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Audition! — Putting It Together

A few days ago I watched approximately 240 students audition for college theatre programs in Florida.  From those 240, I selected a few dozen that struck me as showing potential, and offered them a place in our next BFA freshman class.  The truth is, when I see that many one-minute auditions, with no time between auditioners to make decent notes, it is difficult to keep them from blurring together.  Fortunately, however, there are a few auditions that really stand out from the rest.  These are the ones in which actors take the stage, behave believably for sixty seconds, and tell the story contained within their one minute framework. These are the actors I call back, the ones to whom I give the sales pitch.

I probably underestimate the talent of a number of students at this kind of audition, perhaps a large number.  I also probably attribute more talent to some of the students I select than they actually deserve.  I am sorry for this, but the blame is not mine.  I believe I judge as accurately as anyone could, given what I have to work with to make my judgments.  Auditions, like so many other kinds of tests, don't necessarily provide us with an accurate measurement of talent or potential.  But there is no doubt in my mind that a well-selected monologue properly delivered will fool me every time.  The craft of acting is about creating illusions, and if I am fooled, students and their teachers have properly done their jobs.

At the auditions I just witnessed, students performed their pieces one school at a time.  From some, every actor seemed, at the least, competent.  From other schools student abilities seemed to differ dramatically.  I don't believe that some geographic areas naturally produce more talented indigenous actors, (excluding magnet schools, but even then, good coaching is often apparent) so it was quite clear which teachers knew how to effectively coach their students.

Auditions are different than other kinds of acting, and we, as acting teachers, don't always properly prepare our students for the ordeal.  Since our students' success or failure depends so heavily on their audition, it is our responsibility to do all that we can to help them look good when their moment of truth comes.  Proper selection, preparation, and presentation are all necessary skills for student actors and their teachers.  In the following paragraphs I will try to offer some helpful tips to improve the success rate of your students.

How Monologues Are Different

Most acting situations involves two actors dealing with each other.  The style is realistic, and in most cases the fourth wall (the imaginary dividing line through which the audience can see in but the actor, thankfully, cannot see out.) is not broken.  This separation between the audience and actors allow them to concentrate and focus on an imagined reality far away from the judging eyes of a demanding field of critics.  Each actor reacts to what the other feeds him, fueling his own next line or moment  It is through this interplay that the most interesting dramatic things happen.  

In the audition situation, however, the actor has no one with whom to play tennis. He is forced to deal directly with an audience of hostile, judging eyes; or pretend to talk to someone who isn't really there.  If an auditioner is to be successful, he must compensate for the missing other actor, and find ways to ignore his acting enemy, the auditioners.  Doing this successfully often spells the difference between a good and bad presentation.

Finding a Monologue

Acting teachers and texts often instruct actors to find material that is appropriate to their age and personality.  They are told to find material that "lets the auditioner know who they are."  It is very difficult to find age appropriate material for high school aged actors that is really good.  "Cute" seldom makes for effective audition material.  And even when you do find an effective piece, chances are a lot of other young actors have found it too.  There just isn't that much out there.  In my opinion finding a monologue that fits your actor like tailor made clothes is not that important.  How much can I find out about an actor in one minute anyway?  What I want to know is can the kid act?  

Better by far to find a piece of material that contains a good throughline, that tells a story, that gives the actor a few specific actable moments even if it is not absolutely age appropriate.  If a kid can use the lines to tell a story that has a beginning, middle and end, and can go through a few well-acted transitional moments, I'll call him back in spite of the fact I didn't believe he was the age of the character in the piece.  I'll find out who he is when I talk to him 

Very often, I'll see an audition where a "character type" selects a piece about a nerd in which he performs a few funny comic bits.  Often this kind of piece has no through line, or the actor may focus so heavily on the bits, that any potential story is left undeveloped.  The piece may be cute, and the actor may perform the required nerdy bits humorously.  But that doesn't tell me if he can act.  In fact I'm not sure whether any acting choices are even being made.  Further, I wonder if that actor can do anything else besides being a nerd.  When casting a play I can get a good actor to act nerdy.  It is more difficult to get the nerd to act like he is not.  This kind of audition choice suggests limitation more than it suggests range.  Not a good idea.

Developing the Audition

Another piece of advice I always hear is "find material that no one else uses, material that no one else has even seen."  The irony to that advice is that most student actors use the same set of audition books available at your local book store.  The likelihood of finding virgin material is slim when most students go to the same source.  It is always good to use fresh material, but it is more important to do the material well, whatever it is.

I saw one particular monologue four times the other day.  It never seemed like the same piece because of the difference in skill levels and the difference in the acting choices that were made.  There was no negative bias on my part seeing the piece several times.  It only made me appreciate the one actor who did it really well even more.  It is our job to make sure our students are the ones who really do it well.

Good acting requires that actors play a strong objective clearly.  It requires that this objective be fulfilled by the character being spoken to in the monologue.  In other words your actor must need something from the listener.  It is the character's reason for speaking.  It is acting suicide to address the audience rather than another character.  The audience is generalized and does not react in any specific or consistent way.  The audience can not be focused on.  Your actor must decide who the listener is and how the listener is reacting at every moment to what is being said.  Your actor must react to the imaginary listener as if he can see and hear everything that invisible scene partner does and says on stage.  Only then will your actor be alive moment-to-moment, specifically and believably.  It is a good idea to have your student actor rehearse the monologue with a scene partner.  The scene partner might even insert appropriate dialogue during the rehearsal sessions.  This will help your actor maintain specific reactions later when he is working alone.  Remember, a monologue, in most cases, really is a scene.

Playing states of being is also acting suicide.  Nothing demonstrates bad acting more rapidly than emoting.  It is a miserably sad story this monologue.  Therefore I will act miserably sad.  I will say the words but they have no importance compared with this miserable sadness I'm conveying.  Do not let your students do this, please.  If the monologue has been well chosen, it contains a good story.  The actor should pay attention to the given circumstances, but his specific focus should be on completing his objective and telling a story that has a beginning, middle, and end.  In other words it has an acting throughline.  The actor should not be the same at the end of his monologue as he was at the beginning.  The act of delivering his speech has put him through dramatic changes.  

If your actor breaks his work down into beats and uses his transitions well, there will be several opportunities to demonstrate real acting.  There might even be an opportunity to throw in a little emotion.  Each transition, remember, is the result of an acting victory or defeat, an opportunity to react to new information or a discovery, a moment for a light bulb or a short circuit.  Two or three of these moment thrown into a good story, well told, will put me in audition heaven every time.

Remember a good story must have conflict.  That is provided either by the listener's resistance to the actor's objective, or by some other obstacle within the story that will hinder the actor from getting what he wants.  The more the actor needs his objective, and the more there is outside resistance to his getting it, the more conflict there is, the better the story.  Large needs require big choices.  Big choices make exciting acting.  The logic is foolproof.  Make sure your actor follows these axioms.  

A word of caution.  It is sometimes necessary to cut a piece in order to make it fit specific time restrictions.  Be very careful about cutting internally—that is cutting a line here and there.  A well-written monologue by a skilled playwright has little fat.  Most of it is essential.  I have seen many student actors complain that they can't make a speech work, only to find out later that they have cut critical connective material.  If shortening is necessary, it is often better to start the speech later, or end it sooner.  A small acting adjustment can usually make a later start sound like the beginning, or an earlier end sound climactic.  It is much more difficult to act a transition that no longer exists in the script.

Performing the Audition

Once your students have rehearsed their pieces, it is their responsibility to remember and use the reactions they have developed—even though they no longer have their rehearsal partners present.  This is not always easy, but if they don't use the specific moments they have worked out previously, the danger of falling into generalized responses and playing emotional states is very great.  It is also vitally important that you remind your actors to go over their objectives, given circumstances, and important dramatic story moments in their piece before they go on.  Instruct them to avoid thinking about the "E" word (emotion).  There will be plenty of that in them anyway Their nervous energy almost guarantees that, but they want to avoid allowing their nerves to take over, which can result in an adrenalized mishmash.

The answer to where to focus the eyes and energy in an audition has no absolutes.  However, there are guidelines.  Generally speaking, auditioners do not like to be the focus of attention.  It can distract them and/or make them uncomfortable.  Either of these conditions in your judges can be dangerous or deadly.  It can prevent them from watching critically or, should your students have such luck or skill, as an audience.  Better to find a focus that is specific in location but not directly at the auditioner.  It is essential for the actor to really see that spot selected as his actual scene partner.  This will keep your actor focused and alive.  It will help him remember to react and listen.  It will help him avoid thinking about those judging him.

There are audition pieces that require actors to address the audience.  In those cases, audience reaction is directly solicited and should be used.  In other words, if the actor asks for a response from the audience, then the actor must react to the actual audience response.  Otherwise the acting will seem false.  Eye contact may be necessary in such cases, but your actors should be careful not to dwell on any one particular individual for too long.  Again, the audience's comfort can affect their perception of what they are viewing.

It is also essential for you to get across to your students that their introduction is not a throw-away.  The positive energy they can generate with their opening hello is very real.  Now that I sit on the jury side of an audition, this fact is far more clear to me than it ever was as an actor.  First impressions are real, and in a one-minute format, they play a significant part of the whole picture created in a short time.  A warm introduction, followed by a dramatic transition into the monologue, gives your students an additional acting moment that can score them points, especially if the contrast between them and their characters is large.  Tell your students, as I always do, that a single good moment is worth far more than ice skating through a one-minute piece.  A strong, clear transition at the end of the piece to say "thank you" can again be an effective acting moment and should be there.  Even if the entire monologue goes badly, your actors could still have scored two good acting moments.  Money in the bank is not a bad thing.  Finally, demand from your students that they avoid helping the judges have a negative impression of them.  Any anger, disappointment or negative energy should be saved for a private time far away from the audition area.  Your students' personal feelings don't belong on the stage, and that is where they are as long as they are still in the audition area.

So there you have it—what I have learned from 15 or so years as a professional actor and ten as an acting teacher, combined with what I have discovered while trying to see clearly the talent stampeding by me at a cattle call.  Not everyone will totally agree with all I have said, but, after all, trying to make art, and judging it is highly subjective.  I know, however, from the success rates of my own students that the advice found herein is pragmatic and easily adaptable.  I wish you and your students many broken legs at your next round of auditions.

