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Actor Training: Boon or Bust? 
 

Monroe Lippman 
 

[Dr. Monroe Lippman's Fellows Address was given at the ATA Convention in New Orleans, August 16, 1978. It 
was later published in Actor Training IV, Ed. Richard Brown (New York: Drama Book Publishers, 1979) and is 
reprinted here  by special permission of the Institute for Acting Research. Ed.] 

 
 The year 1947 marked a kind of turning point in our theatrical history. For some twenty years before that 
the professional theatre outside of Manhattan had been dead. The once ubiquitous stock company had become 
virtually extinct and the once lively road had become moribund. Outside of New York those who hungered for live 
theatre had to rely almost entirely upon local amateur groups of varying quality. 
 Then in 1947, in Dallas, Margo Jones opened her Theatre 47 as a professional resident company. Perhaps 
encouraged by her success, others followed, among them Nina Vance in Houston, Zelda Fichandler in Washington, 
Jules Irving and Herbert Blau in San Francisco - all starting as amateur theatres struggling to become professional. 
Despite their headaches and heartaches, these neo-pioneers inspired others to emulation. More important, they 
roused the substantial interest of the Ford Foundation and, in lesser degrees, other sources of support, both 
foundational and governmental - not only for themselves but for others as well. 
 And so by about 1965 - in significant measure because of such support - there were some forty or so 
professional resident theatres spread around the country, counting only companies outside New York with a 
permanent home city base and production seasons of twenty to forty weeks. Of these companies, some were good, 
some were not quite good and some were quite not good. 
 In general, they shared two major hopes: to run as repertory theatres with permanent companies; and to 
avoid presenting the kind of play done on Broadway, forgetting that some very fine plays were first done there. The 
new companies were filled with higher ambitions - they would do only the classics, the "better" plays (without 
defining the term) and "significant" new plays (without defining that term either). 
 Whether they would be able to realize their ambitions did not seem as important as that they had them. It 
was a time of great interest and excitement for many of us in the theatre; and for those of us in educational theatre 
it was even more exciting, for in view of the burgeoning resident company movement it seemed logical that now 
there would be not only the opportunity but the actual need for trained actors. It seemed logical because most of us 
were not aware that by the beginning of 1966 there were already more actors employed in regional theatre than on 
Broadway and in touring companies combined.1 
 But no matter, really, for the new companies would demand a new and better kind of actor, one with the 
versatility to play convincingly the variety of roles that a full season would demand. And so, eagerly and 
enthusiastically we set out to discover how to develop that kind of actor and how the universities could best 
undertake such training. The enthusiasm was contagious. Both the Ford Foundation and the Rockefeller 
Foundation awarded grants for the study of actor training methods. The federal government, through its Office of 
Education, sponsored a two-phase conference between prominent representatives of both the educational theatre 
and the professional theatres, with special emphasis on the need for improved actor training. Individuals in 
academia and the profession began to delve into the problem, and a number of university administrators 
proclaimed interest in such training within their own curricula, although in most cases the rhetorical evidence was 
much  more impressive than any actual evidence. 
 This last fact is not difficult to understand, for a program designed to qualify its graduates for employment 
as actors in the professional theatre requires intensive training, and this in turn seems to require certain standards 
that most universities find difficult to meet. It requires money, a good bit of money, because to be effective acting 
classes must be small and must be taught by experts. It requires space. It requires an understanding and somewhat 
untraditional acceptance of forms, schedules and standards likely to be inconsistent with the usual academic 
procedures. And it requires skilled teachers, with or without the academic degrees usually requisite for other 
disciplines. 
 There are only a very few universities in this country both willing and really able to accept these realities. 
And this is just as well, because I suspect that it takes only very few, perhaps a dozen or so, to supply all the young 
actors needed to fill the companies of resident theatres. Of course, for any surplus there's always Broadway, which 
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we seem to scorn for reasons that I've never understood; and there are movies and television, including 
commercials, but these media do not fall within the admitted interest of the more high-minded programs, although 
I have heard acting teachers speak with puzzling pride of students who get rich on commercials, or appear 
regularly on game shows, or become what the columnists like to call "personalities." In any case, the enthusiasm 
for actor training was so infectious in the sixties that, ready or not, everybody wanted into the act, the law of supply 
and demand to the contrary notwithstanding. The result is that in the past fifteen years actor training programs, 
quasi programs and professed programs have sprung up in universities all over the country. 
 It is my intention this afternoon to talk about today's actor training and some of its foibles, but first 
perhaps we should try to decide what we believe acting to be, and how it differs from mere performance. It is 
probably too complex an art to attempt a textbook definition here but I think it is not simplistic to suggest that 
acting is the combined art and craft that enables one to portray convincingly to an audience the character created 
and intended by the playwright. If this is a reasonable concept - and I am willing to argue for it at the nearest bar - 
acting then primarily involves understanding, interpretation and creation of the character, or in short, 
characterization. Because the projection to an audience of a believable character is usually achieved through the 
voice, face and body, it follows that the development of vocal and physical flexibility and control is vastly 
important in the training of an actor - but only as a means, never as an end in itself. 
 It is this importance of characterization that distinguishes acting from mere performing - and I do not 
mean to denigrate performance by using the word "mere." I have been very impressed by some performers without 
the need to consider them actors. A case in point is the appearance in this country of the Grotowski company some 
ten years ago. I was impressed by the performers in that company; I was impressed by their sheer physical control, 
in much the same way as I have always been impressed by that of contortionists, high divers or performers of any 
other kind of unusual and demanding physical manipulation. I was impressed, but never aware of any suggestion 
of character. It was a great performance, but bore no relationship to acting. I was equally impressed by the 
tremendous vocal flexibility displayed by the company, but for all the use of the voice for sound effects, nothing 
was communicated to me of the characters or the play. I was impressed by what members of that company could do 
with and to themselves, doubtless through hours of drill and very likely, at times, torture. But during the whole 
time of watching their performances, I could discern no slight suggestion of character. I could see only members of 
a troupe doing some quite impressive exercises. 
 The same reactions applied to the Performance Group's production of Dionysus in 69. There was no 
concern for or recognizable attempt at characterization. In fact, the performer who played the title role for several 
months had quite different motivations, essentially therapeutic. Let me quote him: "I am involved," he said, "in the 
life process of becoming whole. I do many technical exercises which organically suit that process. They act as a 
catalyst for my ability to let essence flow, to let my soul speak through my mind and body."2 I'm not sure what all 
that means, but I am sure that it has nothing to do with acting. 
 However, there are some interesting and frequently puzzling postures and practices to be observed in actor 
training today, and I would like to take a look at some of them. But before I do, let me acknowledge the existence 
of a few good professional actor training programs in American universities, programs in which there is sound 
training in character and script analysis, interpretation and characterization as well as in movement, voice and 
speech; programs in which process is not confused with product and there is a minimum of phoney mysticism 
about the art and craft; and in which the teaching staff appears to be serious, well trained and demanding of high 
standards. There are also some excellent acting teachers who are not affiliated with professional actor training 
programs, but are teaching very effectively in departments based in the liberal arts. So much for acknowledgments. 
 And now to some of the foibles. To begin with, let me say that in my judgment too many acting teachers 
in our universities - including, unfortunately, some in professional actor training programs - have become 
enamored of process purely for the sake of process. I do not mean to belittle process, by which I take it is meant 
simply methods of training, but teachers must remember that the end, the goal of training is the product - in this 
case, the hopefully skilled actor. If process is not intended exclusively for the purpose of developing that actor, and 
is not taught with that objective constantly in mind, there is no reason to bother with it at all, for unlike beauty, 
process is not its own excuse for being. 
 Another thing that disturbs me is the number of acting teachers who display an inordinate interest in 
therapy and a frightening willingness to indulge in it with their students. Now I am not opposed to therapy. In fact 
I recommend it highly for many acting students and more than a few acting teachers. But I shudder at the thought 
of untrained people trying to help other untrained people in situations that may call for professional help. One 



 3 

acting teacher, himself a successful actor, once told me that teaching acting is simply a matter of discovering what 
blocks exist in an acting student and then removing those blocks. Questioned further, he said, "If we can just 
discover what it is that stands in the way of a student being a good actor, all we have to do is remove that obstacle." 
This strikes me as an obvious solution if not entirely a practical one. What, for example, if the obstacle turns out to 
be simply a profound lack of talent, as I suspect may occasionally be the case? That would seem to be a tough 
obstacle to remove. Or what if it is in fact some kind of deep-seated emotional problem that cries for skilled 
professional treatment? Isn't a great deal more harm than good likely to result from the attempts of an unequipped 
acting teacher to offer therapy to someone in actual need of it? 
 I sometimes suspect that some acting teachers actually seek students in need of therapy so that they can 
practice on them. Or it may be that some want to teach acting so badly - and too many of them do just that - that 
they will accept anyone interested in their training programs, no matter how poorly qualified physically, vocally, 
emotionally or intellectually, just so that they may have enough students to justify to the university the existence of 
an actor training program. This may explain in part why so many teachers are so dedicated to process - they have 
to be. 
 It seldom occurs to the over-anxious teacher that he may be doing the unqualified student as great a 
disservice as would the track coach who encouraged a one-legged person to try to become a sprinter. Nor does it 
seem to occur to him that he is wasting his time and energy, for in the words of my colleague, Richard Brown, 
editor of Actor Training, "Time, money and effort spent in polishing a turnip will produce nothing more than a 
polished turnip." I think it fair to say that an actor training program is successful in proportion to the degree of 
talent possessed by the students admitted to it; and it is only partly in jest that it has been suggested that the serious 
program should devote its efforts to recruiting gifted youngsters and then protecting them from interference with 
their talents. 
 Have you noticed that acting teachers as a genre tend to be great faddists? They are attracted to all kinds 
of theories and practices that often seem to have little if any relationship to acting or actor training. In some cases 
this attraction is due to a genuine concern for actor training and a constant search for anything that might improve 
it; in others it seems due more to a search for something that might cover up a lack of knowledge or ability on the 
part of the teacher, especially if it can be made to sound exotic and is not familiar to too many people. Such 
faddists have made a big thing out of such practices as yoga and TM. Now I have nothing against yoga; I admire 
him as a great Yankee catcher. Nor have I anything against TM, although personally I prefer FM. It's just that I 
have very great difficulty understanding what their connection is with acting, and I am embarrassed for the number 
of young students who sit around practicing or trying to practice these esoteric phenomena, under the delusion that 
somehow they are thereby undergoing actor training. 
 As ripe a field as any for faddism is in the area of movement. Let me admit right now that I am not a 
movement expert; in fact I have been discovering that I don't know much more about it than half the people 
teaching it. But one need not be terribly acute to recognize that in far too many cases movement is being taught for 
the sake of movement, whatever that sake may be, and not for the sake of actor training. I suspect that this is due in 
large measure to the fact that too many movement teachers know too little about movement and nothing at all 
about acting or the actor's needs. Too many dancers and dancing teachers who understand only the problems of the 
dancer, and too many gym instructors who understand only the problems of the athlete, have moved into the 
teaching of movement for actors with no knowledge of or, in many cases, concern for the problems of the actor. 
They seem to be teaching for their own satisfaction rather than for the benefit of the students, which is not 
especially strange since most of them don't know what benefits the students. This is not meant to be a blanket 
indictment of all movement teachers. Some have studied seriously to develop an awareness of the problems and 
possible solutions to them. But there are still far, far too many who are guilty of these charges. 
 As I see it, the teaching of movement for actors has two purposes: one, the development of body control, 
coordination and grace; and two, the study of techniques specifically designed to aid in physical characterization. I 
submit that mere physical conditioning is not a legitimate purpose. Important as it is for actors, as for anyone else, 
it should not be the concern of an actor training program any more than speed reading or toilet training should be. 
Yet the great majority of movement classes that I have observed appear to have been designed primarily if not 
entirely for conditioning. Now we all know that practically every campus in the country has a gymnasium and a 
physical training staff. It seems to me that it would make great sense for an actor training program to turn its 
students over to that staff for physical conditioning. It would save the program time, energy and money and it 
would place the students in the hands of better qualified people. 
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 The field of movement training provides a happy home for all kinds of fads and theories. I have been 
amused by the discovery of the Alexander technique, not because it doesn't have its values but because it was being 
taught as far back as when I was taking elocution lessons, and a quick glance at me will tell you how long ago that 
had to be. I now look forward confidently to the discovery of the proscenium arch. 
 One of the more puzzling but popular features of many movement programs has been circus techniques. 
Now I like circuses as well as the next guy but, except for clowning, I have a hard time understanding their 
relationship to acting. I'm told that juggling breeds concentration. Sure it does - while you're juggling; you're likely 
to get conked on the head if you don't concentrate. But I know of no evidence that the juggling kind of 
concentration is transferred or transferable to character concentration, acting concentration; nor is any such 
connection evident to those students with whom I have raised the question. 
 Sure, juggling is a nice technique to master; so are trapeze, tightrope walking, knife throwing and being 
shot out of a cannon. They're great at a party, if you happen to carry your own trapeze or cannon with you. And 
admittedly,sometimes a part comes along that requires proficiency in one of these or similar techniques. If and 
when one does, I would suggest that the actor then learn it, for it makes little sense to spend valuable time and 
money, as a regular part of an actor training course, on such peripheral matters as circus techniques. I once told 
our leading teacher of circus that I enjoyed watching his classes and was impressed by some of the things his 
students had learned to do, but was stymied in trying to find a relationship to acting or actor training. After a 
moment's thought he stated quite frankly that as far as he could tell, there was none. I am willing to take his word. 
 I wonder at some of the other techniques and exercises I have witnessed in classes. I watched one day 
while one of our best known acting teachers put his class through an exercise that I have labelled derriere 
perambulation. Lest that be mistaken for one of the new exotic fads of which I spoke earlier, let me hasten to 
explain that derriere perambulation is nothing more than propelling oneself around on one's buttocks. In this case 
the teacher was deeply offended when I suggested that if only someone would write a play in which the characters 
moved about in such a fashion, his students would be in. It was clear to both of us that I lacked the sensitivity to 
appreciate the value to aspiring actors of such an exercise, although I am willing to recognize it as an achievement 
of sorts, if you don't mind the discomfort. 
 Of course the discomfort from derriere perambulation is nothing compared to that from rolfing, which can 
be downright painful. An erstwhile colleague of mine, formerly an acting teacher, became so engrossed in rolfing 
that he gave up his teaching career to become a professional rolfer. After he had been through the training I tried 
to learn from him the advantages of rolfing to the acting student, but failed. It was not that he wasn't willing to 
explain; it was just that I was too dense to understand. As far as I can tell, rolfing has one quickly recognizable 
trait in common with derriere perambulation, and that is that it has nothing to offer the acting student. 
 It is safe to predict that other fads will come along and acting teachers will embrace them. My 
professional consultant advises me that the next one could very well be bio-energetics, which is getting bigger all 
the time and may very soon join the long list of techniques already used in various places, techniques from 
Alexander to judo, from body mechanics to ballet, from Tai Chi Chuan to rolfing, from circus to akido and (for all 
I know) from Memphis to Mobile. Perhaps out of this melange there might some day come a more or less unified 
system, incorporating the helpful elements and discarding the rest - and designed for the students, not the teacher. 
 I hope it is not subversive to suggest that there very well may be acting students who don't need special 
movement training (except perhaps for character development), who are well coordinated physically, have fine 
body control and move naturally with ease and grace. Nor do I mean to be subversive by suggesting that there also 
may be those who don't need voice training, who know how to breathe, who have vocal control and flexibility, and 
use their voices easily and well. An unskilled voice teacher, of whom there are far too many, can do such a student 
a lot of harm. It is of prime importance that the student who needs voice training get it from a thoroughly qualified, 
knowledgeable teacher. This may not be as easy as it sounds, for there are a lot of voice teachers whose total 
training consists of having had a workshop or two with an expert in the field. Now if that's all it takes to be 
qualified to teach voice, any damned fool can do it, and of course a great many do. 
 Let me suggest that students with serious vocal or physical problems that render them unable to function 
well as actors, simply not be admitted to an actor training program. They should be advised to go to an expert and 
get their problems solved, and then enter the program, if otherwise qualified. Acting teachers must learn to resist 
the temptation to be do-gooders in such cases, especially when they are simply not trained or equipped to do good 
and may very easily do harm. Their job is to teach acting to qualified and hopefully talented students, not to try to 
solve their emotional or physical problems. 
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 Before I finish, which I promise will be any minute now, let me state what I believe to be one basic and 
important fact about actor training. Voice, speech or movement taught as separate phenomena unrelated to one 
another are of little use to the aspiring actor, for he does not use them separately in acting, he uses them all 
together all the time. Therefore it seems self-evident that acting, movement, voice and speech cannot be neatly 
compartmentalized into separate and independent units, if the teaching of acting is to be effective. They must be 
taught in a related and integrated fashion. When you hear movement teachers or voice teachers or speech teachers 
complain that their students do well in class but don't seem to transfer what they learn there to their work as actors, 
you are listening to teachers in a poorly integrated and self-defeating program. 
 In conclusion, let me say that while I still do not see the need for more than a handful of professional actor 
training programs in our universities, I do see the need for many well trained, thoroughly qualified acting teachers, 
whether they work in professional programs or liberal arts departments, because only through them will we get rid 
of the charlatanism, pretentiousness and phoney mysticism still to be found in the training of actors, and replace 
them with real knowledge, understanding and sound teaching. And that, in the words of a pretty fair country 
playwright, is "a consummation devoutly to be wished." 
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