as evidenced by all the different kinds
of acting books in print.

We’ve heard it said about other facts of life, and it’s true for
acting as well: keep it simple. This isn’t rocket science, after all.
We’re not dealing with microchips or metaphysics or operating
TiVo. We’re talking about creating truthful human behavior on-
stage. What could be more straightforward than that? The road to
great acting is the road to simplicity, and I encourage you to keep
your approach to acting as simple as possible. After all, this is what
the great actors and actresses have discovered over 
time — the need to keep it simple — so why shouldn’t you? If the
great Spencer Tracy claimed that the key to acting was to just “know
your lines and don’t bump into the furniture,” he must have known
something about simplicity.

(By the way, because I use the word “simple” on occasion, I
should point out that there is a significant difference between
simple acting and simplistic acting. “Simple” is the stripping away
to the essence of the thing, getting rid of the unnecessary, finding
the core of the matter. “Simplistic,” on the other hand, is
oversimplifying the issue. It’s ignoring the wonderful complexities
of the issue. Taking that definition into consideration, acting should
be simple, as should the study of acting.)

As you go through this book, you will notice a number of
lessons that overlap with other lessons and that there is a certain
amount of repetition. Good. That’s as it should be. It would be
virtually impossible to compartmentalize and pigeonhole every
single aspect of acting so there would be no overlap. Besides, as an
actor (and a student), I tend to pay attention when the same
concepts make multiple appearances in various contexts. The great
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lessons bear repeating and are a fundamental part of other lessons,
and it only makes sense that a lesson that first appears in The
Fundamentals, for example, should re-appear (in another form) in
Classes and Rehearsals or Performance. In other words, not only
do I not apologize for the repetitions, I embrace them.

Lastly, before we go any further, I need to explain my definition
of success, since I’ll be using that word a lot. Remember, success is
entirely subjective. What is successful for one person may be a
disappointment for another. When I mention success in this book,
I’m talking about two things and two things only: (1) being the best
actor you can be, and (2) working as an actor on some kind of
consistent basis. I’m not talking about income; I’m not talking about
fame; I’m not talking about the cover of People magazine. Not that
I’m discouraging any of those things if they happen to work out for
you, but they don’t figure into the primary definition. Improve
yourself so you’re the best — and most marketable — actor you can
be. Create acting of unsurpassed quality. That’s success. The rest
will follow.

In other words, don’t compare.
This is, perhaps, the biggest and most dangerous trap actors can

fall into, and that’s why it’s imperative that your only comparisons
are against yourself. The question to ask is, are you a better actor
than you were in the past (last week? last month? last year?)?  If so,
great. If not, why not? What’s holding you back? Then you can ask
yourself, are you getting cast as much as you’d like to be cast? As
you should be cast? Those, to me, are the important criteria. Not
whether you’ve won an Academy Award (only a very small
minority of actors have), nor even if you’re a household name.
You’re a successful actor if you’re the best you can be and you’re
working on some kind of consistent basis, whether that’s in New
York, Los Angeles, Minneapolis, Chicago, Wichita, Disney World, or
on a cruise ship. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.

Remember: Success is completely individual. It’s not for us to
judge someone else. We should be concerned only with our own
personal success, and that’s what this book strives to do. Learn the
lessons, put them into practice, and succeed. Focus first and
foremost on the craft. Any great artist — whether Michelangelo
working as an apprentice fresco artisan or Ernest Hemingway
filling his journals with writing before even attempting a novel —
knows that you must first master the craft. The great artists start out
as craftsmen and then continue to draw on those fundamental skills
in their approach to art. To be a successful artist is to be a successful

Lessons: The Craft of Acting
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craftsman. Once you have truly mastered the craft, then you can call
yourself an artist. Not until then.

A caution: There is a difference between paying lip service to
your craft and mastering it. The former can be done by skimming
these pages or lounging in a green room. The latter comes with age,
an accumulation of life experiences, and practice. Be diligent, but
also be patient. The journey is long, but when you reach the
destination — the right to call yourself an artist — it will be well
worth it.

There’s an old saying, “All glory comes from daring to begin.”
That said, are you ready to begin? Are you ready for the lessons

themselves?

Introduction
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