Working the Monologue

You’ll Never Talk Alone

Most actors agree on one particular issue. They hate to do monologues. Many actors will tell you that doing a monologue is one of the most difficult tasks that an actor faces. There are several reasons for this, but the most glaring one is that doing a monologue feels totally unnatural. Here’s a quick verbal questionnaire to demonstrate what I mean. Number 1 – raise your hand if you’ve ever done the following: talked to yourself aloud for protracted periods of time. Number 2 – raise your hand if you’ve ever pretended that you were talking to someone else for protracted periods of time? Number 3 -- Put up your hand if you’ve ever worked yourself up to some climatic state of emotional turmoil by talking to yourself or talking to another person who was not really there? Finally, put up your hands if you ever found yourself standing in the middle of a room while going on about a subject that you’d rather leave unspoken? I don’t imagine that if I could see you, there would have been too many hands waving in the air.
In spite of the fact that monologues are one of the most unpleasant dramatic devices ever foisted on an actor, they are, unfortunately, not unlike what the SAT is to the student trying to get into college -- an unnatural device used to measure one’s potential or aptitude for success. In reality, however, neither device has much in common with what a person would actually do in the situations they’re supposed to measure. When we use monologues to help us cast a play, we are asking actors to talk to themselves or to some imaginary listener and make us believe that this is what they are actually doing. That seldom happens in the play we will actually direct. Usually there is a person for them to talk to. Nevertheless, we expect our students to be convincing when they’re doing this monologue torture, and that they are actually speaking with purpose and urgency, not to mention forwarding the story. In addition, our actors are doing all this totally out of the context of the play, but we still expect them to make it all make sense. Sometimes, and most painful of all, these actors will break the fourth wall and actually talk directly to us out in the audience – making us complicit in their problems and their pain. 
The truth is – most monologues are not really monologues -- particularly when seen in the context of a play. They are actually protracted pieces of dialogue during which another actor/character is present and reacting. Sometimes they do so with snippets of their own dialogue periodically inserted; other times their reactions are non-verbal – but there is always a give and take between the actor/characters. When a playwright writes the dialogue, she is well aware that the listening character, through his or her reactions, will be helping to steer the course of the monologue by way of the verbal and non-verbal feedback being provided. The playwright intends for there to be this give and take between characters. She knows that it will provide conflict as well as dramatic arc as the speech unfolds. Of course, there are monologues in which the playwright intentionally writes for a character to address the audience directly. But even in these situations, the playwright expects that an exchange will be going on between the character and the listening audience, and the actor playing the character will be expected to make adjustments according to the feedback he gets.
Too often, unfortunately, when beginning actors are auditioning for a role or trying to impress a college auditor, they forget many of the things that will help them be believable and compelling. They end up performing their monologue in a vacuum, and do so in a way that inadvertently makes them ignore the very things that auditors or directors want to see. These include believability, an ability to listen and react moment by moment, an ability to act physically, an ability to tell the story clearly and sequentially, and an ability to be compelling as well as natural. The fact is that an audition monologue is far stronger when the viewer is aware that another character is present, even when that monologue is done by an actor who is totally alone. In other words, since most monologues are really dialogues, it is incumbent that the actor knows how the other character is reacting. Therefore, seeing and hearing that other character react, and then reacting to those reactions is an essential part of what a good actor performing a successful monologue is doing. Acting is about telling the story, not just saying the dialogue, and a central part of the unfolding story is the non-verbal part – the part where an actor gets to react.
Here then is a series of exercises that can help actors prepare and deliver monologues more effectively by forcing them to deal with a monologue as though it were a scene rather than a solo piece. This exercise will also help actors with most other essential elements of good acting including analysis, making choices from that analysis, physicalization, listening and reacting, and telling the story compellingly.
The Monologue Scene Project

Purpose

The purpose of this series of exercises is to help our students see that monologues must be viewed in the same way that scenes are -- if they are ultimately going to prepare and execute them effectively. They must know the story contained in the monologue and find ways to tell that story with clarity and in a compelling manner. Ultimately, the story must have a central conflict between characters; an arc with a clear beginning, middle, and end; and several storytelling moments that serve as dramatic stepping stones through the arc of the story. Our actors must also keep in mind that good acting is not only about dialogue. Acting between the lines is as important as dialogue, and physical action can be as telling as the words provided. The exercises found below will give students an opportunity to test and develop the concepts presented above and give them an opportunity to prepare and execute a monologue with success. Depending on the time you have to spend on these exercise, you can do all the rounds in sequence or, if your time is limited, jump right into the second round. 
Round 1

Method

The first step of this exercise is to get your students to find monologue material that will serve them well, or at least get them to understand and recognize the ingredients that will make up a good monologue. Next, they will need to do the initial preparation on that monologue including finding or deciding on the given circumstances, and finding the storytelling arc, basic conflict and objectives, and the most dramatic moments that will need to be played. Once you give the assignment and explain it fully to your students, you should give them ample time to find and prepare the material for presentation. The final step of this round will be to have your students present their monologues in class and get feedback from you and (if you allow it) the class.
Discussion

If your students are sophisticated enough, you may want to let them select their own material. The material should be something that they could actually play. In other words, they should not select something they are not right for, too young for, etc. Monologue work is difficult enough; no need to make it even harder by using material that will be too much of a stretch and require choices beyond your students’ understanding or physicality. If you don’t think your students have the capacity at this point to select for themselves, then you can take on this responsibility. The idea is for them to be successful. For this exercise I like to use monologues that do not come from actual plays. This is one of the few situations in which I actually think this way. Normally, I like to make my students have to deal with their work in the context of the bigger picture of the play, but for this kind of introduction to monologuing, I have found it to be useful for students to have to make up viable given circumstances on their own. It forces them to be practical and to think in terms of choices that will make the story compelling, but at the same time requires them to make choices that they can execute clearly that will work for the audience. 
The problem is that many of those monologue collections that you find in book stores – especially those original ones for student actors – are often not very good. You will need to be the judge here, but I strongly recommend that you approve any selections your students make before allowing them to proceed. Even a good actor can be tripped up by bad material – that is material that is not right for a particular actor or that, in practical dramatic terms, simply doesn’t work. I have found that the collections written by Jason Milligan et. al. are very effective for this kind of acting assignment. The first in the series is called Actors Write for Actors and the second is Encore. I believe there is now a third collection as well. All of these are published by Samuel French and can be easily found online or in their catalogue. They are also available through Amazon. 
Finding monologues from memoirs, oral histories, and novels written in the first person can also make for excellent source material. Some of my own students have had much success using chick-lit material – Jennifer Weiner novels for instance – or selections from Lovely Bones by Alice Sebold. Others have hit paydirt with excerpts from non-fiction offerings such as Reviving Ophelia by Mary Pipher or Nickel and Dimed by Barbara Ehrenreich. The important thing is that their selections sound like real people talking, and their selections contain a significant conflict and a dramatic arc that can be played through. You might want to suggest to your students that they start actively collecting potential material they run across and keep it in a folder for future use. Finding a good monologue is always stressful, and what is not useful now may very well be later. A good-fit monologue not done to death is an enduring asset for any auditioner.
Once your students have selected their monologues – a minute to a minute and a half is more than enough material, by the way – they should begin their analysis process. Before any rehearsal begins, they should be solid on the following:

· The given circumstances – the who, what, when and where or, in other words, the context for the speech. Who is talking to whom? Their relationship, history, etc. Where are the characters? When does this scene take place? 

· What are the conflicts and obstacles apparent in the scene? How do they connect with the unfolding story and the needs of the characters? No answers should be arbitrary. They should all contribute to the unity and effectiveness of the story.
· What do the characters need from each other (their objectives)? How does the dialogue work to help the characters get what they need? What tactics are apparent or implied in the monologue? What is the story arc or dramatic progression? 
· What are the big storytelling moments in the monologue? How do they set up what happens next?
The answers to all these questions have to be answered specifically. The where can’t simply be New York. That is far too general. A better answer would be New York in the spring in Central Park by the carousel sitting on a bench. But these details are useful only if they enhance the story being told in a practical manner. The same process will need to be followed for the other given circumstances as well. The more specific your actors’ answers are, the more specific their actual acting choices will be up the road when they’re attempting to put it all on its feet. Thinking through answers in their head, in my experience, tends to keep choices fuzzy and too intangible, especially for beginning actors. I strongly suggest that you ask your students to do all their analysis in writing. The process of putting it down on paper will make their thinking clearer, more specific, and far more tangible when the time comes to rehearse. It will also help your actors arrive at a clear and shared understanding of the scene later when it becomes more than a monologue in the second round.

Below, you will find a monologue that can serve as a sample source for making preliminary choices. You might want to address the questions above using the material provided below. Going through a sample session of analysis with your class before sending them off on their own would likely prove beneficial.

You think it’s EASY, don’t you? Well it’s not! It’s hard work, EXHAUSTING … HARD … WORK. Yes, it’ll make me rich. Okay, very rich! But that doesn’t make it any less exhausting, does it? Worth it? Of course it’s worth it. But it’s not a choice. It’s not like chicken or fish; hair down or pulled back. Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t get it do you? This kind of life is not a choice – it’s a sentence.  Perfect bone structure may be an accident, but keeping the gift is like a curse. Watch what I eat, get the sleep, do the exercise, maintain the regimen. No, I’m not complaining; I’m grateful. I am. I am very lucky. Incredibly lucky. Yes, there was a moment. You really want to hear this?  All right, but don’t make fun of me.  It was three months ago. I was standing right here in Time Square across from the Hershey store. A bus rolls by. There’s an ad for Hugo Boss on the side. And it’s me. It’s me in my underwear covering the entire side of the M5. And I realize. I am like a God. 15 feet long and 10 feet high. And I’m everywhere. Everywhere at once. My face, my body, rolling down every major street in New York. You’re laughing. Don’t. It’s a short life, you know. A butterfly only lives for a day, right? Tomorrow I’m gone. Let me enjoy it. Let me have the day. Please. 

Even a cursory examination of the piece I concocted above will yield many useful acting nuggets. Clues in the dialogue suggest many basic given circumstances – certainly regarding the who, the what, and the where. The when is up for grabs, but your students would do well to think in terms of choices with time elements that would add specificity and urgency to the situation. The speaker is late for an appointment, or the weather is not easy to stand in for long are just two examples. The basic conflict stemming from the model’s new found success and the listener’s jealousy and skepticism about her profession provide a good starting gate for finding objectives and tactics. The shift in the model from defensiveness to honest vulnerability during the arc of the speech comes as a result of the moment-to- moment exchanges between the speaker and the listening character. Their growing mutual understanding is the source for the arc in the story. More on this later. 

Once your students have completed their preliminary work in writing (if you choose that approach) and you have responded to their answers with suggestions and/or approval, they are ready to work on the monologue by putting it on its feet. You can do this with your students individually or work through their first ups in class with the class watching. It is also up to you whether to have your students memorize their work or read from the script. Obviously, time is a factor, but so is how well your students are able to act with their noses in the script. If your students are unable to act while reading, then it might be worthwhile to have them come in memorized. But if they are able to read and make moments, you will be able to move to this stage of the work faster than if you had to wait for your students to be memorized. If your particular class has a range of talent and commitment, you can do some students memorized and others with script in hand. It’s up to you and what’s best for your students. What’s important is your students’ ability to translate their written work into what they do on stage.
Your feedback here should be based on believability, clarity, and compellingness. Is there a clear conflict? Is it a strong one? Is the speaker playing her specific objective? Is she using tactics appropriate to getting her objectives fulfilled? Is she using the dialogue to get what she needs or is she delivering the dialogue on the face value of the lines, forgetting about her purpose for speaking? In order to be believable your students will really need to create the illusion that they are speaking to someone specific and reacting to the listener’s imagined verbal and non-verbal input. Many of your students are likely to have difficulty doing this effectively. 
In addition, every monologue has contained within it a series of significant moments that cannot be played through or ignored. Often they are moments that inspire the next piece of dialogue spoken, and if your actors run through these moments, it’s the equivalent of crossing out significant events in the scene and being shocked that the scene doesn’t make sense or have power. In the sample speech above, for instance, there are several lines of dialogue in which the speaker is responding to something said to her. If your actors simply play the lines without first hearing and reacting to the unspoken line, they will be crossing out many of their significant moments. In the speech above there are also times where what the speaker says will have obvious impact on the listener. Those moments are actable as well, and taking in the partner’s reaction will be essential to how the person doing the monologue will say her next line.
If you work through your students’ pieces after they deliver them, you will be able to point out some of these places and ways to help make them work. You might even have your students use you or another skillful student to play to as you work some moments. Your reactions, or those of the selected student, can help your speaking actor find those moments and react to them effectively. But even when your students come to understand these moments, retaining what they have learned about these moments and the scene overall will be difficult. Not only will they have to remember their own stuff, they will also have to remember how you or the other workthrough actor handled their moments and be able to recreate them in their heads – no easy task for the best actors. So here’s where round two comes in.

Round Two

Purpose

The purpose here is to help our students see their monologues as scenes with the same obligations that scene work has. In this round of the game that fact will become tangible and clear because the other character will be injected into the scene. With the addition of the other character’s participation, your students will be able to see that a monologue is a story arc consisting of give and take between characters. There is a stream of action and reaction through which objectives and tactics are used to overcome a central conflict, thus revealing the dramatic progression of the story contained within.
Method 

All of your students should be assigned a scene partner for their monologues. For this round of the exercise, your students will have two scenes to work on. The first scene will be the one in which they deliver their former monologue. In the other they will be the reactors in the other actor’s monologue. How you divide the class will be up to you. For ease in rehearsal scheduling, you may want your students to keep the same partner unless that will contradict the given circumstances, somehow – if gender is an issue, for instance. Having the same partner will allow pairs of students to only have to schedule time with one other person. Obviously, that can be an advantage. I have found when working this exercise, about two thirds of the class will be able to keep the same partners. Then I just remix the rest. It usually works out fairly well this way. Do what’s best for your class’s circumstances. 

The rules for this round are simple. Your students are to re-rehearse their monologues as though they are scenes. Wherever the script suggests that the listening character has said something or might have said something, the reacting character may actually create dialogue that would be appropriate. These snippets of dialogue should be short and to the point. Once the new dialogue has been settled on, it should be maintained as if it had actually been written for the scene. The dialogue created, however, must never pull the scene away from the railroad tracks provided by the playwright in the actual monologue. It is possible that a particular monologue may require no additional spoken dialogue in response. If that is the case, it is perfectly all right, but the listening actor has no less responsibility to react and pursue the objective he has determined he should play. Obviously, if he has no dialogue, he must accomplish this goal through what he does and how he does it non-verbally. He may even be trying to say something but the speaking actor prevents it. 
Your students should consider this work as they would a normal scene, for in fact, it is. As your actors rehearse, they should be finding the story physically as well. That means there will be movement, gesture and possibly business to take care of. By the time your students have completed their rehearsing, the former monologue should be a fully realized scene – a scene that is balanced equally between the characters. This will happen if both of the actors in the scene fully play out their objectives. At the assigned time, your students will present their scene and get feedback in the same way they would when they put up a normal scene. You may choose to work the scene after notes to develop your commentary from the notes. You can then reassign the scene for further development, or simply move on to Round 3.
Discussion 
The most important thing that should come out of this exercise is the realization by your actors that monologues are scenes – with all the same elements any other scene has. The fact that the exercise makes the imaginary character tangible and real will enable the monologue speaker to see the piece far more clearly and with far more specificity than she otherwise might. When there are two people who must agree on given circumstances, it forces the actors to cover the who, what, when, and where with far more detail. In turn the specificity agreed on narrows the range of choices while leading the actors away from generalized decisions. Finding the truth of any situation is often the result of seeing it with the same detail that real life offers up. And finding the specific truth of a situation is one of the things that make the fine actor’s work special.
Seeing the monologue strongly in terms of its conflict between characters is also extremely valuable. Objectives that arise from a specific conflict create a specificity and urgency that beginning actors often don’t find when working monologues on their own. Overcoming the obstacles provided by another actor, rather than imagining them, gives most beginning actors far better stuff to work with and against. Playing off another actor also helps them mark their victories, defeats, and discoveries -- because they are being reflected off their partners. Your actors will be using their senses in the moment rather than just the words of the script sifted through their limited imaginations. Finally, playing through the resistance offered up by another actor will help your monologue givers find the arc of the story and the dramatic stepping stones that pop up during the course of their journey. 
Now let’s take a look at some of these concepts through the lens of an actual script. For your convenience the speech presented earlier is repeated below.

You think it’s EASY, don’t you? Well it’s not! It’s hard work, EXHAUSTING … HARD … WORK. Yes, it’ll make me rich. Okay, very rich! But that doesn’t make it any less exhausting, does it? Worth it? Of course it’s worth it. But it’s not a choice. It’s not like chicken or fish; hair down or pulled back. Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t get it do you? This kind of life is not a choice – it’s a sentence.  Perfect bone structure may be an accident, but keeping the gift is like a curse. Watch what I eat, get the sleep, do the exercise, maintain the regimen. No, I’m not complaining; I’m grateful. I am. I am very lucky. Incredibly lucky. Yes, there was a moment. You really want to hear this?  All right, but don’t make fun of me.  It was three months ago. I was standing right here in Time Square across from the Hershey store. A bus rolls by. There’s an ad for Hugo Boss on the side. And it’s me. It’s me in my underwear covering the entire side of the M5. And I realize. I am like a God. 15 feet long and 10 feet high. And I’m everywhere. Everywhere at once. My face, my body, rolling down every major street in New York. You’re laughing. Don’t. It’s a short life, you know. A butterfly only lives for a day, right? Tomorrow I’m gone. Let me enjoy it. Let me have the day. Please. 

The first question a well trained actor might ask herself is what is the story here? And since stories start with a conflict, what, exactly is that conflict? A quick once-through of the monologue above with those questions in mind easily lends itself to some useful answers. The conflict is over the perception of what big-time modeling is all about. The model sees it as extremely hard work and sacrifice in return for fame and a big financial payoff. The character she is speaking to sees modeling more as a result of good looks and luck. There is probably jealousy in their somewhere as well, jealousy that can up the stakes. The monologue giver is trying to convince the listener that modeling is difficult work and the listener, at least at the beginning, is trying to somehow make the model feel bad for being so lucky. These comments are generalizations, of course, but they are specific, too, at least in terms of how the mechanics of a strong scene can work.
The monologue doesn’t really offer up any specifics of who the listener is, or when this scene takes place. It does reveal fairly specifically the where. Time Square New York. What possibilities does that offer up for movement choices that can help make the story effective? Your actors would want to make choices regarding other given circumstances that clearly establish whatever other these selected given circumstances are.  More importantly, however, they would want to decide on specific details that would help make their story as compelling as possible. Compelling here includes details that will help the characters use their bodies and be specific with gestures and, possibly, business. If, for instances, the characters are standing outside south of the Hershey store, they will be able to reference and point to the store when it comes up in the dialogue. They will also be able to refer to the high buildings that surround them, the traffic on the street, including buses, and the people passing, etc. This can add texture and specifics to the work. They could consider the time as well. If it is winter, for instance, the cold could provide an urgency to the discussion and give the actors additional physical things to do. You get the idea.
In terms of story arc, clearly the words of the monologue suggest that both the speaker and listener undergo several changes during the course of the piece. Though seemingly antagonistic at the beginning, the listener has softened enough by the end to allow the model to reveal that she sees her professional life as ephemeral and fragile as a butterfly’s -- suggesting an intimacy that is earned during the course of the speech. This arc suggests, of course, that the listener’s objective changes during the course of the story.  The trail of reactive statements that the model makes reflects the moment-by-moment changes the listener undergoes as the model presents her case. A question like ‘is it worth it?’ implies a shift in the listener – a shift the actors will have to continue to make during the course of the monologue. These kinds of moments are the stepping stones of the story arc and provide those important moments of tactical victory, defeat, and discovery mentioned earlier. The monologuer will find many such moments as she works with an actual partner.

And finally, there is that playable discovery that actors almost always fail to utilize as they begin their monologues for auditions. Actors love to start their monologues with the first word rather than with the impulse to speak. But there is usually a big moment before the first line of a monologue is spoken. In fact, it is usually the reason that first line is spoken. In the monologue above, that first line obviously comes from whatever the other character has been saying. And there has, in the moment before, been a comment or look that has triggered the opening monologue line. When the two actors doing the scene join forces, they will have the option to begin with the look or with a new line written in by the non-monologuing partner. A line like “Boy, you sure have it made!” could do the trick. So could thousands of other lines. But the point is that the insertion of the line will help make that first monologue line far more specific. Whether or not the monologue scene is ever done again, the person doing the monologue alone will have a tight grasp on how the opening moment works and how to make that moment happen. In all probability, she will have a much tighter grasp on the entire monologue as well, and that brings us to Round Three.
Round Three
Method
For this round, have your students prepare their monologues one more time; this time returning to the original format of delivering it in the traditional monologue manner. For this time up, your actors are to use all they have learned about the monologue from working with their partner. They should retain the give and take that was gleaned from Round Two and make any additional adjustments necessary.
Discussion

You will probably find that much of what was discovered and developed for Round Two will be apparent in this round as well. I did this series of exercises with my own freshman BFA actors this past fall and was extremely pleased with the results. Most, if not all of my students kept what they found in Round Two and were far better in terms of urgency and believability than they were in Round 1. Clearly, the monologue had become a conversation between two people, and that second, invisible character was still a part of the scene -- reacting and challenging just like in the second round despite the lack of physical presence. A good percentage of my actors were so comfortable at this point in the process that they were finding additional moments, and finding moments where love and humor added humanity, color, and depth to what had initially been a one level operation. Don’t be surprised, if your students grow in similar ways.

But even if your students are not quite as successful as mine were, they will no doubt retain the idea that doing monologues requires the same give and take and moment-by-moment listening and discovering that scene work does. This will be invaluable to their future work. They will, in all likelihood, feel far more connected to the material as well. They will find that they are acting far less and reacting far more. Their work will feel better to them and be far more believable and interesting for the audience watching. It is even possible that doing a monologue will no longer feel as artificial or as irrelevant as an SAT examination. But even if it does, their monologue scores are likely to go up several important percentile points.
