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FOREWORD

A
cting in South Africa: Skills and Inspirations is the third book in a 

series that guides and teaches emerging actors, acting students and 

others involved in the performing arts. 

In an ever-growing and transforming world, our society is at risk of 

losing its ability to connect and genuinely interact at a personal level. 

How can we ensure the inclusion of humaneness in the development 

of our society? How do we look at the world today and communicate  

about it? 

An obvious answer is that we can do this through the arts. The arts 

are the ‘canary in the coal-mine’, providing early indicators of social 

challenges in society. 

In our changing world, theatre, television and film contribute to the 

daily perception of our society. Actors play a crucial role in this process, 

portraying characters in soaps that are watched by millions, performing 

at festivals and theatres that are visited by thousands. Actors can give an 

unforgettable, appealing performance and create characters with novel 

emotional behaviour. Many become stars that are role models when it 

comes to inclusion of humaneness. 

With this third book in their series for emerging artists, Emma and 

Roel provide further tools and encouragement to the future generation 

of actors, who will tell the next chapter in South Africa’s story in its 

global context. 

To keep pace with the development of arts in these times of change, 

there is a need for resource books like these. This series of books deals 

with aspects of the ever-developing and changing role of artists. It is 

comprehensive and practical. 

Sir Roel Twijnstra and Dr Emma Durden, I would like to thank you 

for the continued support to the education of the youth in the arts and 

culture sector. Yet again, you have produced an inspiring book for the 

artistic community that will further inspire our future artists. 

– Han Peters

ambassador of tHe kingdom of tHe netHerlands to soutH africa



INTRODUCTION

T
his book focuses on what it means to be an actor in South Africa. 

Many people feel that being an actor is a calling, that they can’t do 

anything else with their lives. Others seem to simply fall into the 

industry by being in the right place at the right time. Some make a great 

living from it, while others (many of the ones we know) struggle to make 

ends meet from month to month, despite being talented, dedicated and 

experienced. 

In 2018, South African theatre director Paul Grootboom wrote an 

intriguing post on Facebook:

I am thinking of the many gifted actors I keep meeting.  

Some of whom I have worked with and others who I only 

know from other people’s theatre productions. Some of them 

are graduates, while others honed their craft through hours of 

experience. Most of them are struggling to get by. Almost all are 

hoping for a TV job that can alleviate their financial struggles. 

But they seldom get TV roles. In fact, daily we are inundated 

by untalented TV personalities with only an ability of playing a 

gamut of emotions from A to B. Why is it so? Why are we letting 

it happen? Why are there no organised casting protests? Is it the 

fault of casting directors or are casting directors responding to 

what audiences want? Or are these actors not suitable for TV,  

not subtle enough with their acting? Or are we deluded in thinking 

these actors are good in the first place? If we say TV casts good 

looking people, does it mean all these struggling actors are ugly? 

Is it about their inability to turn themselves into brands maybe? 

How can they be advised to maximise their job prospects? Or is 

this a world-wide problem, nothing can be done about it?

This series of questions are indicative of an industry in which talent, 

looks and branding become confused and conflated. So, what makes 
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the difference between being a working, well-paid actor, and being a 

struggling one? 

Despite all the interviews that we did with actors, directors, producers 

and casting agents for this book, we are still not sure that we can answer 

this. We can say for sure that talent is not enough. Talent combined with 

hard work, constant improvement, networking and knowing how to 

make the most of every opportunity might make a difference. 

This book can’t teach you to be a great actor or guarantee you a 

place in the industry. But you can pick it up and be inspired by the 

stories of others who have made it. You can read through the interviews  

with directors and agents and understand what different people are 

looking for, and what makes the difference between being hired or 

not. You can read through the skills sections, which can help you to 

understand the basics of what is required, and to hone your technique, 

so that you become a technically better actor. And you can be reminded 

that you also need to bring yourself to every role, to every performance 

and every audition. No matter what technical training you have, no 

matter how well you can project your voice or do an accent or dance 

the rhumba, if you aren’t a nice person to work with, you aren’t likely to 

find work. 

We hope that you will learn from this book, that you will learn to 

use your voice and your body to the best of your ability, that you will 

keep training to make sure that you are always improving, and that you 

will learn to be responsible, reliable and humble as an actor. We were 

delighted that so many professionals were willing to share their time 

and their knowledge with us in the creation of this book. We were also 

amazed by the people (some held up as heroes in the local industry) who 

let us down by not arriving at pre-confirmed meetings and who didn’t 

respond to emails for weeks on end. The entertainment industry is made 

up of all sorts of people. We hope that you, who are reading this book, 

will make up part of the good sort. 

Thanks to funding from the National Lotteries Commission and the 

Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, we are able to run a number 

of workshops concurrently with the book. This allows us to demonstrate 

that you can’t really learn acting from a book. The book might help, 
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but you need to get up and moving and start to act, and you need an 

audience to help you judge whether what you are doing is working. 

A note on language use: 

Gender inequality is rife in the arts industry, as it is in so many other 

sectors of society, and as long as people treat male ‘actors’ and female 

‘actresses’ differently, this will continue. In this book, we use the term 

‘actor’ as a gender-neutral descriptor of a person who acts.



PART 1

INSPIRATIONS FROM
SOUTH AFRICAN ACTORS

In this part of the book, we interview a range of 

actors who are working on stage or screen, or 

both, in South Africa. We ask them about their 

journey to where they are today, and to share 

their thoughts on acting and the industry, as 

well as their tips for building a career and for 

successful auditions.
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Andrew Buckland

Andrew Buckland, physical theatre actor and educator (photograph by Bevan Davis)

As an actor, the readiness is all. You need to consistently give 
critical attention to, and take responsibility for, yourself as an 
artist and keep training your body and your voice, your whole 
self as a human being.
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Andrew Buckland was born in 1954 in Zimbabwe and grew up as the 

youngest of seven children in an upper-middle class family, with a Catholic 

upbringing at a Jesuit school. The Catholic school environment was one 

where fear of retribution and damnation was ever-present. Buckland 

remembers that the structure of school was very hierarchical, patriarchal, 

and very male, and, while maintaining the appearance of participating 

fully in that culture, he felt out of place and unhappy there. He would 

often play by himself: fantasy games drawn from what he watched on the 

black and white TV. He most often found himself in an imaginary world 

and playing out stories. He seldom went to theatre or the movies a child, 

and only started doing this as an older teenager. The first film which made 

a significant impression was the musical Jesus Christ Superstar, which he 

saw three times in three days, as he was so amazed by it.

After finishing school and to avoid conscription, Buckland went to 

Rhodes University, where he started studying accountancy. His switch 

to theatre was by chance. He recalls that he had met a girl and was 

overwhelmed by the thought of going out with her, so he made an excuse 

not to by saying he had to go to something, pointing randomly to a sign 

up on a noticeboard. It was a notice for an audition. He remembers:

I went to the audition and got a laugh at it. Two days later I changed 

courses and started studying drama. I suddenly realised that this 

was a possible way of being. As a schoolboy, I was often the clown, 

the fool, the joke-teller and being the physical funny-man was my 

way of earning status and approval. At Rhodes, I learnt very early 

on that while I had talent I desperately needed technique.

Buckland notes that he had excellent teachers, including Roy Sargeant, 

Jane Osborne, Michael Atkinson, Gary Gordon and Fred Hageman. 

He met his wife, Janet, at Rhodes, and they got married and very 

soon had three children. Buckland started teaching at the university 

when he graduated and was deeply immersed in the world of theatre.  

He then moved to Johannesburg and was contracted to the Performing 

Arts Council of the Transvaal (PACT) in their resident English theatre 

performance company in 1982. He notes:
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Under the artistic directorship of Lynette Marais I was part of a 

young company, that was hell of exciting. We were encouraged 

to make our own work – but after three years I couldn’t do it 

anymore. It was an apartheid structure and I was too aware of 

what that meant.

He then spent the next eight years as a freelance actor, mime, educator. 

In 1986 he won the Standard Bank Young Artist Award for Theatre, 

and created a new play, Pas de Deux, directed by Soli Philander, for the 

National Arts Festival:

I was emboldened by the idea that I could make a one-man 

mime show and play it in theatres. This allowed me, through the 

incredible support of both the Market Theatre, and the Baxter 

Theatre Centre, to develop a whole range of new works within 

the physical theatre frame; these included The Ugly Noo Noo, 

Bloodstream, Feedback, and, in collaboration with Lara Foot and 

Lionel Newton, The Well Being.

In 1992 he accepted a lecturing post at Rhodes under the new Head of 

the Drama Department, Gary Gordon.

My life has been hugely impacted by the fact I had great good 

fortune and significant privilege. My journey to where I have 

been was very strongly impacted by being white and male.  

This unearned privilege has given me access to education, venues, 

and audiences and made me strongly aware of the responsibility 

that I have now to use this privilege to make change wherever I can.

Buckland believes that an actor’s training must be rigorous and 

disciplined: ‘The readiness is all. You need to consistently give attention 

to yourself and keep training your body and your voice.’ 

In the late 1980s, he worked with a classically trained Polish 

percussionist Maciek Schejbal on a show entitled No Easy Walk, drawn 

from Nelson Mandela’s book, but exploring the idea of personal freedom. 
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Maciek was up early every day and practised his music eight hours a day. 

Buckland says this marked a turning point for how he saw himself as an 

actor and the amount of training needed to become better:

On that tour I used to get up and start training myself. Once I 

grew up enough, I took myself seriously as an artist and learnt to 

develop skills and techniques to find a voice and be the kind of 

artist I wanted to be. Later when I was out of work for a while,  

I was ‘in regime’ doing class for three hours a day, focusing on voice 

and physical theatre. Then I would spend two hours working on 

story-telling techniques.

This resulted in the creation of his work The Ugly Noo Noo, which was 

critically acclaimed and made it easy for him to do more. The return 

to Rhodes in 1992 began a new chapter. 

The university was keen for me to keep learning from the industry 

and also keep my profile, so I was privileged to keep developing 

that work as a performer as well as a teacher.

Buckland’s own preparation for work as an actor involves starting with 

the text:

By immersing yourself in the text, with enough oxygen, sweat 

and time, it starts to reveal its secrets for you. You are inevitably 

going to draw on yourself and your own life experience and 

your experience of other people, and then your character comes  

into itself. It’s like a tiny flame to which you give oxygen; that 

comes from working with written text, the physical text, the 

spatial and visual and rhythmic texts, and most importantly, with 

the other actors.

Character is revealed through how the other characters relate 

to it, looking for the space between the characters and seeing 

how the character serves the story. The character is not in the real 

world, the character is created in the world of this story, which 
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makes the truth of the story apparent to an audience. The craft 

of the actor is not to display the truth or show what you can do,  

it is to stimulate within the audience’s imagination something that 

is true for them. Make the audience in their imaginations feel that 

pain or joy which is stimulated by what they see. 

Buckland suggests that to be a good actor, you need to keep engaging 

with the world and observe the world, and to do this as a social person 

but also as an artist, where you keep focus on the idea of preparing your 

body for performance. He believes that you need to constantly look for 

opportunities and improve your skills, and that there is no such thing as 

luck: ‘Luck is a combination of opportunity and preparedness.’ 

His advice for actors is, ‘Don’t wait for an audition and the phone to 

ring; you are just setting yourself up for disappointment.’

Buckland’s top tips for a career as an actor are:

1. Work with others, make contacts and make work.

2.  Be an active member of the industry: you are the industry, and 

you make it the way you want it to be. Make it serve you, and you 

don’t line up and wait to serve it.

3. Constantly look for opportunities to work and make money.  

To be just an actor is extremely limiting, I am not sure how much 

your life will be fulfilling if you are just one thing.



Inspirations from South African actors   7

David Dennis

David Dennis

In the end, acting is not a selfish thing. It is almost a religious 
experience to share and give to the audience.

David Dennis, actor and Head of Live Performance, AFDA Johannesburg (photograph provided)
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David Dennis was born in 1960 in Port St Johns, Eastern Cape. He grew 

up with his grandparents and his mother, who was classically trained in 

piano and sang as a Puccini soprano in amateur settings. 

Dennis was unable to attend a good school in South Africa because of 

his mixed racial heritage and went to the multiracial Waterford Kamhlaba 

School in Swaziland. At the time, children of the Mandela, Tutu and 

Sisulu families studied there, together with the son of the president of 

Botswana, among the many other children of struggle stalwarts. Dennis 

recalls that his political awakening took place during those years. 

As a child, Dennis had seen an outdoor performance of Umabatha  

(the Zulu version of Macbeth) under the stars during a holiday to 

Swaziland. He recalls: ‘It was essentially an amateur performance, but the 

dust and the dung were real, the huts as well. It made a huge impression 

on me.’

At school he performed in modern plays written by Ionesco,  

Max Frisch and other modern absurdists, and plays that spoke about 

South Africa. He notes that he was inspired but not committed to having 

a career in the arts; he wanted to be an architect. However, two of his 

teachers, Michael Andrew and Robin Malan, suggested a career in acting, 

and he enrolled for an acting course at the private Maas-Phillips College 

in Cape Town.

He then moved to study at the University of Cape Town in 1979, 

where he experienced a number of challenges because of his racial  

make-up:

I and my family have never referred to ourselves by apartheid 

nomenclature that lumped people of mixed heritage, and which 

continues to do so, into one fit-for-all-purpose box. At university, 

there was one black student and one other so-called ‘coloured’, 

then me. I was a ‘presumed coloured’ who spoke Xhosa and 

English but classified as ‘white’. They would not cast me for the 

role of the prince with blonde hair and blue eyes. I realised that I 

would always be typecast or get older characters. I was too white, 

or not black enough. The only way for me to beat this system 

was to achieve excellence in everything I did. I was obsessed to 
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produce my own technique so well that no one could compete 

with me. That technical approach came out of rebellion. If I was 

not allowed to play the prince, I had to find something else inside.

Dennis explains that this pursuit of excellence lead to him analysing the 

text, voice and speech, the physical part and the use of props in detail, 

and resulted in an hour-long ritual preparing for every show, which he 

still follows:

One hour before the show, I come into my dressing room. I sit 

there for some minutes and breathe. I go to the stage; it is still 

quiet and empty. I stand on stage and feel the space. I look at 

the auditorium, the lights, the set, everything. There is this big 

machine and there is me, this little man. I have to empty myself 

and go back to the dressing room. There I start with my ritual. In 

front of me is the make-up. I first shave myself, and put on the 

make-up slowly, to transform, in front of the mirror. Then I put 

on my costume, like a priest dresses before starting the Holy Mass. 

I believe in these rituals, as it helps me to make sense of what  

I am doing. The transformation is finished when I can’t see any 

element of myself anymore. 

Dennis feels that the key to acting is to build a character during the 

rehearsal process, starting with the text. 

My script is full of notes, on every detail and every thought  

I have. It is like I am the architect building a house. Every detail 

is important. ‘Picks up a glass’ or ‘walks two steps’. Every word, 

comma and exclamation mark from the writer has a meaning and 

I try to find the thinking of the writer behind it. From word to 

word, sentence to sentence. Building thoughts and feelings that 

will bring the character to its feet. It is a technical approach, 

but finally I put all the pieces together; all the elements of my 

preparation.
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He goes on to explain that the character then comes to life through 

movement and physicality, and through the breath. He likes to vanish 

behind the character, and says:

Acting, in its purest form, is energy. It radiates from your centre to 

your arms, legs and face. It radiates into the space. There is nothing 

technical about that. But it is based on a technical foundation.

Dennis believes that actors need to explore different ways to approach 

a scene and a character, and he focuses on this in his teaching of acting: 

I teach them to find different ways and options that they never 

thought of, and to explore different avenues to finding a great 

performance. In the end, acting is not a selfish thing. It is almost a 

religious experience to share and give to the audience.

When asked to talk about the difference between acting for stage or 

screen, he says that it is important to understand the technical side of 

each way of working.

For screen, the camera is a Peeping Tom, it reaches out to millions 

of viewers. On stage you have to focus yourself. You are the 

camera yourself. There is a big difference in camera consciousness,  

or being aware of the camera. If you are too conscious of the 

camera, you are not in character; you are seeking approval,  

or even worse, you are being concerned about how you look or 

what an audience will think. In the end, there is no difference in 

acting for stage or screen, because it is all about the truth. Truth 

is truth; there is no half-truth. You cannot be slightly pregnant or  

partly dead. 

When he reflects on his acting career of close to 40 years, Dennis refers 

to a role he played in the TV drama Soul City in 1994, where he played 

the character of an HIV positive man. He is still recognised by older and 

even younger generations for that achievement, and when he asked a fan 
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why, the man said: ‘You were one of us, speaking Xhosa.’ 

Dennis notes that in that role there was so much truth that connected 

with the audience:

I hope I will be remembered for that character; it had an educational 

responsibility I was not aware of at the outset, in response to an 

absolute need in the country at the time. I thank God for my 

background and that I was never afforded the opportunity to play 

the prince with blonde hair and blue eyes.

Dennis notes that to build a sustainable career in the industry, you need to 

acquire knowledge and skills beyond the ordinary. He also says you need 

to trust your instinct. He talks of the importance of learning humility and 

showing respect. And says: ‘Collaborate and listen!’ 

His top three audition tips are:

1. Be prepared – by doing reading and research.

2. Be prepared – by learning the words.

3. Be prepared – for anything!
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Dawn Thandeka King

Dawn Thandeka King, lead actor in Uzalo television drama and singer-songwriter (photograph by Charl Rohland)

Don’t be a screen actor for the glitter and glamour. That is the end.
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Dawn Thandeka King was born in 1964 in Eshowe, KwaZulu-Natal. 

She grew up in the community of the Lutheran Mission, where her 

grandfather was the archbishop. Her mother worked as a nurse and her 

stepfather was a music lecturer and isicathamiya musician, and music was 

a big influence in their home.

As a child she was part of the choir and liked acting out Bible stories. 

During high school, she joined an after-school drama group. She notes 

that her love of music and films grew from the age of 15: 

I loved films with Whoopie Goldberg in them, and watched 

fashion TV and stand-up comedians. Musical films such as  

The Sound of Music, Fame and My Fair Lady were my favourites.  

It was not a strange choice for me to want to study acting at Durban 

University of Technology, and I was supported by my parents.

After graduating, King worked as a tourist guide in the Shakaland 

theme park, where she stayed for a number of years, and later started a 

family. ‘I came back to the area close to where I came from. Apparently, 

life wanted me to learn something. The theatre and TV industry seemed 

far in those days.’ 

In 2012, she met John Kani at Shakaland and was asked by him to be 

an extra in the telenovela Inkaba. She notes:

I was curious and gave it a try. I had no lines, and they said I 

should just be who I am. I had to serve a cup of tea to a madam, 

that was it. But when they shot it, some words slipped out of 

my mouth. They were surprised I could deliver lines and the 

character started growing. It was the start of my career as an actor. 

And everything fell into place. Through my marketing work I was 

able to pitch and to see myself as a brand.

King notes that at DUT they were trained for stage acting, and so had 

to learn from colleagues to understand screen acting. She explains the 

different process of screen acting:
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You need to tone down your expression and physicality, and 

channel everything, your emotions and thoughts to your insides, 

and the camera will pick it up. I also discovered my face and my 

eyes. I love to watch Clint Eastwood, his eyes tell a story, from 

the inside but also technically. Sometimes I only move my eyes 

in a close-up shot, and I channel all the emotion into those small 

movements. Facial expressions are important, but we have the 

tendency to speak with our body, not with our face.

King believes that many screen actors don’t take the work seriously: 

‘They don’t prepare, and they don’t listen. Developing a character is a lot 

of work, and screen acting is not easy.’ 

She believes that most actors in the industry could benefit from a 

good course in screen acting, to improve the local standard:

At the moment, casting agents cast people with a nice pretty face 

and a lot of likes on social media. These people are not actors; they 

are hired because of their numbers, they are pretty and famous. 

These people can’t join two sentences together and develop an 

interesting character. 

In her own preparation for screen roles, King says:

I take a lot of time to understand where my character is in the 

story, in her emotional development. That work comes even 

before I learn my lines. I take notes and work on it the night 

before the shoot, before I learn my lines. I have to prepare 

myself, I have to understand, everything must make sense to me.  

When I have to shoot an emotionally heavy scene, I concentrate 

and channel myself. I don’t focus on the writing or the lines.  

I spend time alone, search inside myself. And when I walk onto 

the set the next day, I am ready.

She feels that working on a telenovela or TV drama is challenging at the 

start, because of the need to bring the character created by the writers 

to life:
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You have to breathe life into the character. My current character 

in Uzalo is a woman who lives in KwaMashu. I am not from there, 

so I had to observe and listen to the way these women speak, 

the dialect, their behaviour, the dress code. You need to create a 

character that is recognisable and relevant for an audience. 

King’s advice for emerging screen actors is:

You need perseverance and patience; this is not a dream.  

This screen acting is not for everyone; it does a lot with you, and 

from your side it is a lot of work. Young people often go in there 

for the glitter and the glamour – that is a big mistake. It is the end 

of it.

Her top tips for auditions are:

1. Identify what you are good at – not what you want to do,  

but what others see in you. 

2. Read more and research more.
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Dr Jerry Mofokeng wa Makhetha

Dr Jerry Mofokeng wa Makhetha, actor (photograph by Neo Mokhethi)

Young actors are often too much in a hurry to become stars. 
First you should become an artist and be professional in 
everything you do.
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Jerry Mofokeng wa Makhetha was born in 1956 in Orlando, Soweto, 

next to Uncle Tom’s Hall, a vibrant cultural centre that would have a 

major influence on his life growing up. His parents came from Lesotho. 

Reflecting on his childhood, Makhetha notes: 

My father ran a general grocery shop in Phomolong, Soweto.  

My mother worked in the shop. Father had a careless lifestyle, 

and he died from TB in 1964. Before that, in 1960, my sister and 

I were brought to my grandfather who had retired in Lesotho, 

where I grew up. At the age of eleven, I went back to Soweto, back 

to my widowed mother who still worked as an assistant in a shop 

at Phefeni Station and ran a shebeen at home. I was the one who 

had to collect the brewed beer from the bar after school, helped 

her in the shop and started selling candles and peanuts in the 

subway at the station.

Makhetha recalls that after school he used to hang out around Uncle 

Tom’s Hall where Gibson Kente’s plays were performed:

Gibson Kente’s wife, Eve, was a model and drove in a sports car. 

We were the entourage. We could not afford to go in, but when 

she was around, she took us in for free. Uncle Tom’s hall was 

the place to be for us. Besides Gibson Kente’s plays, there were 

funerals, weddings, boxing and concerts. I wanted to be part of all 

that; I wanted to be an actor. My mom thought it was a bad idea, 

because of the lavish lifestyle most artists had. 

At secondary school, Makhetha got involved in the debating team 

and later started working for Youth Alive, where he headed a gospel 

team, music and drama activities. He started studying for a degree in 

communications at UNISA, but he was restless and decided to audition 

at Wits University to study drama. 

Makhetha required special permission to study drama as a black 

student, and started his studies at Wits University School of Dramatic 

Arts in 1983. He recalls studying Shakespeare, Stanislavski, the Alexander 
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technique, Grotowski and Peter Brook, and particularly remembers the 

influences of lecturers like Ian Steadman, who taught him how to portray 

a character on stage through silence and stillness: ‘When you are too 

busy on stage, you become a clown or a monkey; acting is not easy.’

Makhetha also recalls voice classes from Joan Little as a foundation 

for his acting: ‘When you can’t breathe, you can’t act. You need a hot 

foundation of breath.’ 

Reflecting on his starting point for his work as an actor, Makhetha notes: 

I see a blank canvas inside myself. I have to paint the inner world 

of the character on that canvas. I also have to understand what 

it is that the character wants and what or who is stopping you, 

starting with yourself. The blank canvas becomes a painted image; 

your eyes become the windows through which we can experience 

the inner world of the character. Everything comes from that 

painted canvas, it explodes into life. The body will follow, often 

unconsciously. For the paint, you have to know how to tap into 

your own experiences and imagination. I close my eyes, check 

my breathing and visit someone I knew, a moment in my life, an 

accident or confrontation. My life is my source; I tap into it, I find 

the colours, and I know where to go. 

Makhetha talks about the importance of controlling the memories and 

emotions on which he draws for his acting: 

I once had to act a scene in a film When We Were Black, where 

a white police officer stopped me and asked me to act like a 

monkey. I experienced something like that in the past, when I 

went to apply for my passbook. I had to dig deep to do that scene. 

We never rehearsed it on set. The director and I worked on it on 

the side. The first time I did it on set the cameras were already 

rolling. When the director shouted: ‘Cut’, my fellow actors were 

all in tears. In the film they were my family, and the truth of my 

dehumanisation cut deep under their skins. It was a moment they 

could never repeat as truthfully as the first time.
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Ian Steadman taught me a valuable lesson in Sizwe Banzi Is Dead. 

In a difficult moment for Sizwe I started crying. I became so 

emotional, first angry and then I could only cry. The director took 

me aside and said: ‘That was the actor crying, not the character.’ 

We did the scene again: I tapped into the same past experiences, 

but controlled myself – and that kept the emotion in the character.

He also recognises the importance of control and contrast when 

portraying emotional characters. 

The director Malcom Purkey made me understand that when 

your character gets into extreme emotions on stage, the most 

effective way is playing the opposite. A drunk person pretends 

that he is sober. So that is what you have to play: not being drunk.  

With extreme anger, you have to keep it under control. It is like 

a bottle of champagne. Shake it hard, but don’t let the power get 

out. Open the cork a very little bit, so some of the power can 

escape, but don’t let it explode.

Makhetha believes that acting for stage and screen comes from the same 

source, and only the expression is different. He notes learning from Fred 

Hagerman at Wits that: ‘The camera catches thought. Acting for screen is 

not about dialogue, it is about thought; the journey to the tears, tapping 

into the raw nerve.’ 

He also sees a difference between acting for film and for television: 

Acting for film comes closer to theatre than acting for television. 

Film has the advantage of rehearsal time and the big screen allows 

you more space. Television is the most difficult. You depend 

on yourself; they don’t have time for you. They want their shot.  

It means your preparation must be completed before you go to the 

set; you can’t go with a blank canvas, and homework becomes critical.

Makhetha recognises the importance of preparation for any role, and the 

role of rehearsals: 
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For stage, I have the opportunity to build layer after layer during 

the rehearsals. A good director understands that only when the 

blocking is done, and the scripts are down, only then the acting 

starts. Week three in a rehearsal time of five weeks is key. That is 

where the actor and director are at war. The biggest enemy for an 

actor is to do what he or she is good at. Doing what is good is a 

trap. That happens in the beginning of a rehearsal period. In the 

second week I explore different options for the character. 

He emphasises the importance of taking time to develop as an actor:

Young actors are often too much in a hurry to become stars.  

First you should become an artist and be professional in everything 

you do. If you are a good actor, then you have to surprise the 

audience every time. Don’t do what you did before; don’t stay for 

years in the same soap. That is why you need proper training and 

to learn to think as an actor. 

Makhetha’s top tips for auditioning are:

1. The truth comes from confidence, not arrogance. If you prepare 

sufficiently, then that will carry what you are doing. Get some 

peers to comment on what you are preparing before you go to 

an audition.

2. Don’t act; don’t try to convince people. Just be true to the 

character and the journey. If they like it, they like it; if not, then 

not. You can’t do anything about that. 

3. Jump in the deep end and don’t let the actor interfere with the 

character.

4. Professionalism is not negotiable. It will get you the attention of 

great directors and productions.

5. Stay with the basics throughout your career. You’ll never go wrong.

6. Discipline, both on and off the set, makes you a great professional 

and a great person to work with.

7. Re-invent yourself regularly. Re-introduce yourself to the industry 

and to the public as often as you can. No auto-pilot.
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Ntando Menzi Mncube

I learned that acting is not only about burning passion, dreams 
and visions, but also a lot of skill and a professional attitude.

Ntando Menzi Mncube, television actor (photograph by Emma Durden)
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Ntando Mncube was born in 1986 in Ulundi, KwaZulu-Natal. His father 

was a primary school principal. Ntando has four brothers, two of whom are 

working as actors. He believes that acting is a gift, saying: 

I got it from my parents. When they tell a story, their face becomes 

very dramatic and they are acting out the scenes in front of you.  

Their personal lives are made of dramas and stories, and they are very 

vocal about it. 

As a child, Mncube recalls dreaming about acting, even though he was not 

sure what it was called: ‘I dreamt about rehearsing a role. I was portraying 

a character alone that would walk in the park knowing that people were 

watching me.’ His dream, though, was to be a criminal judge or a lawyer, 

until he went on a school trip to see a performance at the Playhouse in 

Durban at the age of 14:

I saw Claire Mortimer in a Shakespeare play. The way she came on 

stage was electrifying, I only looked at her during the whole play.  

My teacher told me, ‘If you want to be an actor, you can.’ I did drama 

as a school subject, and the external examiners told the principal: 

‘This boy is a born actor; talk to the parents.’

Mncube’s father supported the idea, and he enrolled at the Drama 

Department at the Durban University of Technology (DUT) in 2006. 

Mncube says:

I learned that acting is not only about burning passion, dreams 

and visions; but also a lot of skill and a professional attitude.  

The professional attitude starts with the understanding that a script is 

everything and that acting is not about yourself, but about the other 

actors and you. 

Mncube believes that acting is about learning how to channel your talent and 

energy to the character, and about transformation. 

At DUT, Mr Robin Singh taught me that if you focus and put your 
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mind in the right place, you can become anything. Just read the lines 

over and over again and forget about the people around you. The kind 

of energy that you pick up from the text, and the kind of energy you 

get from those lines; feel it and absorb it and start moving according 

to that energy. That energy starts boiling, and as long as I can control 

my voice and body my timing will be perfect. That control has to 

do with technical acting skills (breathing, voice and movement) but 

without that energy, the skills are nothing; they are tricks that are fake 

and don’t come to life. The audience can only feel it when I feel it. But 

I have to control the feeling; that’s where the skills come in. 

Outside of DUT, Mncube was given a platform to perform by the late 

Themi Venturas, who cast him in the professional productions of Taxi 

Jam and Jimbo at the Playhouse. He recalls: 

The feedback was overwhelming. That was the first time I saw myself 

as a fully blown actor. I thought I could do anything. Entering more 

into the industry, I found out that acting is not that easy.

Mncube went on to work in Europe with two Dutch directors, Kees 

van Loenen and Roel Twijnstra, which he describes as a turning point 

in his career:

They did not applaud everything I did. They were more 

experimental. They took me out of my comfort zone. They would 

say: ‘Why do something that you did before? Why play it safe? 

Why do something that you are good at? That is a copy of what 

you did before, so it is not surprising, and it doesn’t come to 

life.’ Working with them took away my pride and humbled me.  

That’s a very important quality that made people want to work 

with me.

Mncube moved from Durban to Johannesburg, a move he had always felt 

was going to be good for his career. He notes that he soon found out that he 

was not ready for television acting:
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I got my first small role and I waited for the director to direct me, but 

there was no such thing. I was told my lines and places. No rehearsal 

time, no time for bonding with my fellow actors. No one told me 

about the story and my character. I had to perform, and I couldn’t.

The producer told him that he needed go home for a few days and come 

back more prepared, knowing what he wanted to do with the character and 

not relying on the director for this. He recalls being shocked by this:

I was used to people around me who would say ‘You are doing great,’ 

now they told me ‘What you are doing is not okay.’ Stage and screen 

are two different worlds. On television you can’t get away with tricks 

and bad acting. The preparation is different. It is only you who has to 

get the character right and understand the brief, and you also have to 

own the character.

Mncube explains that he took this to heart and now thinks of himself as a 

‘preparing actor’, and does a lot of research preparing for a role, spending 

time in libraries and talking with other experienced actors:

I always add something to the brief. Especially for auditions;  

they won’t forget you if you add something while others just follow 

the brief.

As well as acting in films, television and theatre, Mncube is a popular actor 

in TV advertisements. He loves to do them, and explains: 

Auditions for adverts are different. I dress up according to the role. 

You must have the right look to be cast. The first impression is crucial. 

It is quick; the shooting is done in one day. When you are cast for an 

advert, it is all about what you bring.

When asked about how to make a sustainable career in performance. 

Mncube says: 
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It is tough! It won’t happen overnight. Everyone is struggling at 

the start. Ask yourself if you really want to do this. You need to be 

dedicated. Your focus should be 100 percent on acting, day and 

night. Get the right education, learn from master teachers, read a lot 

of plays that will challenge your mind about character – especially 

characters that you are not used to.

Mncube talks about the importance of the business side of the arts, about 

having a good CV, signing contracts, funding, networking and agents.  

He also advises that you start with a small agent who will offer workshops, 

and to build up a strong network of other actors. He warns that reputation in 

the industry is everything, and that people will always check on your CV and 

talk to others you have worked with, so you should never lie, sell yourself 

short or do anything that will damage your reputation. 

Mncube’s top tips for preparing for an audition are:

1. Interact with other actors who are waiting with you before the 

audition. Don’t be intimidated by the big names and show that you 

are just a beginner. If you feel lost, don’t show that. 

2. Sleep on the brief and your lines. Let your body sleep on it. Put it 

under your pillow. ‘I often dream about it and in the morning, I am 

a ball of fire.’ 

3. Stick to what you prepared, even if others tell you something 

different.
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Mpume Mthombeni

Mpume Mthombeni, theatre and TV actor (photograph by Val Adamson)

A good actor is a healer and an activist.
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Mpume Mthombeni was born in 1971 in Umlazi, Durban. Her mother 

combined being a domestic worker with running a shebeen at home, and 

Mthombeni remembers her as: ‘A strong independent woman, a survivor, 

making her own local Smirnoff. She loved to dress up and smoke.’  

Her mother was a good singer, and her father was part of an isicathamiya 

singing group. 

She remembers clearly how in Grade 8, she saw a theatre play for the 

first time:

A local theatre group under the leadership of Umlazi-based 

MamThandi came to the school. I was intrigued but had no 

thoughts of doing that myself. Around that time, I had to recite a 

poem in class, and chose a funny text about a tick. It was a huge 

success, and I was asked to play it for the entire school. I enjoyed 

the comedy side and all the different characters and their voices 

that came to life.

When it came to deciding what to do after school, Mthombeni notes: 

I wanted to study social science at UKZN. My father thought that 

was a bad idea, as ‘girls don’t study; they get married.’ After that I 

wanted to become a nurse. Again, my father did not like to invest 

in a girl’s education, so I found a job in a factory. Again, he did 

not like that, but at least he did not have to pay anything. I loved 

books and music, specially Brenda Fassie. I was always looking 

for better jobs. 

One day I found a call for auditions at the Playhouse in the 

Ilanga newspaper. I had no idea what an audition was, but a friend 

of mine who studied at DUT helped me. Out of a hundred people, 

seven were chosen and I was one of them. We were in a training 

programme for a year that was run by Themi Venturas. My father 

had no idea what it was that I did – I got a student stipend, 

so at first he did not complain. Then people in church started 

talking about me and what I did in ‘The Beerhouse’ (they called  

The Playhouse ‘The Beerhouse’). All my father asked was ‘Why are 
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you stretching your legs in the air in the Beerhouse?’ It was very 

painful that he never supported me, but I continued what I really 

loved to do: acting.

Mthombeni then went on to follow a dance programme at UKZN under 

Lliane Loots and learnt to play guitar. Her first big production was in 

1994 with the popular performance duo of Ellis Pearson and Bheki 

Mkhwane in Khaya in the Sky, and she then moved to Johannesburg 

and worked with David Dennis in Godspell. She found an agent and 

did voiceover work. In 1996 she played in Julius Caesar at the Market 

Laboratory and in 1998 and 1999, worked with Aubrey Sekhabi in 

North West province, where he was an artistic director. More recently, 

she has worked extensively with Neil Coppen in his stage productions.

Throughout her career, Mthombeni has combined TV and film  

with stage:

TV and film for the money, and stage for the love. Stage is where 

my love is. Screen is a challenge for me – especially because they 

cut the whole storyline into small pieces and don’t follow the 

timeline. I am used to being deeply immersed in my character 

on stage. You can’t do that for the camera. You must be able to 

get in and out of character very easily. The high energy you have 

on stage – you’ll have to keep it inside, you have to breathe, and 

keep it low.

When preparing for different roles on stage or screen, she uses the  

same approach: 

I build a character based on the script. I’ll give it a background, 

age, voice and behaviour. I create a life in my head and build up 

life experiences for the character. I do a lot of research. I create 

a new person; I use my own past, the beautiful and painful 

experiences, but when constructing the character, I forget about 

myself. I call in my ancestors to help me to perform in an honest, 

truthful way. I slowly become the character, her pain becomes 
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my pain, I transform. It all happens naturally, I did not learn it;  

I could do it when I was young, and I still do it. When I read about 

acting, for instance method acting, I recognise that that is what I 

am doing. Studying and reading about acting just confirmed that I 

was right, and I gained confidence. Where my acting comes from, 

I don’t know; it came from nowhere, and it has always been there. 

I believe that you can’t learn acting, you must have it. People who 

don’t have it and learn it become technical actors or models on 

stage with artificial poses and planned eye movements, but that 

is not acting.

Mthombeni recognises that for screen acting, you have to be more 

prepared than for stage: 

There is often no time to rehearse, sometimes the director is not 

with you at all. I prepare different options for my character for 

a shot, that makes it quick to change if they don’t like what I 

do. You must be able to change quickly; to adapt and integrate 

new lines if that is what is needed. A challenge is that they never 

shoot in a chronological order, sometimes in one day you shoot 

a scene from the end of the story first and then a scene from the 

beginning. You have no time for building the character, no time 

for discussion. Time is money, and often they won’t shoot again 

when you mess it up.

Mthombeni believes that acting has to do with presence: 

When someone stands out, it is the aura or the spirit that makes 

you want to see that person. Performing for me is also about 

healing. Playing a mother of a drug addict made me change my 

judgment about drugs. It heals me, but also the audience, when 

they are touched by what you perform. A good actor is a healer 

and an activist.

She talks about the importance of looking after oneself as an actor, 
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highlighting the importance of taking care of your body, staying 

fit, watching your diet, warming up and preparing well. She adds:  

‘You cannot be part of a political party; you can’t preach, and you must 

be able to play any character. You must also keep on reading to increase 

your vocabulary.’

 

Mthombeni’s top tips for actors preparing for an audition are:

For stage: 

1. Know what is wanted and prepare what they want.

2. Be on time.

3. Have fun! But that is a difficult one, as auditions are intimidating 

and cold.

 

For a screen audition:

1. Know your lines.

2. Know your character; prepare your character and also an 

alternative approach to the character.

3. Dress up for the character that you have prepared.
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Jailoshini Naidoo

As an actor, it’s important to be constantly aware of life, the 
human experience, being sensitive to it, being open to it without 
judging, being observant. This will help you to learn. 

Jailoshini Naidoo, actor, comedian, TV & radio presenter (photograph by Gerald Botha)
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Jailoshini Naidoo was born and grew up in the suburb of Chatsworth in 

Durban. Her father worked as a hospital administrator and her mother 

was ‘a stay-at-home mum’. Naidoo remembers this time:

Life wasn’t easy at the time ... My dad was the only breadwinner 

in our family, and it was quite a struggle but most importantly, we 

had love and a strong family unit. My parents made sure of that 

and always worked hard to teach us the importance of honesty, 

integrity and compassion. My dad always taught us that no matter 

what your job was, you made sure that you did it well, to the best 

of your ability. My dad had one rule: that every single one of us 

would be educated. That was non-negotiable.

She reflects on how as a child she was very shy, until she reached  

high school:

I suddenly found my voice and I was a lot more confident. It was 

quite by chance that I was invited one day by one of our teachers 

who was offering extracurricular drama lessons. I tentatively 

joined and very quickly realised that I had an inclination for it – 

and that I also enjoyed it thoroughly. Shortly after that, I directed 

and performed in a play for our school concert, and I knew then 

that this is what I loved most.

After completing high school, Naidoo enrolled at the University of 

Durban Westville, where she studied a Bachelor of Paedagogics Degree, 

majoring in English, Education and Speech and Drama. She recalls:

From the very first day that I entered the drama department’s 

Asoka Theatre, I knew I was home. I loved everything about the 

theatre: the look, feel, smell, sounds. I couldn’t get enough of it 

and spent all my free time there, even after lectures were done.  

I was hungry to learn and never missed an opportunity.

Naidoo volunteered for various jobs during departmental productions, 
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and worked behind the scenes: cleaning backstage, assisting with 

costumes, sound and lighting, working as an usher, and eventually as 

assistant stage manager. She recalls:

All this time, I watched the actors and learnt. Eventually I started 

performing in most of the department productions, and I loved 

every moment. My lecturers at the time – Robin Singh, Jay Pather, 

Kriben Pillay, Gowrie Naidoo, Suria Govender and Prof Devi 

Bhagwan – were truly inspiring and fuelled my love and passion 

for drama and the stage. 

After university, Naidoo became a high school teacher, teaching English 

and Drama for many years. During this time, she also performed in 

various theatre productions. She says it was a privilege and pleasure to 

work with directors like Steven Stead, Themi Venturas, Caroline Smart, 

Junaid Ahmed, Heinrich Reisenhofer, Ramalao Makhene, Jerry Pooe, 

Robin Singh, Jay Pather and Ronnie Govender. 

Although she works as both a screen and stage actor, Naidoo notes: 

The stage will always be my first love. I love the immediacy of it, 

and the incredible rapport an actor gets to have with the audience. 

It’s quite an adrenaline rush. As an actor you get to feed of the 

energy of the audience a lot of the time. It’s the most fulfilling 

experience. It’s food for the soul.

After resigning from teaching, she plunged full time into the performing 

arts, and tried her hand at stand-up comedy, which was a roaring success. 

She developed an alter ego called Aunty Rumba, who has become  

a much-loved comedic character for local audiences. 

She has also worked as a television and radio presenter, and as a TV 

and film actor, most recently in Keeping up with the Kandasamys, which 

became the number one South African movie in 2016.

When asked how she manages to move between these genres, 

she says:
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I always try to be in the moment. As a performer, I’m interested in 

all the various forms of the arts. I want to be able to excel in them 

all, and it’s possible if you truly are passionate about what you do 

and make sure you’re present and focused at all times. You also 

have to be open to learning and growing constantly.

She talks about stage and screen being very different, yet also very similar:

On stage, everything is bigger while on screen, you have to 

work on keeping everything smaller and more natural. In both 

instances, though, you have to be authentic and believable.  

You have to ‘be’ the character.

When asked about preparing for a role, she notes: 

You have to make sure you do your homework and understand 

your character intimately, on a deeper level. What is the back 

story, who is she really, what motivates her and her actions?  

It’s far more than knowing your lines, it’s about living and 

feeling your character in those moments on screen. Sometimes 

you have to let your own experiences, or that of others who 

are close to you, help you to understand what your character is 

experiencing. As an actor, it’s important to be constantly aware 

of life, the human experience, being sensitive to it, being open to 

it without judging, being observant. This will help you to learn, 

it will inspire you to grow and develop constantly as an actor.

She also talks about the need to constantly improve your skills, and also 

to stay energised by what you do: 

The learning never stops. No matter how good you think you are, 

don’t get comfortable and take it for granted. There’s always room 

for growth. None of us knows everything. 

I’m excited by what I get to do every day. If you feel excited 

about your work, your character and your performance; that 

energy will be so palpable that your audience will also feel it.
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When asked about building a sustainable career in the arts. Naidoo 

comments:

This is a fast-growing industry and Durban in particular is buzzing 

at the moment. So many new and wonderful things are happening 

both in TV and film. We have so much talent right here on our 

doorstep, and I believe it’s just going to get even better.

Her advice for emerging young actors is:

1. Love what you do and do it for the right reasons. Many people 

choose acting for the wrong reasons, like they want to be famous 

or they think it’s a glamorous job. This makes a mockery of what 

is a noble craft.

2. Be prepared to work hard and be very disciplined. It’s often long 

and frustrating days that require a lot of patience and tolerance. 

3. Be present and focused and respectful. Respect is incredibly 

important. Respect your craft, your fellow actors, the crew and 

your audience. It’s never only about ‘you’. Selfishness has no place 

in this arena, there’s no place for ‘divas’! It’s about teamwork.
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Pretty Ncayiyana

If you love the industry and there is not enough work for you as 
an actor, develop yourself as an assistant producer or learn other 
jobs in the industry.

Pretty Ncayiyana, TV and theatre actor (photograph provided)
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Pretty Ncayiyana was born in 1992 in Port Shepstone in KwaZulu-Natal, 

and grew up with her mother, grandmother and her sister. She went to a 

township primary school and remembers always being in the foreground, 

entertaining and talking on behalf of others. She wanted to be an actress 

from an early age: 

When I was nine, I saw an intriguing picture of an actress in 

a magazine and just decided I wanted to be an actress as well.  

When I was thirteen, I auditioned for the local drama group, 

Emuhle All Artists, founded by Bongani Baai, and was accepted. 

My mother felt that coming home after dark was not a good plan, 

so I had to stop, but a year later I tried again, and my mother 

allowed me to walk home with others after the rehearsals. I owe 

everything I learned to Bongani Baai, the leader of the group.  

He made me understand the human brain. We learned to observe 

and talk about psychology. I understood that life is bigger than 

what you see, and how to understand people’s behaviour without 

judging it. We learnt discipline on stage and off stage, and about 

setting your goals. He taught us the basics of acting, dance and 

music, and we had to create our own scenes. 

In 2010, the group was accepted to take part in the Twist Theatre 

Development Project programme, and Ncayiyana notes:

A new world opened for me; a world of other community groups, 

but also of mainstream theatre at different theatre festivals. 

Working with directors from the industry, I saw the world of 

theatre is big. Besides the work for the community theatre group, 

I started working with directors like Edmund Mhlongo on Sugar 

Daddies and Philisiwe Twijnstra on Sugary Spice, and I had the 

chance to work together with great actors like Bhekani Shabalala. 

I became more confident, more mature. I think the more mature 

you are, the more mature the characters can be that you play. 

Ncayiyana auditioned for the television soap, Skeem Saam, and got 
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a role. This lucky break was based on the fact that she had been seen 

in the theatre production of Sugary Spice at the Olive Tree Theatre in 

Johannesburg. She remembers:

A few days after we performed, the casting director of Skeem Saam 

called Ntshieng Mokgoro from the theatre because they were 

looking for a young female character. Ntshieng mentioned my 

name and that evening I auditioned for them and was cast. 

She notes that the production house was very supportive. 

I did not know anything about television, and I got a three-

day workshop from the casting director and one of the actors.  

After those three days I thought I was ready, but it took me a long 

time to understand how television works. I was used to rehearsing 

with a director when I worked for theatre, collaborating and 

feeling like a team. It is nothing like that in television. You have 

to create your character yourself, there are many restrictions 

and you have to speed up the process of finding your character.  

The discontinuity of the storyline is challenging; in one day you 

can be asked to shoot a scene from the middle of the story, the 

end, and then back to the beginning. It takes time and hard work, 

and homework on your own, before you come to the set. 

To prepare for shooting for television, Ncayiyana notes: 

I read the script over and over again, trying to understand it, 

finding my intentions and making it real. I read the whole script, 

then see what scenes I am in. I need to know the emotions of the 

different scenes and the beats in the scenes. If you don’t know 

where you are in the total story, you look stupid on TV. 

After her contract with Skeem Saam, Ncayiyana was invited to audition 

for an agency, which she was accepted for. Working through that agency, 

CanvasCAM, she then got an offer from Scandal. She comments: 
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I love Phindi, the character I am doing in Scandal. She comes from 

a rural background to the city, like me. She wants to be the best. 

She only talks English and struggles with that, like myself. Phindi 

is amazing and the character is growing. I felt for the first time that 

I was given a chance to exercise my art in creating a character. But 

I still have to learn so much, especially with listening and bringing 

truth to what the other actor is saying. 

When asked how to create a sustainable career as an actor, she says:

It is tough. People think we earn a lot, but you pay 25 percent tax 

and 15 percent to your agent. Then I have to live around the studio, 

where accommodation is expensive. In the end, we don’t earn a lot, 

and I struggle with making ends meet. You have to find an agent, 

but also make a plan B. If you love the industry and there is not 

enough work for you as an actor, develop yourself as an assistant 

producer or learn other jobs in the industry. Attend workshops as 

much as you can, to try and understand the industry better. 

Ncayiyana’s top tips for auditions are: 

1. You have to know what you are doing. You have to learn your 

lines but also understand the script in and out. There is no way 

to cheat with the given character or backstory. 

2. When you get in an audition space, forget about your friends. 

Know why you are there. You want this job and it is one chance. 

3. Breathe, just breathe. Breathing is so important. When you are 

not breathing during the lines, the lines don’t come to life. With 

every take you must be aware that you are breathing. When you 

are nervous there is no breathing. So before a shoot I focus on my 

breathing. Breathing helps you to relax, it helps to carry out your 

art, you can only feel when you are breathing. Without emotions, 

you have nothing. 

4. Auditioning is nothing else than asking for a job. For an actor, 

that means you have to present your brand and be the best.
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Bongeka Phindile Felicia Ndlovu

As an actor, you have to be able to take criticism positively and 
make something out of it, and keep on growing and improving.

Bongeka Phindile Felicia Ndlovu, stage actress and singer (photograph by Allan Hernandez)
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Bongeka Phindile Felicia Ndlovu was born in 1995 in the small township 

of Lindelani near Durban. She recalls the difficulties of growing up there, 

in a dangerous area with political faction fighting much of the time.  

She says: ‘My mother and my grandmother tried by all means to provide 

for me and my two sisters, and they both worked as domestic workers’.

She first got interested in acting from watching movies at home,  

but remembers:

As I come from a very strict family, my mother would supervise 

everything we watch, so that we don’t watch anything that 

was not good for us. Then I started singing at primary school.  

Every time I sang, I felt something, but I couldn’t really understand 

the feeling at the time, as I was still so young. Then my mother 

started attending the school cultural events, and that’s when she 

saw that I can really sing, and I loved it. 

During high school, Ndlovu did not know what to do, but knew that 

whatever it was it had to include music:

I had to convince my old-fashioned mother, who always took my 

singing talent as a hobby, that I wanted to make a career out of 

my talent. That was not easy, as my mother believed that I should 

become a nurse, teacher or a lawyer, so that I can make it in life. 

Ndlovu recalls being encouraged by a teacher, Mr Zakhele Gumede,  

to choose drama as a school subject:

From the day I went to the dramatic arts class, I felt so alive and 

free-spirited, even though my mother thought I was making a big 

mistake. My grades were so amazing, especially in the dramatic 

arts class. We then went to see a theatre production for the first 

time as part of our school exams, we saw Woza Albert! at the 

Playhouse, and it was so beautiful and well put, that I could see 

myself doing it as well one day. 
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In her final year of school, Ndlovu auditioned for a local community 

theatre group, the Syathuthuka Theatre Company, run by Syabonga 

Mthembu. She was accepted to be part of the group, and remembers:

For my first appearance on stage, I was so nervous, as this was 

my first play where I had to express my feelings with acting now, 

not singing. We did that same play later at the Ekhaya Multi-Arts 

Centre. The theatre was packed and in the audience my mother 

was there watching – and it was going to be her first time seeing 

me acting now with proper props, costume and make-up. 

I was really nervous, but I did great and we won the 

competition. Then we went to Grahamstown National Arts 

Festival and performed Living Dead again. To me this was all like 

a dream, because I had never been in such a big festival. I also 

earned my first salary after the festival, which opened my mother’s 

eyes that maybe this acting thing isn’t so bad after all, and from 

that day I considered myself as a singer and an actress – but I was 

still eager to learn more in the industry.

After finishing school, Ndlovu could not afford to go to university 

to study further, despite being accepted to go. She volunteered as an 

administration clerk at her old school, until she heard about auditions 

that were happening in KwaMashu for The Lion King:

I went and did the auditions then I was given the character of 

Rafiki to go and study with one of her songs, The Circle of Life. I got 

call-backs after the first audition and then I went back for several 

times presenting the character of Rafiki. Nothing happened for a 

while after that.

The following year, Ndlovu enrolled at the University of KwaZulu-Natal 

(UKZN), but she had to drop out due to a lack of funds. That year she 

travelled with the Syathuthuka Theatre Company to the National Arts 

Festival again, and while there received a phone call that marked a 

turning point for her:
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I got a call from Mr Duma Ndlovu that I got a job offer from the 

Lion King in Madrid in Spain, to be part of the ensemble and to 

be an understudy of Rafiki. This was when my life took a turn, 

because I was supposed to choose whether I would continue 

studying, even though I didn’t have fees to carry me further, or if 

I should take the job offer. 

At the age of 19, she joined the company in Spain, and found it 

enormously challenging:

This was my first musical ever. The singing period, the working 

hours and also being the youngest in the company was hard.  

Also the workload was intense; I could say that this was my first 

proper job. We work six days a week, doing eight shows every 

week, with double shows on Friday and Saturday nights.

The challenges I faced were the time schedule, the climate and 

finding ways to always have stamina, as the show takes two hours 

and 45 minutes – and that’s only one show. I had to get out of my 

comfort zone and start eating healthy and staying fit and energised 

all the time. 

During my rehearsals I also had to take Spanish classes, as the 

whole show is in Spanish and so as an actress, I had to be able 

converse or improvise if I make a mistake on stage, so learning 

Spanish was kind of an obligation for me.

When asked how she prepares for a performance, she notes: 

To prepare for the show I always like to tap into my roots in order 

to get into the character. By doing that, I always remind myself of 

where I come from. I like listening to South African music such as 

maskandi and Zulu songs. 

Ndlovu talks about the importance of working together with cast 

members from all over the world in an international production, and 

also about working with directors:
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The optimal relationship between an actor and the director for 

me includes respecting the working environment as a place of 

employment. As an actor, you have to be able to take criticism 

positively and make something out of it, and keep on growing and 

improving, being guided by your director.

She talks about how it is important to stay disciplined as an actor,  

and also to keep motivating yourself, which is difficult when you perform 

in the same production week after week. 

Her advice for emerging actors is:

Know what you want and what you want to achieve, and stay true to 

yourself, because as young artists it’s easy to get lost and find yourself 

trying to copy some of the famous artists. By doing so, you end up 

losing your essence. 

Her top three tips for people auditioning for stage or screen are: 

1. You have to be able to look at the bigger picture and know how 

to calm your nerves before an audition. If you don’t know how 

to calm your nerves, you can end up losing big opportunities.

2. You need to do your research as to what is needed from you as an 

actor, about how the character should be and why the character 

should be like that. Don’t expect to be spoon-fed by the director. 

3. Learn the lines by heart and understand them and own them; 

then get on stage and shine. 
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Grant Swanby

As an actor, you can’t ‘be’ someone else if you don’t know who 
you are and how you function and behave.

Grant Swanby, theatre and film actor (photograph by Jessie Kramer)
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Grant Swanby was born in 1967 in Durban, and grew up there. He finds 

it hard to identify where his love of acting comes from and says, ‘I think 

that I was just born to it. A sensitive child who liked to say, ‘Look at me! 

Look at me!’’

He remembers spending Saturday mornings at the cinema, and 

also being deeply affected by a stage production of Winnie the Pooh as a  

small child at the Alhambra theatre in Durban – and wanting to be 

Christopher Robin. 

Swanby’s decision to become an actor was a series of events, without 

him being aware of making a conscious decision. After seeing him in 

a play at school, a drama student, Brenda Radloff (who later became a 

colleague in the Loft Theatre Company), came up to him and told him 

that she thought that he was really talented. Swanby says: 

A few years later, at a loose end with no idea what to do with my 

life, I went for an aptitude test and the result was that I should 

either pursue a career in acting or teaching. Today I both act and 

teach acting. 

Swanby recalls that after his aptitude test, he walked over to the drama 

department at the Durban Technikon (now DUT) and after an audition 

which he had not prepared for, he was accepted for the drama course. 

He notes: ‘My gut tells me that they were short on males.’ His family were 

and still are very supportive of his choices.

Swanby has not had specific acting mentors, but notes that early in his 

career, local actors Ellis Pearson and Sean Taylor were strong influences; 

one for his comic timing and the other for his dramatic ability. He learns 

and grows from his work with others, and notes:

Over the years I have studied and learnt from most of the actors I 

have worked with or seen perform.

When asked to reflect on his achievements in theatre, Swanby says:

I don’t see achievements in relation to awards or accolades, as they 
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are just acknowledgements of my passion, but rather in terms of 

experiences. My first achievement was being accepted into the 

Loft Acting Company in Durban after graduating. I was selected 

over many actors that I thought were much better than me. I then 

played two Shakespeare leads at the Maynardville open air theatre 

in Cape Town, and was part of a tour to Canada of an adaptation 

of JM Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians. 

In terms of screen acting, he reflects:

I was part of the original cast of the soap opera Isidingo. That really 

gave me a foot up in the acting world and allowed me to practise 

my screen acting. But I think that the 2017 film Beyond the River is 

my greatest achievement to date. It was an enormous challenge to 

learn to canoe like a champion and then to portray a flawed man 

who was responsible for the death of his child. It took all of my 

skill and application to pull it off. 

He considers himself both a stage and a screen actor, but has been 

concentrating much more on screen acting in recent years. He comments 

on the different media: 

The fundamental difference for me is the immediacy of stage 

acting, in real time and the nerves that accompany a live 

performance, versus the precision of the crafted film scene in a 

controlled environment, where the performance is broken up into 

bits only to be reassembled later. 

The lack of rehearsals in film is something that he finds challenging, and 

talks about the importance of understanding a script before starting work: 

First, I just read it to get an overall feel. Then, I look more 

specifically at what the writer says about my character, I look at 

what other characters say about my character and then what I can 

infer from the writing; how the writer sees the character and the 
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overall style and nature of the piece. Then I look at my overall 

arc, my specific scene objectives, obstacles and what tactics my 

character uses to try and achieve the objectives.

Swanby feels that the inner world of the character is more complex:

I first try to analyse what I have in common with the character 

and then what the difference is between us. I try to discover 

(in the script) the internal motivation for the character’s behaviour 

or actions and then look at the character’s circumstances to see 

how environmental factors may have influenced that behaviour. 

On stage a director often has input but essentially, I use myself as 

the template with small variations.

His physical choices for the character are generally instinctual choices 

based on the analysis of the test. He also notes the importance of 

observation for an actor: ‘Often through observing people I remember 

small mannerisms and gestures that come to the fore when I am 

developing a character.’

Swanby feels that the essential skills for screen acting are to have a 

good understanding of the medium and how films are made, what shot 

choices are used and why. He also notes that it is important to understand 

the human condition and one’s own self, and notes that every actor needs 

to be able to calibrate performance so that ‘the psychological reality of 

the character is lived rather than acted, or rather that it is perceived by 

the viewer and not indicated to them by the actor.’ 

For stage acting, he again notes the importance of understanding the 

self and the human condition:

You can’t ‘be’ someone else if you don’t know who you are and 

how you function and behave. You also need to understand 

the relationship between the actor and the audience, to sustain 

a truthful performance in relation to the size of the theatre or 

audience in front of you. 
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When he talks about building a sustainable career, Swanby talks about 

the importance of finding a complementary way of making money, 

saying, ‘Desperation is disastrous in an actor.’ His advice is to develop a 

thick skin: 

Disappointment at not getting roles easily erodes your self-esteem. 

You need to remember that they are just looking for someone else. 

Don’t make it about your ego. Remember that it is important to 

learn at every opportunity. 

Swanby’s top tips for auditions are:

1. Don’t ever be late.

2. Remain calm or at least try to look calm.

3. Remember that the director is not judging you but rather looking

for the most suitable actor for the role.

4. In screen auditions, focus on affecting the reader who is playing

opposite you. This helps with nerves whilst at the same time

taking you out of an objective reality.

5. Be friendly and courteous. It goes a long way.
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CONCLUSIONS

When we look at what these successful, working actors have to say, no 

matter what their own journey has been, they talk about how important 

learning is. This learning should come from books, from watching actors 

in other theatre shows, TV or films, from watching others around us and 

from our own experiences. The learning should be constant, and they all 

talk about the ability to keep finding out new things about the business, 

yourself, and how to improve your craft. 

While most of the interviewed actors had formal training, not all of 

them went to university to study acting. Some underwent formal training 

through internships or other programmes. Most were only taught acting 

for stage, and had to learn how to adapt these skills for screen acting 

themselves, or had on-the-job training for this. 

All of the actors talk about how important it is to really understand 

a script, and to link this understanding with a knowledge of human 

psychology and with self-knowledge. This allows them to create more 

rounded characters for both stage and for screen. Most talk about how 

drawing from your own life experiences can make you a more believable 

actor. However, this use of your own stock of experiences has to be 

coupled with technique, and it has to be measured so that you don’t 

become overwhelmed by your own memories and emotions. We talk 

about some of the ways to do this in the skills sections which follow. 

The interviewed actors give tips for a successful career as an actor, 

and for auditioning, and many of these hints have the same core advice: 

be professional, be confident and be humble. Being professional means 

knowing as much as you can about the industry and following the norms 

that are expected from you as an actor on stage or on set. Being confident 

means being secure in yourself, trusting that you have the skills and 

technique to deliver what is expected of you. Being humble means being 

realistic about these skills: not over-estimating your skills, and not over-

inflating your worth. 

Success does not happen overnight, and aiming to be ‘a star’ is not a 
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useful way to start out in the industry. Remember that there are hundreds 

of other people with very similar skills. All of the actors agree that good 

working relationships with directors, creators and crew are vital to 

building a career or booking a job. Being pleasant to work with might be 

what gives you the edge and gets you the role at the end of the day. 
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PART 2

THE ENVIRONMENT

AROUND THE ACTOR

In this part of the book, we interview directors, 

producers and casting agents who are working 

either on stage or on screen in South Africa.  

We ask them about their journey to where they 

are today, and to share their thoughts on the 

industry and on what they look for when casting 

for or working with actors.
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Sara Blecher

For me, the best film acting is ‘being’, not ‘acting’.

Sara Blecher, film maker (photograph by Louise Gibbs)
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Sara Blecher was born in 1967 in Johannesburg, and grew up there, 

until her family emigrated to New York, where she went to high school.  

Her mother was a theatre director and she grew up around actors and 

theatre people.

She wanted to be a foreign correspondent journalist and went to 

Georgetown University, but made a move away from that soon afterwards, 

and recalls:

The way the university dealt with the students when we protested 

for divestment from South Africa was so horrible, that I left to go 

and live in Paris at the age of 18. One night I was at a party in Paris, 

full of artists and filmmakers and stars, and everybody ignored me. 

Finally, somebody came up to talk to me and asked what I did. 

When I replied that I was a waitress, he walked away. I knew that I 

did not want to ever have to say that again in my life, so went back 

to New York and went to film school there. 

Blecher worked as a production assistant on some films in New York 

and was asked to work on a documentary for Frontline Media that was 

shot in South Africa in 1993, just as the country was transitioning to 

democracy. There she met her now husband, who was living in Durban. 

After this she moved back to South Africa and has a well-established 

career in film-making. 

She has worked extensively with a wide range of actors since 

starting her own production company, Real Eyes Film, and says that the 

relationships that she builds with actors is a vital part of how she likes 

to work:

I like to have deep relationships, based on a lot of trust. 

I expect actors to share themselves in many ways. I expect quite 

deep honesty from them, they need to know something of the 

experience they are portraying to understand what it is they are 

acting. The truthfulness and integrity of being on film is vital. 

As a film actor, the audience sees what you think and feel, and this 

needs to be authentic. For me, the best film acting is being. 
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The idea of not acting or posing is important to Blecher:

As a director, and particularly coming from a more documentary 

background, I don’t want models. I don’t want actors to look 

at what they look like on screen. It is the opposite of the selfie-

posed moment, it is the moment that is un-posed that makes for 

a good film.

She feels that really good film actors have a certain something that makes 

them wonderful to work with.

Nothing works better that working with a really great actor.  

I have loved working with actors like Jafta Mamobolo and Thomas 

Gumede. I worked with Marius Weyers, he was so brilliant and 

could do anything. We would do a take which was perfect, but I 

would ask him to do something else, just so that I could watch 

and see what else he would come up with. 

She also believes that actors have a responsibility to bring something 

unexpected to a film:

Film is a collaboration between all the creatives; the actors have to 

bring so much to the film to breathe life into it. The script is the 

guideline for what the film is. The actors have to own the words 

and the character and flesh out the character. I love to work with 

actors where I can trust them to bring something much more to 

the character. That is more than the writer can imagine and more 

than I can imagine. 

While experienced actors can often be trusted to do this, Blecher also 

notes that well-known actors can come with baggage from previous roles. 

She also loves to find new actors and make new discoveries: ‘Discovering 

a new or young actor is so exciting; they come with no baggage, and they 

can really live the film.’

Blecher works through agents to find new actors, and also through 
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the networks that she knows. She watches a lot of theatre and film to 

see if actors in those roles might be right for a part in one of her films. 

She also works with people who are not actors. In her film about surfers 

that was shot in Durban, Otelo Burning, she worked with non-actors who 

were closer to the characters that she was trying to portray:

Non-actors shine when they work with professional actors. 

Having a combination of those is great. Real people look real. 

Non-actors look like real people, but need to know how to 

be natural on camera and not act. Watching people act is a 

nightmare for me. ‘Being’ and not ‘acting’ is the most important 

thing. It is such a difference. 

She acknowledges that in her casting, both of professional and non-

actors, she does sometimes make mistakes. Because the relationship 

between people on set is so important, she often casts a person more for 

who they are than for their acting ability, saying:

I am interested in the person as a person. It is important to me as 

a director that the actor has some access to the character, so I will 

spend time trying to find out about them. Sometimes who they 

are is more important than finding out if they can act. 

When she considers the future of the film industry in South Africa, 

Blecher believes that we need to build a star system. ‘I don’t want to 

cast this way, but the reality of the world is a star system, and we need 

this in order to build the industry and build local audiences for local 

productions.’

Her advice for those wanting to enter the industry as actors is: 

Don’t do it. It’s such a hard life, particularly in South Africa where 

people are not paid like stars. Even the soapie stars often can’t 

afford their own cars, but they can’t go in public transport because 

they will be mobbed. Acting is really hard, and it is really hard 

to make a living from. Actors must have other skills and other 
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ways of earning money. I think people have a calling to act, you 

can’t throw that away, but people can’t sustain themselves and 

only earn a living from acting, so you are taking the pressure off 

by having other ways to earn money. 

Blecher’s top tips for actors who are auditioning or doing a screen test are:

1. Don’t ‘act’. 

2. Really prepare and know the character. Even if you are wrong 

about the character, show the director something. Know your 

lines so you are free to throw them away. 

3. Relax. Mostly nerves just look like nerves. The person you are 

auditioning for doesn’t see you when you don’t have the nerves, 

so you need to not have nerves when they meet you that first time.
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Jill Bell

Audition, audition, audition and take any extras parts you can get.

Jill Bell, casting agent (photograph provided)
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Jill Bell was born in 1961 in Johannesburg. She always loved watching 

the uniqueness of people and is able to see beauty and expression in 

everyone. She says: ‘Watching people telling a story through their actions 

is a unique and special art that I find has a lot of meaning.’ 

When she was younger, Bell dabbled in casting and, having a strong 

recruitment background, saw a gap in the marketplace in Durban.  

With a push from a friend, she started The Candidate Casting, which 

recruits actors and extras as well as film and TV crew in KwaZulu-Natal. 

She likes to get to know the actors that she works with, and says: 

I treat everyone as an absolute individual, each with their own set 

of special skills and talents.

I find it helps if I get to know an actor and his or her personality, 

as that helps in casting them in various roles. I like to have a 

friendly relationship with all of our talent.

In the same way as many agents work, Bell’s casting agency has a database 

of actors and extras:

When we get a brief, we go to our database and see if we have 

people with matching profiles that would be suitable for the work. 

We also advertise on various social media platforms and of course, 

word of mouth is huge in finding the right person. We try as hard 

as possible to get our talent out there. 

The skills that she most appreciates in an actor are being able to become 

the character needed for the production, and having the improvisational 

skills that help them to get past awkward moments. She also says the 

ability to memorise lines is key for being seen as a reliable actor. 

She believes that there is so much talent in Durban, and in the 

country, that is not being utilised fully. When she reflects on the state of 

the industry, Bell comments:

There is a lot of excitement around the industry and there are a 

lot of people making movies. The country can offer international 
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production companies better rates and conditions. However, 

there are some major problems within the industry that need to 

be addressed for it to fully grow.

Unfortunately, there is a lot of unprofessional behaviour.  

The smaller production companies that are receiving funding from 

the Department of Trade and Industry need to manage time better, 

treat actors and extras better, and communicate better. The film 

commissions are not communicating with all the industry players. 

There is no feedback or engagement with the casting and crewing. 

Bell is also concerned about how actors manage to make a living, and 

how some are taken advantage of because of the lack of standard rates 

of pay: 

The rate of pay for extras and actors is way below an acceptable 

living wage. The production company quotes a rate, and from 

that rate the agency take their commission and SARS takes their 

percentage, which is a flat rate tax of 25 percent for all extras and 

actors. This is absolutely insane, as people in this industry do not 

work on a daily basis. Extras are sometimes only used between 

one and six times a year. With the daily quoted rate being R250 – 

R400 (Durban rates), taking 25 percent tax off means that this is 

an unliveable wage. 

Bell believes that there should be a standard daily wage for extras, as 

currently some productions pay ‘such a pittance’ that it does not even 

cover their transport costs to get to and from the filming location.

When asked what advice she would give to people entering the 

industry, Bell says: 

1. Study the craft.

2. Audition, audition, audition and take any extras parts you can get.

3. Sign up with as many agencies as you can.
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Her top three tips for people auditioning are: 

1. If you are given sides, learn them.

2. Understand the part you are auditioning for and put all your 

energy into it.

3. Go in there and play the part with all your heart.
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David Gouldie

David Gouldie, choreographer, director, events producer (photograph by Val Adamson)

Actors who do their homework always get first preference.
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David Gouldie was born in 1972 in Springs, Gauteng. He can’t recall 

where his love of the arts came from, and says:

I came from a very conservative town and world where there was 

not much art really. But I had a love of dance from an extremely 

young age that drove everyone mad. 

He then went to the Art, Ballet, Music and Drama School, and after 

finishing school he started his professional career as a dancer with the 

then Natal Performing Arts Council (NAPAC) dance company in Durban, 

which he felt was a huge privilege as a young dancer. 

Gouldie then migrated from being a dancer into choreography.  

After leaving NAPAC, he worked with the Durban-based Flying Fish 

Dance Company for ten years as their resident choreographer and built 

his name nationally and internationally as an outstanding dance-maker. 

He notes how this set him on the path to the work he does now as an 

artistic director and producer, and the owner of Urban Edge Productions:

Working with the Flying Fish gave me the skill set and opportunities 

to start engaging with corporate entertainment. This began with 

me simply providing opening dance routines for the odd event, 

but it has grown to full-on executive producing events for a range 

of corporate clientele.

Gouldie has choreographed a number of musicals, as well as other stage 

productions and various dance companies. He has won several awards 

for his work, including the Daimler Chrysler award for South African 

Choreography. Most of his work now revolves around interactive art 

installations and high-profile events and corporate projects. 

Gouldie talks about how he works with actors, and the kind of 

relationship he likes to have with them:

I often employ actors for industrial theatre productions or to 

create a narrative for opening performances. I am a strong believer 

in collaboration and workshopping with actors. This allows the 



64   Acting in South Africa

creative team and the actor to work together to explore the idea 

fully and create the best possible performance. 

He explains that his call for actors and casting of them differs for each 

project, and depends on the role and the feeling of the particular 

performance:

I do tend to work with actors and performers who consistently 

deliver. In the corporate world, we don’t always have a lot of time 

to prepare, so actors who do their homework always get first 

preference. I would rather work with people who can pick things 

up quickly. 

The skills that he most appreciates in an actor are those of what he refers 

to as ‘a thinking actor’. He explains: 

I like to work with someone who explores and investigates different 

ideas based on the script and the end goal of the project. I don’t like 

performers who like to be told what to do, but who can contribute.  

It should always be a work in progress…

Gouldie feels that the training and sharing of skills from well trained 

professionals is what is most needed to improve the performance industry 

in South Africa. He also thinks that actors need to get as much experience 

as possible, wherever they can: ‘The more experience an actor can get 

informs them for the next performance and the next booking.’

His top three tips for people auditioning are:

1. Be prepared.

2. Be prepared.

3. Be prepared.

Gouldie warns that being a freelance artist in South Africa is extremely hard:

There are no guarantees, and performers will often find themselves 
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with no work over several months. To teach and find other 

avenues of income in the industry is always helpful if you are 

going to survive. You need to think outside the box if you are 

going to succeed. 

His advice for those wanting to enter the industry as actors is:

1. Never stop trying to learn and improve your skills.

2. Be actively involved with the industry wherever possible 

3. Try to improve your skills by training in dance, singing and all 

other related skills sets, even if you are not very good at one genre.
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Duma Ndlovu

Duma Ndlovu, TV producer (photograph by Val Adamson)

You don’t train an actor for stage or screen. You train an actor! 
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Duma Ndlovu was born in 1954 in Orlando East, Soweto. His father was 

a migrant labourer from Bergville in KwaZulu-Natal, and neither he nor 

Ndlovu’s mother went to school. Ndlovu was one of five children who 

grew up poor, and he remembers:

My father always carried his guitar; he played for himself, not 

for an audience or in a band. My mother was a storyteller just 

like my father’s mother. Stories and music were always around.  

My parents told me that education is the only way to escape 

poverty. I was always looking for opportunities, and I wanted to 

stand out. I learnt to be a hard worker. 

He went to the famous Sekano Ntoane High School in Soweto, and at the 

age of 16 became politically active and a member of the ANC. He began 

writing in the newspaper, The World:

As a young journalist, you were seen as a rock star. I was looking 

for something; but didn’t know what. I needed to educate myself 

more and applied for universities. At the age of 23, I was accepted 

to Hunters College in New York, where I later started my Masters 

in Dramatic Art. This is where I started producing. I brought 

South African shows like Woza Albert!, with the original cast of 

Mbongeni Ngema and Percy Mtwa to the USA, which toured for 

six months. Producing took so much time that I did not finish my 

Masters. I felt I found what I loved: producing. I was in the centre 

of things and doing things I wanted to do. 

While living in New York, he started the Woza Africa Foundation that 

produced South African music and theatre festivals in the USA. In 1992, 

at the age of 38, he came back to South Africa and started Word of Mouth 

Productions. He wrote the award-winning theatre scripts Bergville Stories 

(1994) and The Game (1997). 

In 1997 he started the series Muvhango, followed by Uzalo in 2015, and 

Imbewu, The Seed in 2018. These three productions have made him one of 

the most influential contemporary television producers in South Africa. 
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Ndlovu has outspoken ideas about actors and their training:

In South Africa we have a lot of self-trained actors. It produces an 

authentic style of acting, but it also has its limitations. Passion and 

talent need skills. Every actor needs a three-year training. You don’t 

train an actor for stage or for screen. You train an actor! An actor 

needs a foundation. Part of that is to understand Stanislavski, to 

be able to work with sensory memory and know how to prepare 

a text. During your training you need to discover your talent and 

finally know how to articulate your voice, your own signature. 

Only then can you bridge to the industry. 

He breaks down the TV industry into numbers to understand the 

competitive reality, pointing out that the chance of being cast in a TV 

series is very small, even if you are well trained and talented:

There are between nine and 11 national TV soaps who have work 

for actors. The bigger soaps like Imbewu provide work for a cast 

of 25 to 30 actors. The smaller ones provide work for 15 to 20.  

It means this part of the TV industry will have work for around 

250 actors. Most of these actors, especially the main characters, 

have already been working for years and will continue to do so. 

There is only a small number of new characters that are created to 

give opportunities to new actors. It is less than 10 percent of the 

total number of actors needed; not even 20 actors. 

Ndlovu points out that this means that graduates from the universities 

and specialist institutes like AFDA are unlikely to find work easily:

I estimate every year there are around 650 actors who all want 

to find work in TV, film or theatre. Often a producer will cast a 

well-known actor with experience, who has a following. When a 

new soap starts, well known faces often pop up. For a young, well 

trained and talented actor with little experience and exposure,  

it is very difficult to be cast. 
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Ndlovu explains that when a national soap organises auditions for one 

character, often more than 1 000 people show up: 95 percent of these 

are not actors; they just take a chance. But 5 percent are well trained 

and often experienced actors – that means 50 actors, and you are one of 

them. One out of 1 000, then one out of 50. 

The chance that you fit the profile for the character is small. 

Remember a producer is not looking to see if you are a good actor, 

the producer is looking for a character. The chance that a well-

known actor is cast is big. The chance you are cast is small. This is 

the reality of the industry you are planning to work in. 

As a producer, Ndlovu started a bridging course in which young 

trained actors learn about the industry and how to navigate through it.  

This includes understanding the unwritten industry code of conduct: 

An actor who starts working in a television series and on the first 

day of work asks for a personal dressing room doesn’t understand 

the code of conduct and won’t survive the industry. You need 

to be humble and work hard. Actors need to have a work ethic.  

Hard work makes you a better actor. 

Ndlovu believes that actors who come from stage need to adapt to the 

acting style of TV, but that stage actors are often more disciplined and 

have a better work ethic. He encourages actors to continuously learn and 

to work on scenes and monologues on their own: 

Make sure you have a collection of monologues to use for 

auditions, but also continue training yourself in understanding 

a text, how to break it down and develop different characters. 

To know your craft is a daily training that an actor should do, 

working on monologues is a way to do that. It will teach you 

about characters and the choices they make. It will help you to 

understand different interpretations of a text. I always encourage 

actors to come with three interpretations of a scene to the set.  
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This means a lot of work and preparation.

He has a deep understanding of what the TV industry can do to the 

personality of an actor, changing parts of yourself. He notes that starting 

work in the TV industry is already difficult, but staying sane in the 

industry is even more difficult:

TV can confuse you because of recognition. Actors are recognised 

by people they don’t know, and think they are famous, celebrities. 

They think they have arrived. Once actors think they know their 

character, they become complacent. They don’t prepare anymore, 

they come to the set and learn their lines quickly, and their 

characters become predictable. Actors don’t realise that we see 

that immediately. When in a writer’s room, a writer says: ‘I don’t 

want to write for this character anymore’, then other writers will 

follow, soon the character is exited, the actor has lost the job and 

finds himself on the street. 

Ndlovu notes that you are only as good as the work you do. His advice 

for young actors is:

1. Be humble. Looking in the mirror and checking yourself will help.

2. An actor who works hard will have a longer life in the industry 

than a very gifted and talented one (who does not work on his/

her craft).

3. Work towards being the best you can ever be. Know your craft 

and never stop training and developing yourself. 
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Mbongeni Ngema

Mbongeni Ngema, actor, director, composer (photograph provided)

We were seen as crazy young boys that rehearsed for almost 
two years, while three weeks was the norm.
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Mbongeni Ngema was born in 1956 in Verulam, KwaZulu-Natal and 

as a child learned the art of traditional storytelling from his great-

grandmother, who loved to talk about the history of the Zulu nation. 

Later, he participated in a community theatre group and became a 

backing guitarist in Gibson Kente’s theatre company. From that moment, 

his career grew in different directions and he became an influential actor, 

director, writer, lyricist, composer, and theatre producer in the 1980s 

and 1990s in South Africa. 

Ngema created or participated in the creation of a number of South 

African theatre plays, musicals and music albums that were blockbusters 

and won both national and international awards. Acclaimed classics 

that he was involved in include Woza Albert!, Asinamali!, the musical 

Sarafina!, which won five Tony Awards, and the popular music album 

Stimela Sase Zola.

Ngema, together with Percy Mtwa, is recognised for the development 

of the South African physical theatre acting style that started with the 

township theatre of Gibson Kente and transformed during the devising 

of Woza Albert! in 1980 and 1981. This was the birth of an innovative 

and typically South African acting style that combined the style of 

township theatre, poor theatre as a vision and technique, and traditional 

storytelling. 

Ngema reflects on that period and the acting style that developed:

I was acting in the company of Gibson Kente and so was Percy 

Mtwa. The style of acting in which Kente trained us was his 

interpretation of Stanislavski. We played in big church halls and 

cinemas without any amplification, which meant that the actors 

had to act larger than life. In these plays, we reflected the daily life 

of the township with all the emotions that came with that. This is 

where the Stanislavski approach came in, but we had to perform 

in a way that would overcome the difficulties of the venues we 

performed in; over the noise that people made, people coming in 

late, babies crying and no amplification. 
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Gibson Kente’s acting style was rooted in township techniques 

and methodology that became known as township theatre.  

He called that acting technique: the horse, the mouth and the stick.  

The horse was the breathing and keeping your head up; the mouth 

was your teeth, with diction and projection; and the stick was that 

you had to tense your bottom like dancers do, as if you have a 

stick between your buttocks. Using that acting style with a lot of 

energy made it possible to reach big crowds without amplification.

He talks about the conceptualisation of Woza Albert!:

In 1980, Percy Mtwa and myself were still working for Gibson 

Kente. We were young and looking for something new, another 

way, another style, and we wanted to bring something to the 

stage that had not been done before. In our research, we found 

the methodology of poor theatre by Grotowski. We were excited 

because his writing confirmed everything that we discussed, and 

we felt on the right track.

I think we were attracted by the total commitment of the 

body and the non-dependence on a set and props, because our 

practical situation during those days was that we did not have the 

luxury of those things. We were also activists, driven by politics.  

We were brave young man who wanted to say what no one dared 

to express. We realised as well that we needed more time than the 

usual three weeks of rehearsal time and short runs of a few weeks. 

We wanted to create a masterpiece, but we had no concept yet.

During one of our trips with the Kente company, somebody in 

the bus said ‘What would happen if Jesus came back to the world 

but it would be in South Africa?’ That triggered our thinking and 

in May 1980 we broke away from the company to start our own, 

called the Earth Players. 

We wanted a peaceful place far from politics and we went to 

Transkei to devise and rehearse our new play. One day we gave 

our script to a lady who offered to type it out. We did not know 

she was linked to the Special Branch (the counter-political security 
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branch of the police) and she reported our activity. Percy and 

myself were put in jail, but far from each other. That detention 

lasted a month. In that month the only book we were allowed to 

read was the Bible. I read it three times, thinking about our script. 

When we were released, we went to Johannesburg and 

continued to work on our show. A lot changed in our acting style 

during rehearsals. The energy stayed the same as we had used in 

the Kente style, but it became more natural because we planned to 

perform it in a well-equipped theatre. Most of our colleagues were 

laughing at us; we were seen as crazy young boys that rehearsed 

for almost two years, while three weeks was the norm. 

Woza Albert! took shape and combined the influences of 

the township theatre and poor theatre with my background in 

traditional storytelling. At the end of 1981, we showcased our 

show to the Market Theatre, where Barney Simon saw it and 

agreed to work with us for another six weeks. He polished it and 

had some suggestions for the text. It became a collaboration of the 

Earth Players and The Market Theatre. It premiered at the Market 

Theatre, and the rest is history.

That history includes tours in South Africa, Europe and the USA, and 

Woza Albert! is recognised as the most successful play to come out of 

South Africa, winning more than 20 prestigious awards worldwide. 

Asked if he is aware of the influence that the work had on the theatre 

industry in South Africa and the next generation of theatre practitioners, 

Ngema comments:

I am aware of it. But often actors don’t understand how deeply 

rooted the work and that style of acting was in the suffering we 

went through. Actors and directors sometimes use it as a comedy, 

they want to do it for the laughs – they don’t understand the 

subtext and the absurdity of it. 

In December 2018, Mbongeni Ngema and Percy Mtwa performed the 

play again, 38 years after its debut performance. This time they appeared 
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on stage not as two multitalented, angry young theatre creators and 

activists, but as two mature and skilled actors carrying the history of 

the play and the nation with them, and transforming that heritage in the 

subtext of the play, making it as relevant now as it was when it was first 

performed.

Ngema’s advice for emerging actors is:

1. Be totally focused on your craft.

2. Never be persuaded by money and the other tempting glitters of 

the entertainment world.

3. Create your own new work, which touches your hearts and 

emotions.

Author’s note: We have included this interview in the book as a 

reminder to young actors of how the effort that goes into the process 

of creating new work influences the outcomes of the work.
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Yula Quinn

Yula Quinn, producer of Rhythm City (photograph provided)

Actors should understand what our risks are as a production 
company; they should be at work on time, they should behave 
maturely, and be considerate and professional.
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Yula Quinn was born in 1962 in Greece and immigrated to South Africa 

with her parents when she was a baby. She grew up in Johannesburg.

After high school, she studied a Bachelor of Arts in English and 

Russian at Wits University. It was only after she met her husband,  

Brent Quinn, who is a film director and script writer, that she became 

involved in the film industry. As a young couple, they started their own 

company in 1990 and produced different TV series. In 2010 she joined 

Rhythm City as Series Producer.

She reflects on this experience: 

It is amazing and rare to produce a quality daily drama show 

like this. I am constantly in the creative environment with a big 

and very stable team. You can only make a show sustainable by 

making sure it is relevant for the audience. We do that through 

constant research, analysing trends and recognising key stories. 

It should be about what people are experiencing living in South 

Africa. We try to keep away from the soap melodrama and present 

realistic stories.

Asked about what actors she needs in Rhythm City she says: 

We work with two kind of actors. Those who are trained and 

have experience, they mostly do well. We combine them with 

young talent. They bring that rawness which mixes well with the 

experienced actors. The inexperienced or younger actors usually 

start in smaller roles. As they grow or do well, the character’s role 

can grow, and the writing team would then create more material 

for that character.

She describes how Rhythm City have a performance coach who takes new 

actors through the technical side of screen acting and works with them 

on understanding the character: 

If they do well, there is a lot of room for growth. Mostly it takes 

us and the actor a year to find the character and flesh it out. 
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Actors get constant feedback from us but also from the audience.  

We analyse the feedback on social media, and that helps us to 

build the character. Sometimes it takes two years before the 

character lands and becomes one of the main characters. 

She thinks that it is a good space for an actor to work in a series such 

as Rhythm City, with decent payment and creative work, and time off for 

actors to do theatre or adverts if it fits into the shooting schedule.

Asked about what talent and skills the actors she works with should 

have, Quinn says:

Talent is essential, but actors should also understand breathing 

and have good voice skills. Do they understand how they can 

control their voice? Are they able to build an internal language for 

the character? Are they able to project and share with the camera, 

to transfer emotion? Can they be a character and not themselves? 

I can see if an actor speaks as him or herself. If that personality 

is the only thing they use, it is limiting. They should be able to 

step out of being themselves, otherwise it limits the writing and 

development of the storylines.

For her, understanding character and how the story develops are the 

most important skills for an actor:

It is great when actors are beautiful, but if they can’t carry the 

story then they will have a short life on screen. At the end it is 

all about whether or not they are able to deliver the emotion.  

Often, we can see in the early stages if the actor will be successful. 

Describing the right attitude or code of conduct for a professional actor, 

she says:

Actors should be stable as individuals. Talent brings in people with 

all sorts of personalities and egos, and even destructive behaviour. 

There is no room for that in a professional environment, because 
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the cast have to work as a team. They also should understand 

what our risks are as a production company; they should be at 

work on time, they should behave maturely, and be considerate 

and professional. 

Over and above the daily work of performance, we also try 

and coach actors on how to manage fame and social media. 

Audiences and fans always want to know more about the actors 

and characters they love, and the actors require guidance to 

manage their reputation as well as that of the show they represent.

When she is asked about building a sustainable career as an actor, 

Quinn says:

There can only be as much work as there is. It is a tough industry 

and it’s hard to survive. To have a steady income working in a TV 

drama allows you to do other work and have more platforms.  

It is not easy to break into and it is not easy to last in the industry. 

You must understand the industry, so there is nothing wrong with 

finding work in a different field as well, combining your acting 

with other positions.

She notes:

Actors should not only see and read but also study and analyse. 

You don’t have to be an academic, but you must develop a 

way to read, learn, train and analyse alone or with others.  

Then you should be able to create something more subtextual, 

more surprising and more layered for your character. Something 

with magic that you own. Read and explore examples of local 

content, not only overseas material.

Quinn’s tips for actors auditioning for screen, or working in the 

industry are:

1. You should prepare and realise a lot of work should be done 

before you come to the set. 
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2. You must develop and interpret the character and come with 

something authentic based on the character. 

3. To be able to do this, you should constantly watch great films and 

series and study the characters, you should read novels and plays 

and analyse archetypes. 
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Fiona Ramsay

Fiona Ramsay, actor, director and dialogue coach (photograph by Leigh Page)

Everything one does as a performer manifests a choice.
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Fiona Ramsay was born in Hillbrow in Johannesburg and attended 

Saxonwold Primary School. None of her family were in the arts; but 

she remembers that her first teacher was also a ballet mistress, Ms Josie 

Pretorius, who had a significant role in her interest in the arts; ‘starting 

out as many young aspirant ballerinas do, in the magical world of tutus 

and tulle’. During her high school years, at St Mary’s in Waverley, Ramsay 

thought she would go into medicine, but that changed during her final 

year of school:

I was directing the house plays for a festival, an all engrossing 

experience, designing the set and costumes, choosing music, and 

generally encouraging my vision to come to life. We were nearing 

the final dress rehearsal when my lead actress decided she would 

rather attend a matric dance at St Johns than spend the night 

on stage. The headmistress refused our house to withdraw and 

suggested I play the role. That night was pivotal in changing my 

trajectory to later study drama at UCT and become an actress.  

It was a primary experience that seemed to engage all my senses 

and faculties – and winning the Best Actress trophy seemed a sign! 

At university, Ramsay met other like-minded enthusiastic drama students 

such as Sean Taylor, Richard E Grant, Neil McCarthy, Terry Norton and 

others, and started to work intensively with them:

In our confident and rather arrogant youthful naivety, we formed 

a theatre company while still studying. The idea of belonging to 

a company and working together over many projects challenging 

each other and deepening the work has never left me, and is a 

dream I still hold dear. 

Since graduating she has been a freelance actor and worked in many 

different mediums and across many disciplines. She works extensively 

as a dialogue coach, and believes that the voice has always been a vital 

element of the actor’s instrument:
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My experience as an actress, where I played roles requiring accents, 

lead me to discover a world of accents and dialects and allowed 

me access to many other cultures. It fascinates me that an actor 

can complete a transformation into a character with attention to 

vocal quality. 

Explaining how she works with other actors, Ramsay notes:

I work with actors who need to acquire an accent for a role, or 

a cast of actors who have to find authentic accents to portray a 

community. It requires research and analysis not only of the text, 

but of the actor or actors you are coaching. I always work from a 

point of their strengths and dominant sounds and try to ‘find’ an 

accent or dialect unique to them within the spectrum of an accent, 

where they lose none of their individuality. 

As an actor and as a dialogue coach, Ramsay has worked with a wide 

variety of personalities and actors at different stages of their career, both 

established and emerging. She believes that as actors study the human 

condition; they observe, they assimilate, and they experience, and this 

often leads to an appreciation of people and how different they are.  

This has helped her to understand how each actor is different,  

has different needs and requires a different approach when she works 

with them. 

She enjoys actors who are not fearful of trying new exercises and who 

are open to a new method of working and embracing the unknown: 

Actors often have many habituated behaviours and mannerisms. 

In accent work this can be obstructive and therefore, to slough 

off these personal indicators, there is a need for the actor to be 

open to criticism and comment. As actors we learn all the time. 

On a recent visit to the US it became clear to me that all actors,  

no matter how well known, how successful, how old or how 

young, all of them were ‘in class’. So I appreciate an actor who is 

happy to always be ‘in class’.
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When asked what advice she has for actors who are auditioning for 

screen or for stage, Ramsay notes:

Everything one does as a performer manifests a choice! Often 

actors are not aware of this; so whether you decide to wear glasses 

to go to an audition, or wear your hair up or down, wear a weave 

or go natural, whether you wear make-up or not, whether you 

dress like the character you are auditioning for, all these influence 

whether you land a part. And there are no rules. 

The most important points to remember when auditioning are: 

1. Be fully prepared. Winging an audition and approximating lines 

or context are hugely obvious to casting directors. You need to 

research the project, role and the director you will be working 

with.

2. Arrive on time and have all you need to have, filled-in forms 

and your headshot. After the introduction and going into your 

prepared text, take time to settle and transform in front of the 

casting team’s eyes. 

3. If asked to do a piece again, try to understand what the casting 

folk want to see. Often they are looking to see if you can do it 

again because on film you have to be very consistent between 

takes and set ups; so ask if they want to see something different, 

and if they do, then do it! 

4. Don’t make excuses for forgetting words, not using an accent 

correctly, or anything.

Ramsay believes that what is needed to improve the performance industry 

in South Africa is for artists to expose themselves to what is new. She also 

notes concerns around funding, and how this has affected the pursuit of 

excellence in the arts. She suggests: ‘We need a new vision of what the 

arts can do, across cultures, across disciplines and across communities.  

It can transform people, both those doing it and those watching it.’ 
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Ramsay’s top tips for those wanting to enter the industry as actors are:

1. Create your own work. There are fewer and fewer opportunities 

for actors once they graduate or enter the industry, so make your 

own work – become a theatre maker! 

2. Be realistic, but don’t hold back on your dreams and aspirations. 

Maintain a balance of what you are able to do and what you have 

the resources to do! 

3. Probably most importantly, go and see theatre, plays, films, and 

television, as one learns so much! It is only with an appreciation 

of what has gone before that you can reinterpret or do differently, 

or deconstruct it so that art can thrive! 
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CONCLUSIONS

Those working in the environment around the actor – the producers, 

directors, coaches and agents – have all reached high points in the 

industry through hard work and application. They appreciate the same 

qualities in the actors that they find work for and work with. 

They all talk about how difficult it is to survive in this very competitive 

industry, and that actors can easily be replaced if they are not likeable, 

not professional, and have not put in the required effort that they are 

looking for. They talk about how actors need to constantly improve on 

their basic skills to be taken seriously in the industry, and that an actor 

who thoroughly prepares for a role is more likely to be cast in it.

They also talk about how important actor’s personalities are.  

They want to work with actors who are nice people to spend time with, 

who are humble and open and honest, and who bring something of 

themselves to the job. Many of them talk about how they want to know 

the person behind the actor, as who you are impacts on how you can play 

a role. This means that having the technical skills is not enough to land 

you a role. Actors need to be able to engage with the people around them 

and to be prepared to share something of themselves with the rest of the 

cast and crew, to work well in a team. 

They also talk about the importance of research, reading and 

preparation for a role. Nobody wants to work with an unprepared actor. 

In the skills sections of this book, we talk about preparing for both stage 

and screen roles, and how to analyse a script so that you can audition or 

perform with a strong sense of what is expected from you.



PART 3

SKILLS

FOR THE ACTOR

In this part of the book, we explore the core 

skills that an actor needs to be able to play a role.  

We look at the basic training needed for stage 

and for screen, which is to do with developing a 

technical understanding of your instruments of 

the voice, body and face. We also explain how to 

analyse a script, which is the basis of preparing 

for a role. We go on to look at preparation and the 

performance practice on stage and on set, to give 

you an idea of what to expect when you get there. 



AFDA students in a class for integrated voice 
movement (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)

INTRODUCTION
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S
outh African theatre writer Athol Fugard talks about his writing as 

a convergence of two things, saying:

I can’t think of a single one of my plays that does not represent a 

coincidence between an external and an internal event. Something 

outside of me, outside even my own life, something I read in 

a newspaper or witness on the street, something I see or hear, 

fascinates me. I see it for its dramatic potential. That external event 

affords me the opportunity to deal with what has been building 

up inside me. (Athol Fugard in Richards, 1989).

A similar convergence is the key to understanding what it means to be 

a good actor. You need to bring something from your own internal life, 

together with something from a fictional, external character that has 

been written by somebody else for you to portray. The French writer,  

Denis Diderot (c1778), explores this idea in what is known as ‘the 

paradox of the actor’. This is the debate about the contradictions involved 

in acting, and whether acting is about the intellect or about emotion. 

Does a great actor think or feel? 

Essentially, the actor brings the character to life. The actor thinks 

and presents to the audience a character who feels. The character is an 

illusion. As an actor, you cannot actually be someone else, but you can 

make it believable that you are. 

The question then, is how to be believable. We hope, in this part of 

the book, to share some of the skills that can help you to portray a more 

believable character. The medium of stage is different from the medium 

of screen. It follows different procedures and asks for different skills. 

Being believable on stage or screen therefore requires distinct training. 

All of the interviewed actors, producers, acting lecturers, directors, 

producers and casting agents in this book agree that there is a fundamental 

difference between acting for stage and acting for screen, but they all 

add that there are also essential similarities. When we try to break down 

this rather mysterious point of view, we conclude that the fundamental 

differences are in the performance practice. This is in the moment of 

delivery, when the actor is doing what they do in the world that they 

inhabit – on stage or in front of the camera. 
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Stage actors perform an uninterrupted theatre show from beginning to 

end. They have to deal with a live audience in front of them, which 

makes it necessary to project their voice and body movements.  

We discuss the required skills in the chapter on training for stage actors. 

Screen actors are asked to react and not to act, to be in the moment, 

but they are constantly interrupted by the words ‘action’ and ‘cut’,  

and have to deal with the concepts of the camera (an audience of one), 

marks (signs on the floor for the blocking), eye lines (where to look next 

to the camera), frames (the space that the camera is shooting in a specific 

shot) and are surrounded by a crew operating one or more cameras, 

microphones and lights. 

The fundamental similarities between stage and screen are in the 

preparation of the actor. 

An actor prepares a character by analysing the script and the scenes 

and finding the emotional events between the characters, the subtext and 

how to act moment-to-moment using an action which is called a ‘bottom-

line’. Part of the preparation involves research, both external (what you 

can find out about the character that is not spelt out in the script) and 

internal (how you connect the character with what you personally know 

about life). Learning lines is part of preparation, but more important is 

understanding what is underneath the lines. We discuss the similarities 

between stage and screen in the chapter on analysing the script. 

The basic training of the actor’s instrument for stage and screen is also 

fundamentally different. 

The basic training of the instrument of the stage actor has to do 

with the training of the body and the voice and their relationship to 

the stage space. Some training methods for the stage actor are as old 

as documented theatre is, stretching back more than 2 000 years.  

Others have been developed more recently. In this book we focus on the 

basic training of the instrument of the actor. For stage these methods 

come from dance, movement, mime and vocal training. These skills 

allow the actor to portray and project a character.

Influential directors from around the word have had strong ideas how 

actors should use their trained instrument and have developed training 

methods or adapted the methods of others. The list includes Stanislavski, 
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Brecht, Grotowski, Brook, Gibson Kente, Andrew Buckland, Barney 

Simon, Napo Masheane, Neil Coppen, Jade Bowers, Vice Motshabi and 

many others. Besides Gibson Kente, the methods used by many South 

African directors are not documented, but are well recognised in the 

industry (Solberg, 2011). We focus in this book on basic training for 

the stage actor, and not on the adaptations that influential directors have 

made to realise their director’s concepts. 

The film and television industry is much younger than the theatre 

industry. The most commonly used basic training of the screen actor 

consists of an adaptation of stage training, including preparation for the 

character in combination with the practical consequences of performing 

in front of the camera and on the set. In the past thirty years, basic 

training for the screen actor has started to develop in countries that have 

a large film or TV industry, such as the United States, India, the United 

Kingdom and South Korea. 

The South African film and television industry has recently grown, 

and appropriate skills training is also growing. The training of the 

instrument for the screen actor is documented and available, but not 

fully implemented in much of the training available in South Africa.

South Africa has a lot of self-made actors, as mentioned in the interview 

with Duma Ndlovu. Most actors, if trained, are trained for stage, and if 

they start working for screen they will get advice like: ‘Can you make 

it smaller! Keep it real! Don’t be afraid to feel and be vulnerable! Be in 

the moment! Don’t act, but react!’ But the training on how to create an 

unforgettable, authentic and believable performance on screen is left to 

the individual actor to develop. 

All of the actors and others that we interviewed agreed that the 

acting skills that have been learnt for stage (which is what is most often 

available in South Africa through formal university courses and other 

short programmes) has to be adapted and changed drastically for screen 

acting. Some actors have found their own way to do this. 

However, many of the producers and film directors that we 

interviewed mention that a lot of actors trained for stage can’t adapt their 

performance style for screen. Some of them argue that the way to make 

screen acting better is not to adapt stage training, but requires developing 
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a new and different training specifically for screen actors. In South Africa, 

this is not always covered in university courses on acting, and apart from 

private film and TV acting schools and on-the-job training offered by 

some production companies, there seems to be a lack of understanding 

of how to do this. We hope that this part of the book goes some way to 

filling this gap. 

Because physical and vocal training and your daily practice as an 

actor is so important to acting, we have addressed these topics at the 

start of this part of the book. However, some of the technical terms used 

in these sections on stage and screen training are only fully explained in 

the ‘Analysing the script’ section. If you are not familiar with the terms 

we use, then it might be useful for you to start reading the section on 

‘Analysing the script’ first. 



Ntando Mncube in Kamp Noord, Theatre Company 
Siberia, The Netherlands (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)

FOR STAGE ACTORS

BASIC TRAINING
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A 
n actor’s basic tools are their intellect, their imagination, their 

voice, their body and an awareness of space. In this chapter we 

explore how to train and use each of those tools. 

Using your intellect 

An actor’s intellect involves their ability to understand the script, 

understand their character, and understand what the director wants them 

to do. Understanding these is part of the preparation process and is covered 

in the section on analysing the script. 

Part of the intellectual exercise of acting is also to understand the style 

of the work you are performing in. There are four basic theatrical forms: 

comedy, tragedy, drama and melodrama. 

A comedy is essentially a play about ordinary people, written in a style 

that is amusing, and which has a happy ending. A tragedy is a play about 

our powerlessness as humans, where somebody is forced to confront a 

situation from which there is no escape, generally because of something 

that they have done. Shakespeare’s tragedies show this very well.  

Drama is about characters whose desires come into conflict with powerful 

forces like the past and social conventions (Henrik Ibsen and Athol Fugard), 

the psyche (August Strindberg and Juliet Jenkin) or the economic, social, 

and political constraints we live under (Bertolt Brecht or Paul Grootboom). 

Melodrama is a more exaggerated form of drama, like a ‘tear-jerker’, with a 

sensationalised plot that is specifically designed to stimulate the emotions. 

A lot of the South African soap operas are examples of melodrama. 

These forms are presented in many different styles, and understanding 

both the form and the style of the work will influence how you approach 

it as an actor. Your director might also have a signature style or might want 

you to present a certain work in a different and unexpected style.

Reading up on form and style, and spending time watching other 

theatre productions, will allow you to understand the conventions about 

how you are expected to act in a particular piece. There are many useful 

books and websites that give you more insight into theatre styles, and we 

list some of these at the back of the book. 
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Using your imagination

Your imagination is an important part of being an actor. As an actor, you 

will be required to imagine your character, as well the world of the story 

that the character is in. You might be asked to improvise or make up lines 

or situations for your character, and you might be asked to help to create 

the plot and dialogue for the script. Workshopping a play is common 

practice in South African theatre, and this will require you to use your 

creative imagination in a structured way. 

As an actor, you must be able to imagine yourself as the character you 

will be playing. A character is a person (or animal or concept) in the play, 

with a name and history different from your own. Your main job as an 

actor is to create a believable character that the audience will recognise, by 

communicating the inner life of the character: actions, subtext and goal.

To be able to clearly communicate the inner life of the character, 

you need to have a personal history for that character. This is explained 

in more detail in the chapter on analysing the script. Developing this 

history for your character is the starting point to understand and portray 

a character. However, as the plot progresses, and your character is put 

under pressure, then their true colours are shown. The crucial driving 

force of the character and who they are has to do with their backstory, 

and this is why it is important to develop this. 

It is important for actors to open their imaginations, to be able to 

discover new and interesting things about the character they are playing. 

To do this, an actor must ask, ‘What if?’ about a situation or their character. 

If you are reading a play about a mother who wants to kill her own 

child, and you cannot find all the details in the text, you will need to 

imagine what drove her to this. What if her own mother had treated her 

badly when she was young, and she was afraid that she would do the 

same to her own child? What if she had got pregnant as a result of having 

been raped, and did not want her child to be a reminder of the trauma 

she had been through? 

Asking ‘what if’ questions allows you to imagine a backstory that 

gives you a deeper understanding into your character’s motivations. 

The backstory, together with the character bible, will help you to 
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visualise what that character might look and sound like. Making choices 

about the way that you move and speak on stage are part of showing 

a fully developed and changing character to the audience. This is why 

versatility with your voice and body is such an important part of your 

training as an actor. 

Using your voice

As an actor, your voice is one of your most important tools for the job 

of performing. This is true for both screen and stage acting. The voice 

carries the emotion and subtext of the script. Using the voice correctly 

on stage ensures that you have the power to project your voice so that all 

members of the audience can hear you clearly, and allows you to show 

a particular character and specific emotions that help the audience to 

follow the development of the plot. 

Vocal technique relies on four elements: the breath, the note, the tone 

and the word. Using your voice is about more than just natural speaking; 

it involves a technical process that relies on a number of different organs 

and parts of the body, as seen in the diagram below. 

Breathing organs (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)
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The breath

The breath is the energy source that carries the voice. It is the first stage 

in producing your voice as an actor. 

The breath comes from the lungs, which are enclosed in the rib-cage. 

The intercostal muscles are between the ribs and control the movement of 

the ribs. The diaphragm is a large muscle underneath the lungs attached 

to the ribs and the spine. This moves when you breathe. 

When you breathe in (inhale) the chest expands, the ribs move 

outwards, the diaphragm moves downwards, and the lungs fill with air. 

When you breathe out (exhale) the ribs contract, the diaphragm 

relaxes, and the lungs deflate as air flows out of them.

Controlling your breathing is an essential skill to master as an actor. 

This is the very start of your basic training as an actor, and it starts with 

learning to relax. 

Relaxation is an important part of being able to control your 

breathing. When you relax the upper chest, the shoulders and the neck 

area, the ribcage has more freedom to expand, allowing more air into the 

lungs. The more breath that you have, the more easily you can control its 

outflow. When you can control the outflow of your breath, then you have 

greater control over your voice. 

Breathing deeply, down into the bottom of the lungs, is known as 

diaphragmatic breathing, and is a technique used by actors and singers 

to get more breath.

If you have tension in the chest area, your breathing will be shallow. 

If you breathe shallowly, using only the chest area, you only allow a small 

amount of air into your lungs and you will sound nervous and short 

of breath when you talk. This might be suitable for some characters,  

but will only confuse the audience if this is not how the character is 

intended to come across. 

Breathing exercises from yoga or other relaxation techniques can 

help you to improve your own technique. The Alexander Technique, 

developed by Frederik Alexander (2001), is a method of relaxing and 

unlearning bad physical habits to improve your ease and freedom of 

movement, balance, support and coordination, and is widely used by 

actors. We also like the relaxation exercises that Cicely Berry (1989) and 
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Kristen Linklater (2006) suggest, and you can find many versions of 

these on the internet. 

The note

The terms ‘pitch’, ‘note’ and ‘tone’ come from music and from singing, 

and can be applied to the actor’s voice as well. Pitch is the high or low 

frequency of a sound. When you sing, you create pitch because your 

vocal cords vibrate at a certain speed. Blowing an eland’s horn emits 

a low frequency or pitch, but a car alarm is a high frequency or pitch. 

When you sing or speak and your vocal cords vibrate at a faster speed, 

you sing a higher pitch than when they vibrate more slowly. The note 

(based on the idea of a musical symbol) indicates the location of a pitch.

The initial note of your voice is heard when air vibrates against the 

vocal chords (also known as vocal folds). The vocal chords are thin 

strips of muscle (around the size of a 20c piece) at the edge of the larynx  

(voice box), which is in the throat area. When you breathe out, air is 

pushed up from the lungs, along the windpipe (trachea) and into the 

larynx (voice box). This air vibrates against the vocal chords and sound 

is made. 

When people talk about a ‘vocal range’, they are referring to the 

different sounds or notes that you can make. These are part of your vocal 

register, which is the range of sounds that are produced by different 

patterns of vibration of your vocal chords. People may also talk about the 

‘pitch’ of your voice, which describes the degree of highness or lowness 

of your voice. 

We all have natural ways of speaking, and a natural note or pitch 

to our voice which is effortless. As an actor, you need to be conscious 

of whether this pitch suits your character’s voice and be aware of when 

and how to change the notes that you make by tensing or relaxing your 

vocal chords. For example, when a person is excited or nervous, their 

pitch may become higher. If a person is trying to control their emotion 

or is expressing something serious or confidential, they might use a lower 

pitched voice. Playing with pitch allows you to reflect a different sort of 

character or a different set of emotions.
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Any tension in the neck or throat area will produce a strange, strangled 

note, as your vocal chords are tightened when you get tense. Warming 

up your voice involves allowing air to pass these chords smoothly, and 

will result in greater control of your voice. Warm-ups are an essential 

part of your routine as an actor and are discussed in the chapter on stage 

performance. 

It is a good idea to practise using a range of notes in your voice, so 

that your voice is flexible and expressive. Mastering the basic techniques 

of posture, breathing, relaxation and resonance will allow you to play 

more with your range. A voice that is all on one note is monotonous, and 

unless it is a deliberate character decision, it can be boring for an audience 

to have to listen to. Everybody is born with a specific vocal range, and 

a natural pitch, but you can push your voice to different highs and lows 

to expand within your vocal range. Look at the exercises suggested by 

Cicely Berry (1989) and Kristen Linklater (2006) for how to do this. You 

can also find singing exercises online that help you to extend your range. 

The tone

Tone refers to the carrying power and quality of your voice. Tone gives 

your voice a particular ‘colour’ or feeling. It is also called ‘timbre’.  

A person’s tone can be described by many different words, including 

warm, dark, brilliant, ringing, rich, lush, shrill, and strident. As an actor, 

you need to identify the emotion of your character at each given moment 

in the script, and to ensure that your tone of voice matches the character’s 

mood and what you need to communicate about their feelings.

Tone is carried through the resonance of the voice. Resonance is the 

movement of air within a confined or closed space. There are three main 

areas where this resonance happens in the production of your voice: in 

the pharynx (between the mouth and the nose), in the mouth, and in the 

nose (in the nasal passages). Other areas in the head and in the chest also 

vibrate with air, to produce rich tones and sounds.

Different sounds are produced in different resonating spaces. If you 

resonate more in your mouth, the words will be strong, but will not 

have carrying power. If you resonate more in your nose you will sound 
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different. How you use these tones will affect how you sound to an 

audience, who will make judgments about your character based on the 

tone of your voice. 

Doing regular breathing exercises and resonance exercises will allow 

you to play around with the concept of tone and the quality of your 

voice. Using different sounds as you exhale, and allowing the air to pass 

through and resonate in different cavities in your chest and your head 

will help you to understand how to control this as an actor. 

The carrying power of your voice is also based on your ability to 

resonate properly, which will allow your words to be heard from a 

distance, by the whole audience. This is something that takes time and 

practice, and doing regular breathing and voice exercises can help you to 

build a more powerful voice. 

Look at the exercises shared by Cicely Berry (1989) and Kristen 

Linklater (2006) to help to develop your voice. Other exercises can easily 

be found on the internet; and we list some of these sources at the back 

of the book.

Face and cavities (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)
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The word

For all dialogue-based plays, the words that are carefully chosen by the 

playwright are the key to understanding the character, their motivation, 

their reactions and the play as a whole. As an actor, it is important that 

you make decisions about how to use these words and articulate them. 

Although you are familiar with the words as the actor, you need to 

remember that the audience has never heard the words before, and speak 

in such a way as to make the meaning understandable to them as they 

hear them for the first time.

Talking on stage is different to talking in real life. This is why actors 

need to train for this. Articulating words correctly means forming very 

clear and distinct sounds for the vowels and consonants that are part of 

your speech. Every word you say and how you say it depends on how 

you use your mouth. 

The shape of your mouth and the movement of your tongue and lips 

help to shape your words. Keeping theses organs flexible and toned will 

help to give clarity to the words that you say. Exercises for toning these 

organs include relaxing the jaw through massage, doing tongue-twisters, 

and creating other word and letter formations to keep your tongue 

nimble in your mouth. 

Good tongue twisters include the repetition of phrases that exercise 

the tongue and mouth. Some English examples are:

• Red leather, yellow leather

• Six sleek swans swam swiftly southwards

• Betty bought a bit of butter, but the butter Betty bought was 

bitter, so Betty bought a better bit of butter. 

You can find others online by googling ‘tongue twisters’, or make up your 

own in any language. 

Your ability to pronounce words is also affected by how you shape 

your mouth, and where in your mouth you place your tongue in 

relation to your teeth. The vowel sounds of A, E, I, O and U are made 

when speech sounds leave your mouth unobstructed and unrestricted.  

You make different vowel sounds by changing the shape of your tongue 

and lips, and changing the airflow through your mouth and nose. 
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Consonants are made when you change the placement of your tongue 

and your lips or teeth, where these get in the way of the air escaping from 

your mouth. 

Correctly shaping your mouth can ensure correct pronunciation, and 

can give your character an accent or way of speaking that is specific and 

suitable. 

If you have tension in your mouth or lips, your words will not sound 

clear to the audience, your pronunciation (the way you say the word) will 

be affected, and they may misunderstand what you are saying. Tension in 

the jaw muscles will also affect the way you say your words. 

Sometimes you might choose to hold your jaw or your lips tightly, to 

portray a particular type of character or emotion, such as being angry, 

or barely holding in your frustration. But is it important to make this a 

choice as an actor, and not to allow your own bad habits or the nervous 

tension in your mouth or jaw to affect the way that the audience sees 

your character. For many actors, this kind of nervousness gets in the way 

of them auditioning, and also prevents them from portraying a character 

as it should be portrayed. 

The volume

Being able to adjust your volume to suit your character is another 

important skill. Volume relates to how loud or quiet your voice is. Varying 

the volume of your voice helps to communicate a range of different 

emotions and situations. Anger or excitement might be communicated 

with a loud volume while fear could be shown using a quieter voice. 

There are no fixed rules. A quiet angry person can be far more menacing 

than a loud one. Playing with volume can be part of experimenting with 

how your character comes across on stage. 

Your volume is important in the theatre space, and you will need to 

adjust your voice to fit the space you are playing in, and whether or not 

you are using a microphone. As an actor, you need to project your voice 

so that everybody can hear you, but still keep connected to the emotional 

truth of the character. This means not simply shouting so the audience 

can hear you, but finding ways to make even a soft voice or a whisper 
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carry to the audience members sitting at the back of the room.

This projection depends on your voice control and good breathing. 

Trying to force out a louder voice will result in you getting a sore throat 

or losing your voice, which is why vocal warm-ups and training your 

voice are so important. Working on your voice should be part of your 

daily training as an actor. You should develop a programme for yourself 

that stands apart from your rehearsals or the work that you are doing for 

a particular project. 

The pace

Pace is the speed at which you speak. Speaking slowly means that the 

attention of the audience will be focused on every word you say, and they 

can process what you are saying, but this might not be appropriate for 

the play. Speaking quickly can convey urgency or excitement. Measuring 

the pace of your speech and varying between speaking more slowly or 

more quickly will allow the audience to understand what emotions your 

character is going through. 

Your director should work with you on the pace of your speech,  

and what works best for the rhythm and tempo of the performance. 

Exercising your instrument

The key to a good exercise regime for the voice includes four components:

1. Relaxing the spine, neck, and chest to allow for good breathing 

technique.

2. Relaxing the vocal chords by humming and playing with pitch by 

using high and lower tones of a drawn out ‘mmmmmm’ sound, 

using the different resonating chambers.

3. Relaxing the jaw, lips and tongue, so that you are able to articulate 

your words effectively. 

4. Articulation exercises for pronunciation, and to allow your 

character’s voice to emerge.
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It is important to understand that when you do all of this preparation, 

you will become a good technical actor with a perfect text technique, 

where the audience hears every word that you say. However, if you do 

this technically, without intention and emotion, then the audience will 

not believe you. You need to work out how to be technically good as well 

as being believable and truthful. Generally, you can only learn this in 

front of an audience and by working with other strong actors who have 

already mastered this skill.

Using your body

As an actor, control over your body is also important. Controlling your 

voice involves controlling your face, your breath, and your posture.  

Your physical gestures and actions, your movements across stage, and 

your words and dialogue all need to be precise and clear. If you are 

confused about what you are doing, the audience will be too. 

Keeping physically fit is an important part of being an actor.  

This involves looking after your skeleton (bones) and watching your 

posture (the way you sit and stand), as well as doing physical and voice 

exercises (working on your muscles). This will ensure that you are in 

control of your body on stage. Knowing your body and looking after 

Actors exercising their instrument (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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your body are part of your job as an actor. 

There is a misconception among young actors that going to the gym 

is enough as physical training for an actor. However, basic training for 

the stage actor has nothing to do with a gym or fitness. It is a much more 

focused process of learning to use your body to portray a character and 

tell a story. 

South African theatre has a strong tradition of physical theatre, 

building on dance, mime and Jerzy Grotowski’s ‘poor theatre’ techniques, 

as used by Mbongeni Ngema and Percy Mtwa working with Barney Simon 

in the original production of Woza Albert!. This highly active performance 

technique has influenced generations of physical theatre actors, who use 

their bodies to portray a multitude of characters, places and props. 

Several great South African actors, including Andrew Buckland, 

Sylvaine Strike and James Cunningham, have studied at the mime 

school L’École Internationale de Théâtre Jacques Lecoq in Paris, France –  

and this style of work has evolved in South Africa. 

The Lecoq school focuses on physical theatre, mime, acrobatics 

and movement, as well as replay and silent play, and mask work.  

Lecoq worked extensively with the idea of ‘the neutral mask’, which 

encourages the actor to develop better control over their body and to 

foster a state of presence, awareness and calmness on stage, being in 

the space of here and now. As the basis for all theatre masks, the neutral 

mask challenges the actor to confront their physical acting habits and to 

become more receptive, playful, imaginative and open to the performance 

space and to other actors they share the space with.

The neutral mask suggests that the actor is a blank sheet of paper, 

with no preconceived ideas about what comes next, and simply exists 

in the moment of doing a physical activity such as walking, using 

only the energy required to do just that one task in that moment  

(Elredge & Huston, 1978). Working with this physical mask, which is 

perfectly symmetrical and shows no signs of expression, allows the actor 

to approach a task with a sense of having no character. 

Lecoq exercises begin from the most fundamental resting state of 

sleep. From there, an actor will start with simple tasks such as standing, 

walking, sitting, or picking up an object, wearing the neutral mask. 
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Teachers will point out to students where they are adding in unnecessary 

movement which imposes on the basic action, and from there, actors 

learn what their own bad habits are that take them away from the neutral 

state, and how to control these movements (Elredge & Huston, 1978). 

You can find many examples of these mask exercises and this style of 

physical training on the internet. 

The work of the movement theorist Rudolf Laban (1974) is also 

recognised as being a good basis for an actor to train their body. Laban 

categorised human movement into four component parts: direction, 

weight, speed and flow. Each of the four components of movement 

identified has two elements:

• Direction is either direct or indirect

• Weight is either heavy or light

• Speed is either quick or sustained

• Flow is either bound or free

Lecoq neutral mask (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)
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This theory helps you to identify characters both physically and 

emotionally, and find a way to use your body expressively to play 

somebody who is different from yourself. 

For each character that you create, you can think about each of these 

components and which element that character represents. For example, 

your choices about playing a successful businessman might be as follows:

• Direction – direct (purposeful and driven)

• Weight – light (showing that he is disciplined, ruthless, hungry)

• Speed – quick (showing that he is a fast decision-maker, and has 

no time for those slower than himself) 

• Flow – bound (showing that he is tight and controlled, held in) 

If you choose the opposite elements for this character, then you would 

play him very differently and the audience would see him differently.  

You need to work with the text, the director, and your own interpretation 

of the character when you make movement choices for your character.

Your body reflects your character

Making choices about the way that you move and speak on stage are all 

part of showing a fully developed character to the audience. To be able 

to clearly communicate the inner life of this character, you need to have 

a personal history for that character. This includes working out the ways 

that a character might hold themselves and how they move – on their 

own, and in relation to other people and the set or props on stage. 

You will need to move in a suitable way for the character, which 

shows what the character is feeling. Your body reflects your character, 

and even when you have no words, you need listen and watch the action 

all the time and react to what is happening using your body. From the 

moment you step onto stage or into the performance space, you need to 

‘be’ the character that you are portraying. If you stand around as yourself, 

and only snap into action as the character when you start to speak,  

the audience will become confused. You need to live your character on 
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stage from start to finish of the performance, and the audience can see 

this in how you hold yourself physically. 

You need to think about how your character walks, picks up props, 

drinks, dances and breathes. Even though you might not do all these 

things on stage, developing and inhabiting your character means you 

need to ensure that every physical action that you do on stage is typical 

of the character, and not of you as the actor. Part of your preparation as 

an actor is building up a vocabulary of gestures and behaviours that suit 

your character. 

There are many different approaches to creating physical characters. 

Stanislavski promotes working from the inside-out (analysing the 

script and thinking about the character and then creating a physical 

embodiment of this), and others, such as the Russian actor Vsevolod 

Meyerhold, promote developing a character from without, using external 

movements to inform the character (Pitches, 2003).

The Lecoq neutral mask exercises you as an actor to eliminate your 

own physical traits, so that you have a neutral base from which to work. 

The Laban exercises can help you to envision a different way of moving 

that suit your character. 

You may find that the physicality of your character changes over 

the course of the performance. As your character grows through the 

unfolding of the story, they may become more tired, and physically bent 

and misshapen by their circumstances, or they may become happier, 

lighter, and quicker in their movements. 

Our bodies are not just altered by us, they are also affected by our 

environment. If your character is in a cold place, you might hunch your 

shoulders and start to shiver. You don’t need words to tell the audience 

that the temperature has dropped. If your character is exhausted,  

they will not be able to stand up straight, even if another character is 

trying to force them to do so. 

People at different times in history will also move in different ways. 

Many modern gestures and hand movements are a sign of the times, 

and won’t be appropriate if you are performing in a play that is set in 

the past. The context of the play will have an impact on your character’s 

physicality and help you to make choices about how you use your body. 
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This big difference between acting for stage and screen is that the screen 

actor needs to focus on the thoughts, emotions and feelings and not 

physically tell the story. The stage actor has to tell a story. This means 

using your body to tell us the information that we otherwise cannot know. 

Movement and gesture on stage

The ‘Viewpoints’ theory provides a way to think and talk about movement 

and gesture on stage. Originally developed in the 1970s by American 

choreographer Mary Overlie, the method was adapted for stage acting by 

theatre directors Anne Bogart and Tina Landau (2005).

The theory puts forward nine identified points of awareness that an 

actor can think of as ‘viewpoints’ while working. These were developed 

for use during improvisation, where actors take part in spontaneous 

interactions that are useful for training their senses and sense of play. 

Viewpoints of space include spatial relationships, architecture and 

floor pattern. 

1. Spatial relationships involve the distance between things on stage, 

between one actor and another or between an actor and an object 

or piece of set. 

2. Architecture involves the physical environment you are working 

in and how the awareness of this space affects your movement.

3. Floor pattern is like a route map, created on the floor as an actor 

moves from one place to another.

Viewpoints of the body include shape and gesture.

4. Shape is the contour or outline that the actor’s body makes in 

space, and can be thought of as lines and curves. Shape can be an 

actor standing still, or moving through space and making shapes 

with the architecture or with other actors’ bodies. 

5. Gesture is the movement of specific parts of the body, for example 

the face or hands. Gesture has three categories; daily life (ordinary 

behaviours such as scratching or sniffing), stereotypical (cultural 

behaviours like saluting), and expressive (abstract gestures).
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Viewpoints of time include kinaesthetic response, tempo, duration 

and repetition. 

6. The kinaesthetic response is a spontaneous physical reaction to 

something which happens outside your body when your senses 

are stimulated, such as shivering when cold or jumping when 

you are given a fright. 

7. Tempo is the rate or speed at which a movement occurs, and how 

fast or slow something happens on stage.

8. Duration is how long a movement or sequence of movements 

continues.

9. Repetition involves repeating something on stage. It can be an 

exact copy of a movement, or a variation of that movement. 

Variations include transfer (when a movement or gesture is applied 

to another person or context), transform (when a movement is 

transformed into something with a different meaning but from 

the same original idea, for example, where the action of bouncing 

a ball becomes the action of fingers running through mud) and 

recycling (where a moment is repeated).

Actors rehearsing – ensemble acting and awareness of space (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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When you think about all these viewpoints as an actor, you start to 

think about how and where you place your body in the space and how 

this sends messages to an audience. Bogart and Landau suggest that 

theviewpoints method ‘leads to greater awareness, which leads to greater 

choice, which leads to greater freedom’ (2005:19). As an actor, when 

you know what the possibilities are for moving on stage, you can make 

informed decisions about where and how to move. 

Using your body in space

Awareness of the space is a vital skill for actors. Spatial awareness is 

being aware of where you are on stage, as well as where every other actor 

is, where the props and scenery are, where the audience is, and where 

the exits and entrances are. Stanislavski used the term ‘proxemics’ to 

describe the spacing between characters. Where you position yourself as 

an actor on stage reflects how the characters are connected and how they 

feel about each other.

As an actor you need to be aware of your body position towards the 

audience, as this can give your character a stronger or weaker value, 

which is the amount of attention you get when everything else such as 

lights, costume, set and expression is removed.

You should always move for a reason, and give your movements 

meaning and make them clear. There may be times when you do not 

move at all, which adds to the drama and heightens the storyline. 

There are five basic body positions:

1. Full frontal position is very strong.

2. One quarter turned away position (over left or over right) is still 

strong but less than full frontal.

3. The profile, or half turned position (over left or over right) is 

less strong.

4. The three-quarter turned-away position (over left or over right) 

is weak.

5. The full back position is as strong as the profile, but not as strong 

as the one quarter turn. 
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Different body positions of the actor towards the audience (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)

You also need to be aware of the area of the stage that you are on.  

When we look from above down onto the stage, we divide the space 

into six areas, three downstage (close to the audience) and three upstage  

(at the back of the stage floor). In the centre area, there is one downstage 

area, and one upstage area. Stage left and stage right is always described 

as seen from the actor on stage facing the audience. 

Different areas, their strength and the lateral side lines (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)



Basic training for stage actors   113

Your placement on stage will be either in a strong or weak position. 

This placement encourages focus and emphasis, and helps to clarify 

relationships between the characters and show the subtext behind the 

dialogue. This geography of the stage impacts on the audience’s perception 

of the story and the characters. Where you are on stage conveys both 

emotion and information to the audience. 

As an actor, you need to know that centre stage is the strongest 

position and that downstage is a stronger area, because it is closer to the 

audience. The stage right positions are stronger that the left positions, 

because that is the way we are used to writing in Western cultures. 

The height of an actor above the stage floor is also something you 

need to think about when moving around on stage. This is known as 

playing with ‘levels’. Levels are ranked from weak to strong in terms of 

what is closest to or furthest from the floor, as follows: 

• Lying on the floor

• Sitting on the floor

• Sitting on a chair

• Standing

• Standing on a block or furniture 

The basic rule is: the higher the position, the stronger the character. 

When you are rehearsing, the blocking of the production will unfold 

in a way that where you are on stage helps to tell the story. Using the 

stage space is discussed in more depth in our book Theatre Directing in 

South Africa (Twijnstra & Durden, 2014). 

Staying in shape

Every athlete trains and stays in shape, even when they are not competing, 

and it is important for you to do this as an actor as well. Physical and 

vocal exercises should become part of your daily routine, whether you 

are currently working or not. We have included some exercises in the 

performance practice chapter, as well as suggestions on where to read up 

on more at the back of the book. 
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BASIC TRAINING

FOR SCREEN ACTORS

Screen actors training

(photograph provided by AFDA)
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In this chapter we outline a basic training for the screen actor, starting 

from the understanding of our behaviour and sensory awareness. 

We introduce the important concepts of sensory memory, sensory 

structure and substitutes. We focus on imagination as a major tool to 

create believable and authentic performance. We discuss how your face 

communicates emotion for TV and film. 

Understanding the mechanism of our behaviour

The scenarios below help us to understand our response to different stimuli:

You walk in a small village. From behind a house comes a mad dog, 

barking at you, that is a stimulus. You hear the barking and see the angry 

dog by using your senses. Your brain quickly absorbs this and brings 

up memories of past experiences or knowledge. Even if you have never 

experienced this before, you know by instinct, that angry dogs might 

attack and harm you. The primitive part of your brain will prepare you 

to flee, freeze or attack and this stimulates adrenaline that prepares you 

for a physical reaction.

You receive a letter which has pictures of your father who died years 

ago. The pictures are the stimulus that you see. You take time to look 

through them all and remember good or bad memories. Feelings and 

thoughts will come up, and these feelings will make you react, starting to 

cry or putting the pictures quickly back into the envelope and hiding it. 

In both examples, a stimulus from outside hits our senses as we listen 

and watch. It sends a signal to our brain and is absorbed and evaluated 

in the storage of our memories. The effect will be that it releases feelings, 

impulses and thoughts. These feelings and thoughts will cause a 

response or reaction. This chain of being alerted to a stimulus, listening 

or watching, absorbing, feeling and reacting (revealing) is the biological 

mechanism of our behaviour.

The start of a screen actor’s training is to understand this mechanism. 

This way of acting is mentioned by many interviewed actors and comes up 

in all screen acting methodologies. See, for example, the work of Tony Barr 

(1997), Cathy Haase (2003), Judith Weston (1996), Bata Passchier (2007), 

Patrick Tucker (2014), John Sudol (2013) and Andrea Morris (2014).  
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The actor must learn to respond without censoring themselves for the 

sake of the performance. 

Don’t forget that the emotional response is only one part of what is 

necessary. There must also be a physical response, an intellectual 

response, and a sensory response; in other words, the entire 

instrument of the actor must be responding, emotion alone does 

not constitute good acting (Barr, 1997: 41).

All the different steps of the mechanism need training. This involves 

exercises in listening and seeing, in concentration and relaxation,  

in sensory memory and imagination. How to reveal what you feel,  

the language of the face and developing an intimate relationship with 

the camera. This can only be done if the camera is present from the first 

exercises to help you as an actor to understand what is registering on 

camera. In your training, a teacher should help you to analyse test shots 

from your first day in front of the camera. 

The sensory awareness of listening and seeing
Listening and seeing are not exclusive skills for the screen actor. In all 

stage acting methodologies they are basic skills, but for the screen actor 

they are used in a different way. Experienced screen actors often advise, 

after adequate preparation in understanding the script, only to ‘listen and 

breathe’ when a scene is shot. This advice would bring the character to 

life and allow the actor to be in the moment, reacting to the emotional 

event of the scene. That living moment is what the camera wants to 

capture. This is different for a stage actor who performs a well-rehearsed 

and polished scene. 

What are screen actors hearing and to what are they listening?  

There might be important information the character is giving through 

the text of other characters. Phrases such as: ‘I am leaving for Cape Town 

tomorrow’ or ‘Your father died last night’ give the actors a stimulus to 

react. It is not only the facts that should be heard, but also the subtext of 

what is unsaid. 
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The question for the screen actor is, how do you hear or see subtext? 

Subtext charges the words with energy and meaning. It determines the 

timbre of the voice and its emotional colour. Subtext is not only audible, 

but also visible in the actor’s body language and what the face reveals. 

It can also be recognised in the way that another character touches you. 

The simple advice ‘to listen’ is actually an invitation to all the senses to be 

sensitive. We need to capture all the impulses around us to activate the 

mechanism of our behaviour. 

In our daily life, we have a filter around our senses. We don’t hear, see 

and smell everything. As an actor on set, we have to switch our senses 

to a more sensitive and receptive mode. That switch can be achieved 

by relaxation, an activation warm-up and sustained and focused 

concentration not only during the shooting, but also in between the 

shots and during the waiting on set. 

An actor on set sees and hears a lot that is not important and can be 

disruptive for their performance. The crew surrounding the actor is not 

part of the character’s world. Camera operators, technicians, a director 

with an assistant and many other people in the room should be forgotten 

by the actor after they hear the word ‘action’. This means that an actor 

needs to be selective in the sensitivity of their senses.

The actor’s task is made even more complex when they have to act in 

front of a green-screen and to imagine a whole world around them that 

is not there. This might be a stormy sea, a fish market in China, or green 

fields with the Drakensberg mountains in the background. The actor needs 

to use their imagination and sense memory, which replace the real stimuli. 

Using sense memory and imagination are tools that need to be learnt. 

The senses of the actor should be selectively opened for the world 

around the character but also for the world inside the character.  

This means that as an actor you need to listen to yourself and register 

what the words you speak trigger in you. See the images that should pop 

up when you describe a situation. We first see the images in our head and 

give words to them after that. An actor who has a text about domestic 

violence will first have to create a film in their head, see in detail what 

happened before speaking the words. Actors who speak words without 

seeing the images create an unrealistic performance. 
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Talking about the actor and the character might be confusing. The actor 

can use their own personal memories, thoughts and instincts to make 

the character come to life. In this way, the actor feeds the illusion of 

the character with personal memories, thoughts, reflexes and fantasies.  

The illusion must be so convincing that an audience member believes 

the character. Some actors can transform and believe for a time that they 

are the character. This is fiction made believable, but it is still fiction and 

both the audience members and the actors know that it is not real. 

For screen actors to open their senses selectively, this can be done 

through a series of listening and hearing exercises, in combination with 

relaxation and concentration exercises. This will result in an alert state of 

mind and body that is needed for the performance. Even if the character 

is sleepy or drugged, the actor must be very alert and pick up all external 

and internal stimuli. There are many exercises from different training 

methods, and every actor will have to select the ones that work for them 

to prepare for a shoot. 

For the training of the screen actor, the listening and breathing exercises 

described by Cathy Haase in Acting for Film (2003) are recommended. 

Other useful listening exercises can be found in Tony Barr’s Acting for the 

Camera (1997), in Sanford Meisner’s Sanford Meisner on Acting (1987),  

in Respect for Acting by Uta Hagen (1973) and Improvisation for the Theatre 

by Viola Spolin (1999).

The advice to ‘listen and breathe’ must be taken seriously by the screen 

actor not only during the filming process, but also during additional 

dialogue recordings (ADRs). These are voice overs that are often done 

in the post-production process (after the shooting is completed) in a 

sound studio where the actor has to do a voiceover of their own dialogue 

that they see in front of themselves on screen. This is done to improve 

the quality of the sound recording of the dialogue. Besides mastering 

microphone techniques, the actor has to listen to their own voice to pick 

up the subtext of the original lines, to breathe and project their voice to 

recreate the original performance. This is where listening, breathing and 

concentration come together in a crucial part of the screen actor’s job. 
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Faulty sensory awareness

Everyone knows the experience of seeing a picture of yourself and 

thinking ‘Impossible! That’s not me.’

Some people can’t even look in the mirror because they don’t like 

what they see. Actors new to screen acting will also experience that 

gap between how they look on screen and how they feel they look.  

The camera doesn’t lie; it doesn’t pick up how you feel you look, or how 

you would like others to see you. It records exactly what you look like at 

that moment. This gap between what you think you look like and what 

the camera records is called ‘faulty sensory awareness’. It is confusing 

and often disturbing. It results in what directors call ‘end-gaining’ or 

‘result-acting’, which involves trying to act in a specific way so that the 

camera will pick things up in a particular way. This causes a serious acting 

blockage. It is better to simply accept yourself as the camera sees you. 

This acceptance might take time, but if you can’t get to it, you can’t 

be a professional screen actor – because you cannot be in the moment. 

You will always try to be someone you are not, or look and sound a way 

that is not what you are. This involves you pretending, which results in 

an unbelievable performance. 

Allow yourself to be in the moment. This ‘non-doing’ might be a 

difficult state of mind, but has to be mastered. Without preconceived 

ideas about the possible result, the screen actor allows something to 

happen, and the camera reveals that. Understanding and overcoming 

this ‘faulty sensory awareness’ is a vital skill for stage acting. You might 

ask how, if acting for screen is not acting but just ‘being’, how you ‘be’ 

someone else? Remember the character is an illusion. You cannot be 

someone else, but you can make it believable that you are. This is the 

paradox of acting. 

Concentration and observation

It is easier to concentrate when there is something to concentrate and 

focus on. This is where concentration meets observation. Actors should 
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observe the world around them constantly. When they shop in a mall, 

they will observe people, how they are walking, how they interact with 

others. They will try to imagine how old they are, where they live and with 

whom, and what they do for work. They will imagine who the person 

they are speaking to on their cell phone is, and their deepest secrets.

To improve their skills, actors should not allow themselves to 

mindlessly consume a film or television series, relaxing with some 

popcorn. They should watch and analyse the characters and the 

structure; they must try to find out what choices the actor has made for 

the character. They should observe details, exploring how actors combine 

the practical business with the through-line of action and emotion.  

Watch how the American actor Denzel Washington eats during a specific 

scene. He combines the practical action of eating with the emotional 

event of the scene in a way that it contributes to the performance and 

does not hinder it. He knows when to bring some food to his mouth, how 

long to chew and when to swallow, and uses those actions to underline 

the point his character wants to make.

The audience doesn’t have to know how much preparation and 

training goes into combining those skills; an audience can and must 

relax and consume the brilliant performance. But actors will not.  

They are always observing the world around them and the world inside. 

This observation can only happen when there is focused concentration. 

It takes extra energy not to consume a film, especially when it is a good 

one, but to analyse it in detail. It costs extra energy to analyse in detail 

the world around you, and even more energy to analyse the world inside 

you, but it will help you to improve your skills. 

Observation is an action that takes as much energy and discipline as 

physical exercises. True observation is also non-judgmental. An actor’s 

observation should not result in a judgment, in good or bad, like or 

dislike. These kinds of critical judgments kill creativity. You cannot bring 

a character to life when you judge it. When you observe in a judgmental 

way, you are wasting your time. This focused non-judgmental observation 

takes concentration, and that is a skill that must be trained daily.  

There are many exercises in the references mentioned in the back of this 

book that can be part of the training. 
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Concentration and observation don’t only happen during the phases of 

research and preparation of the character. Bringing the emotional state of 

mind that comes out of the preparation phase to the reality of being on 

set needs concentration and discipline. No distractions should get in the 

way of the work. 

Screen actors constantly have to realise where they are in the story. 

Scenes are generally not shot in chronological order. For the first shoot in the 

morning, the character might be in the middle of the dramatic crisis. In the 

next shoot, the character might be in the establishment before the conflict 

starts. A character will change when the story takes them on a journey. 

Character is not something static, but reveals itself step by step. The character 

in the beginning of a film is different from what they are in the middle or the 

end. The screen actor has to know where they are in a story that will only 

come together completely during post-production under the hands of the 

editor. Knowing where you are requires focus and concentration. 

Emotional and sensory memory

In 1912, Russian theatre director Konstantin Stanislavski created his 

acting system. His book An Actor’s Work has kept generations of actors, 

acting mentors and lecturers busy and will continue to do so in the 

future. When this system was introduced in the USA by Lee Strasbourg 

in 1923, the American version became known as ‘method’ acting. It has 

been adapted over and over again. Going back to the original Russian 

work is historically interesting, but insights in psychology, physiology 

and biology have changed over the years. A lot of acting gurus and 

lecturers have adapted the original findings to new scientific insights and 

to feed a developing film industry. These include Stella Adler (1988), 

Uta Hagen (1973), Sandford Meisner (1987), Tony Barr (1997), Patrick 

Tucker (2014), Cathy Haase (2003), Elly Konijn (2000) and John Sudol 

(2013), among others. 

The five basic tools that Stanislavski offered the actor are: affective 

memory (also called emotional memory), given circumstances  

(the information that the writer includes in the script), imagination 
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(the ‘magic if’, which links the given circumstances with the emotional 

memory of the actor), rhythm and tempo, and proxemics (the space 

between the characters on stage). 

Emotional memory is the belief that reactivating emotional situations 

in the actor’s past will help them to implement these emotions in 

the character they are creating. Stella Adler and Lee Strasbourg, 

two prominent acting gurus in the USA, were responsible of the first 

adaptation of Stanislavski’s system into ‘The Method’. They had a crucial 

confrontation around 1935, where Stella Adler apparently shouted 

during a rehearsal: ‘When I have to go back to the death of my mother 

every time my character deals with death and lost, that is torture,  

not acting. If that is acting, I am out!’. 

Adler broke away from Strasbourg to start her own company and 

created the second adaptation of Stanislavski’s system, which allocated a 

much bigger place for imagination instead of emotional memory. By that 

time Stanislavski himself had also started to doubt the effectiveness of 

emotional memory for realistic (naturalistic) acting. The third adaptation 

of the original system is a radical one from Sanford Meisner (1987), 

which teaches the actor to use their instincts and be in the moment, fully 

engaged with the world around them and not stuck in their own heads 

or in their emotional pasts. 

In the 1970s, with the growing film and TV industry, more specific 

screen acting methodologies emerged. Cathy Haase’s work Acting for 

Film (2003) can be seen as a breakaway from the Stanislavski approach.  

She took a broader ‘supermarket’ approach, picking ideas and exercises 

from a range of different directors to create a series of basic exercises for 

the daily training and preparation of the screen actor. All of these works 

and approaches are still relevant and as an actor, you should read as 

widely as possible about these and find what works for you. 

Contemporary writers and screen acting teachers such as John 

Sudol (2013), Andrea Morris (2014) and Bata Passchier (2007) use 

the insights of the clinical psychologist Paul Ekman (2004) about 

emotional facial expressions. 

Our emotions have a memory, we still remember how we felt the first 

time we saw the sea, or the fear you had when a classmate beat you up 



Basic training for screen actors   123

after school. Your happiness when you fell in love for the first time or 

sadness when a good friend died. The anger when you found out your 

wallet was stolen. To call up those emotions, you have to unlock your 

emotional memory. 

Our senses also have a memory. The first time you saw the sea, you 

heard the waves, felt the wind on your skin and the water over your feet. 

You smelt the salty breeze, even tasted the salt on your lips. When we 

concentrate and unlock the sense memory, the emotion that was linked 

to that event will also resurface and can be used for the character. Sense 

memory is a more effective way to resurface past emotions than the 

emotional memory. It is more concrete and releases not only emotions, 

but also the context in which these emotions took place. We discuss 

more about this when we focus on personal triggers for the actor. In this 

section, we highlight two techniques that will help the screen actor in 

relation to the camera and to the set: substitutes and sensory structure. 

Substitutes

Michael Caine explains in his masterclass for screen acting ‘The camera 

is always there, it is someone that loves you deeply and will never judge 

you. Like your best friend or lover’ (Caine, 1987). He is discussing the 

relationship between the actor and the camera. Although you never look 

into the camera, unless you are asked to by the director, you need to 

establish a personal and intimate relationship with it. The actor should 

be always aware that the camera is there, as a witness without judgment. 

Cathy Haase (2003) offers a great technique using sensory memory to 

build that relationship during your training as an actor. She works with 

a short monologue of choice that the actor learned by heart. After some 

relaxation and warm up for the body and face she asks the actor to sit 

in front of an empty chair. The exercise works like a guided meditation, 

taking you through the following imagined situation: 

Think of someone, from the past, at least four years ago or longer, 

someone who loves you without restrictions. The first person that 

comes to mind can be used in this exercise. The actor now should 
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imagine WHAT IF that person is sitting on the chair in front of 

them. Imagine what they are wearing and how they are sitting. 

Maybe there is a smell that belongs to this person you remember, 

a perfume or the smell of a home cooked meal. If you only see the 

person in front of you partly or in detail, that is fine. Imagine that 

the person says something to you. What do they say or ask you? 

And what do you want to say to them? Do it, if something comes 

up. Imagine this person stands up from the chair and walks away. 

They stop and look at you. Stretch your arm out, and they will 

come closer. Take their hand. How does that feel? Walk together. 

Maybe you talk and listen. 

Now say the monologue that you learned before you started this 

imagination exercise and say it to the person next to you. 

The last step of the exercise is standing on your mark in front of 

a camera, imagine that the camera is the person you imagined. 

Address your monologue to the camera, to that person or friend 

who loves you deeply and will never let you down. 

The person you imagined is called a substitute. 

This exercise can also be used by the screen actor to establish a relationship 

with the camera or when they have to direct a text to an eye mark next 

to the camera. The actor can imagine a substitute standing next to the 

camera. Some actors have more substitutes lined up and use them during 

their work on set. To create these substitutes, these exercises can be done 

at home during your daily training. Learning to listen to them and see 

how they react will make your performance on set more believable.  

As with all tools, see if it works for you or not. If it does, you can put this 

sensory memory technique into your personal actor’s toolkit.



Basic training for screen actors   125

Sensory structure

We remember specific environments and interiors that we have been part 

of: the bedroom when you were a child, the classroom in your primary 

school, the beach at sunset, a forest at night, a city park covered with 

fresh snow, a graveyard of dusty, red sand. 

Using imagination and sense memory can help the screen actor to re-

create an imaginary environment around them, which will help them to 

perform in a believable and natural way. When coming on set or acting 

in front of a green screen, the screen actor can project around them the 

sensory structure of a specific environment or interior that has emotional 

relevance for the scene. 

The classroom exercise developed by Roel Twijnstra (2018) 

illustrates this. 

Remember a classroom during your primary or high school.  

The first one that pops up is good to work with. Visualise the 

school, the area and the city in which your classroom was; the 

streets, shops, trees, houses. Imagine the street on which the 

school was situated. Is it busy or not? Do you see other buildings 

or houses along that street? What do you hear and smell? 

Now imagine that you see the school, the schoolyard. Are children 

playing there or not? Look at the outside of the building. Can 

you see the windows of your classroom from here? Walk slowly 

through the schoolyard towards the entrance. Open the doors and 

walk inside. Is there a hall, a reception? Find your way to your 

classroom, do you have to go up some steps? What do you hear? 

Do you smell that specific school smell? 

You come to the door of the classroom, can you see into it?  

Step inside. Is it filled with children? What do you see on the 

walls? Can you look outside? What do you see? See the chair 

and desk where you used to sit and take your seat. Do you 

see the teacher? What are they saying? Who sits next to you?  
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Feel your feet in your shoes on the ground. What is written on the 

blackboard? If you don’t remember, no problem. 

Now think of something that happened in this class or school that 

you were part of. Walk to the camera on your mark and tell that 

story or event. Take time and connect with the sensory structure 

you created around you. Record this and play it back to analyse 

your performance. 

What you just did is resurfacing an experience from the past, by using 

sensory memory. You did not focus on the emotion but on the sensory 

structure in which your past experience took place. By doing that, you 

activated your sense memory and released thoughts, emotions and a story. 

While you were telling a story on camera, emotions underscored what 

you were saying. This is the subtext floating under and through your 

lines. The emotion brought the text to life, gave it a personal meaning. 

When playing it back, check what the camera picked up, what the face 

revealed, and how. 

It takes time and training to prepare and create these environments 

and interiors. Any physical place, such as a classroom, a market,  

a township, a park, the beach, a graveyard, an empty parking-lot,  

can make up the sensory structures that should be part of your repertoire.  

These can’t be created on set, they can be rolled out on set but must be 

created beforehand. This act of creation must be part of your daily training 

as a screen actor. You are an actor, but should also think of yourself as 

a set designer, creating detailed sets in your imagination, adding details 

and checking if the emotion that comes with that ‘set’ is useful for the 

character to be able to portray the emotional event in a specific scene. 

The language of the face

The face plays a crucial role in expressing the emotional event between 

characters on camera. According to some of the interviewed South African 

directors and producers, close-ups make up a very high percentage of 
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the total edit in character-driven films, TV dramas, telenovelas and soap 

operas. This means that as an actor you must be on control of what your 

face is showing at all times. 

To be emotionally engaged, the audience needs to see what the 

character feels and thinks, or what they are hiding behind the mask of 

their face. This means that a screen actor has to be able to reveal what 

they feel.

An emotional event between the characters is not only expressed in 

the lines but also in the subtext. The face is a perfect texture or vehicle 

able to reveal subtext. Different muscle groups of the face are connected 

with basic emotions, like anger, fear, happiness, sadness, contempt, 

surprise and disgust. The colour of the skin around the nose will change 

before crying, cheeks become flushed when someone is embarrassed or 

shy, eyes look away or become teary when somebody is sad. The language 

of the face is not expressed in words but in physical changes. 

The tension of specific facial muscle groups, the colour of the skin,  

the eyes filling with tears, the skin breaking out in sweat, lifting of the eyes 

or the chin, or turning the head away are the elements of the grammar 

of the face. Each change is linked to specific emotions, sensations and 

impulses deeper inside the body and the brain. 

When we look at others, we perceive these expressions consciously 

or unconsciously. We do not only listen to others, but constantly read the 

faces of the people around us. Faces give us stimuli that might help us to 

understand what is going on with other people. They give us information 

and trigger emotions, sensations and thoughts that give us impulses to 

prepare for actions, to achieve our goal or bring about a solution for the 

problem we are facing. The screen actor has to master this language of 

the face, as much as the musician practises an instrument or a singer 

trains their voice.

All of the interviewed actors, directors, producers and casting 

directors agree on the importance of the language of the face. The screen 

actor, in a believable way, needs to reveal what the character feels and 

adapt it in an appropriate way to the situation that the character is in, and 

must be able to repeat this when required for retakes or close-ups of the 

same scene again and again on set. 
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How the screen actor does this is surrounded by myths. Some call it the 

‘X-factor’, some have found a personal way to achieve this after years of 

experience. But the idea that the language of the face is something that 

you can learn is often rejected and criticised. Being taught how to do this 

by somebody else would lead to unnatural acting and to you deliberately 

‘making faces’, which does not result in a believable screen performance. 

Because of this, the training of the face is often not taught.  

John Sudol (2013) believes that naturally talented actors are able to reveal 

what they feel on their face and are able to do what the industry needs. 

Other actors need extensive training to become as employable as the five 

percent who are naturally talented and get regular work. Sudol studied 

what the five percent are doing well and developed a training for screen 

actors to achieve the same quality of performance. This training is based 

on scientific insights from leading psychologists, like Dr Paul Ekman, 

about facial expressions. Together with people like Andrea Morris (2014) 

and Bata Passchier (2007), a new way of teaching screen acting has 

developed, focusing on the language of the face. 

The static face and distortions

The British naturalist Charles Darwin first wrote about the expression of 

emotions in humans and animals in 1872. Much later, the psychologist 

Paul Ekman outlined the seven basic emotions expressed by every 

human in every culture which could be recognised by anyone. These are 

categorised by him as: surprise, sadness, fear, disgust, contempt, anger 

and happiness. There are many more emotions with specific expressions 

on the face, but these seven can be recognised by people living in the 

business centre of Johannesburg and a remote tribe in the highlands of 

Papua New Guinea. This leads to the theory that our behaviour results in 

a recognisable language of the face, without a word spoken. 

The screen actor’s job it is not to act, but to express and suppress 

feelings the character experiences on its journey though the story and 

be able to show this on the face. It seems simple, but the reality is that 

this mechanism of reflecting emotion on the face is often distorted or 

underdeveloped. 
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The American actor, director and acting coach, Tony Barr (1997), 

suggests a crucial exercise for the start of any screen acting training.  

He put two people on set facing each other, where one will speak and 

the other listens. He films a close-up of the listener and projects that on 

a screen for the rest of the students to see. The speaker is asked to tell 

something, in detail, that matters, something dramatic that happened in 

their past. For instance, the first time they saw a dead person, or the first 

time they were dumped, or dumped someone or were part of a horrible 

accident or witnessed one. The listener is asked to reveal any thought or 

feeling they experience without censoring and without using any words. 

The camera is on the listener and we see the story of the speaker reflected 

on the listener’s face. 

The listener and the speaker (illustrations by Roel Twijnstra)

Some faces reveal more than others. What does the camera register? 

Which emotions are revealed by which part of the face? This is a crucial 

exercise because it gives the student a chance to see what their face 

can do without any training. It provides a starting point from which to 

master the language of your face. It gives you a personal profile of the 

expression of emotions of your face. You might find out that you don’t 

reveal what you feel, that the audience reads something different from 

what you felt, or that they did not see any emotion at all. In these cases, 

there is something blocking the flow between your feeling and revealing 
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of emotions. This faulty sensory awareness needs to be corrected and 

brought into alignment. 

John Sudol (2013) developed an emotional screen acting test to 

help an actor to check whether they are able to clearly convey internal 

thoughts or emotions of the seven universal emotions (sadness, anger, 

fear, disgust, contempt, joy, and surprise) and to draft a personal profile 

for an actor to train the language of their face. The screen actor needs to 

be aware of their specific distortions to be able to correct them. 

The seven basic emotions as used in the training of the language of the face (photographs provided by John Sudol)

SURPRISE

DISGUST HAPPY SADCONTEMPT

FEAR ANGER

The most common distortions that Ekman (2003) describes are:

• Your static face

• The culture you are raised in

• Your own psychology or personal history

• Whether you internalise or externalise your emotions 
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Your static face is the expression on your face when you are not feeling 

anything specific at all. Due to your facial structure, your face might 

express something, and people might think you feel something that you 

don’t feel. It is important to know what your facial structure expresses. 

Some people might have gone through a lot of sadness which is etched 

on their face over time, even when they feel nothing specific. 

Another distortion is the culture that you are raised in, where 

cultural norms encourage or discourage you from showing emotions.  

For example, the idea that men don’t cry is a cultural norm and might 

mean that it is hard for you as an actor to express sadness. You might 

need to unlearn these cultural norms for you to become a better actor, 

more able to portray what you feel inside.

Your own psychology and personal history and past experiences 

might also impact on your ability to express emotion on your face.  

For example, being faced with an overpowering and intimidating father 

in your youth, you might have learned not to express the anger you felt 

but instead to act calm and make a joke. If you are asked by the director 

to express your anger, you might feel the anger but get feedback from the 

director who says to you ‘I would like to see the character angrier, it looks 

like you are making a joke’. 

Whether you are by nature an internaliser (who feels a lot but does 

not express a lot of what you feel) or an externaliser (who expresses a 

lot, but those expressions are often substitutions for real emotions) also 

affects you as a screen actor. If you are an internaliser, you will have 

to express more than you are used to in normal life. This might feel 

that you are overacting and doing too much, but when you record and 

review your acting you will see it actually looks believable. If you are 

an externaliser, you will need to stop expressing what you think you 

should ‘show’, which the camera will register as unbelievable, and learn 

to feel and deal with your real emotions, no matter how difficult that 

might seem.

Having these distortions does not disqualify you from screen acting, 

but you need to be aware of them when acting, and know how to use 

and correct them. 
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Triggers and tools

The next part of your screen acting training is to ensure that you use 

the triggers that work best for you. A trigger is a situation, a word or 

an action that is linked to an emotional event in your personal past.  

If my father was intimidating and shouted a lot at me when I was young  

(a personal experience in the past), a man older than myself who shouts 

and intimidates someone might remind me of my father (this situation 

is then a trigger) and this brings back the strong basic emotions of anger 

and fear. A trigger is therefore a key to unlock specific basic emotions. 

An actor needs to have a set of strong personal triggers that are linked 

to basic emotions. These will be different for every actor, because we 

all have different experiences to draw from. To be able to identify these 

triggers and release the basic emotions that they are linked to, you need 

some tools. 

For every basic emotion, you will have to do internal research and 

use your imagination to find the most vital triggers. This means that 

you need to know yourself. What were your past experiences that are 

linked to the basic emotions? Sometimes these experiences are hidden, 

and you might have suppressed traumatic experiences. The basic rule for 

actors is to not use traumatic experiences that you have not processed. 

It is also important to not use very recent emotional experiences.  

Use your imagination as well. Sometimes you have to imagine something 

that you have never experienced; something that your character does, 

like killing someone else. This internal research will take time and you 

will have to break through some personal blockages, but as soon as you 

have identified the triggers, it will be easier to use them.

Let us look at some basic emotions and see how you can reveal them 

using sensory memory and your imagination (the ‘magic if’). Ask yourself 

the question: when was the last time I really felt strong anger? This is a 

personal memory. Using sensory memory, you will be able to recollect 

the given circumstances of that moment. Don’t focus on the emotion 

itself but on the sensory memory. What do you remember seeing the last 

time you really felt anger? Who was there? Where were you? What do 

you remember hearing and smelling? Remember the details to unlock the 
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memories of your senses and the emotion will re-surface. Is this trigger 

working for you, is it strong enough? 

Try to use your imagination to identify triggers. You can ask yourself: 

what conditions could provoke me to physically or verbally attack 

someone? Create, in your imagination, an event that would make you 

attack someone else. How would it play out? Is this a strong trigger for 

your anger? If it is, keep working on it. Every time you go back to this 

imaginary or personal event you will feel the emotion resurfacing. On set, 

it will be possible to use this trigger, resurface the emotion and project 

it in a given scene of the script. Remember, feeling the emotion is not 

enough. You must be able to reveal it on your face as well. For this you 

will have to correct your distortions as discussed earlier. 

There is a lot of work to be done before you are on set. In your 

daily training, you need to find out what triggers would evoke anger, 

happiness, fear, disgust, contempt, surprise and sadness for you. You 

need to identify them and train yourself to be able to use them on set. 

You need to deal with your distortions, then correct them to make sure 

the appropriate emotions are revealed on your face. This last step is 

called emotional alignment. 

Emotional alignment

Emotional alignment involves working out if you reveal what you feel – or, 

if the character is hiding emotions, whether you are in control of masking 

them in an appropriate and believable way (Sudol, 2013). You need to 

correct your distortions and connect the emotional triggers with your face. 

The starting point is to work out if you work from outside-in, or the 

inside-out. 

Outside-in would be to start with the universal and recognisable facial 

expression for anger: frowning by wrinkling your forehead between the 

eyebrows and pushing the lower jaw forward with your lips pressed together. 

When you make this face, you will feel some anger coming up. When you 

imagine an event in which this anger takes place, you connect the outside 

expression of the face with the inside emotions and imaginary event. 



134   Acting in South Africa

Working from the inside-out would be to start with the imaginary event 

by using a trigger that works for anger and see how the face expresses this. 

If that expression is not full or strong enough, you can correct the muscle 

groups according to the universal and recognisable facial expression 

of anger. Doing this will allow you to feel how the anger gets stronger.  

By doing this, the inside-out and outside-in approach are combined. 

These approaches are a first step in breaking through distortions and 

finding the right triggers for you, which are at the centre of screen acting 

training. The goal of the training is to establish emotional alignment 

and be able to reveal what you feel. Every facial expression should be 

supported by your internal feelings, sensations and impulses so that it 

is believable on stage. Images and descriptions of the universal facial 

expressions of the basic emotions can be found on the internet in various 

places. Psychologists David Matsumoto and Hyi Sung Hwang (2011) 

have a good selection in their paper on recognising human expressions.

You can do this training on the language of the face alone or with 

some colleagues, using a simple camera, a cellphone camera or a mirror. 

You should work on all the basic emotions daily and over a long period 

of time. Slowly you will be able to reveal what you feel but also suppress 

any unnecessary emotions in line with the character that you are working 

on. Working on monologues, and dialogues you will slowly master the 

language of the face. For more detailed training, see the work of John 

Sudol (2013).

Emotional through-lines

Should you play yourself or play a character? This is a question that 

is often put forward. There are actors that we always recognise as the 

actor they are. The characters they play have nuanced differences; 

but we always clearly see the actors keep the character close to their 

own personality. Bruce Willis is always Bruce Willis, Jerry Mofokeng is 

always Jerry Mofokeng and so are Whoopi Goldberg, Nicholas Cage, 

Kenneth Nkosi, Morgan Freeman, Hlomo Dandala, Will Smith, Rapulana 

Seiphemo and Leleti Khumalo. This recognition is often the reason they 
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are cast, as they are a reliable quality brand who the audience likes to see 

over and over again. 

Other actors are character actors who transform more or less for each 

part. Their physique, voice and energy changes for every role. Anthony 

Hopkins, David Dennis, Charlize Theron, Warren Masemola, Mncedisi 

Shabangu, Mpume Mthombeni and Ntando Mncube are this kind of 

actor. Andrea Morris (2014) suggests that 80 percent of the work for 

actors on TV and in film is to imagine what would happen if they were 

in the situation that the character is in, meaning that an actor needs 

to explore the character very close to themselves, even if that character 

does things they would never do, like killing someone or other extreme 

actions that the story has in store. 

What are these transforming actors doing differently? Andrea Morris 

breaks down the science of on-camera acting, and refers to the scientific 

work of Ekman who made a map of primary emotions in the human 

body. Anger, fear, surprise, disgust, contempt, sadness and happiness but 

also love, pride, shame, depression and anxiety are emotions that are all 

situated in different parts of the human body. 

The picture on the next page, from the Human Emotions Systems 

Laboratory at the University of Turku in Finland, maps where most 

people recognise where emotions register on the body.

These images show that happiness, for example, is recognised as 

being situated in the chest region and in the head, whereas depression 

is a lack of energy mostly in the arms and legs. Anger can be felt more 

in the jaw and the fists. Love is felt and shown in the face, the chest and 

the groin. 

These primary human emotions affect the muscle tension in those 

specific regions of the body, resulting in different ways of moving, using 

facial expressions, breathing and talking. This is where transformation 

takes place. Working from the outside-in, activating these parts of your 

body may result in you being able to feel and portray the relevant emotion. 

Working from the inside-out, you would think about the emotions and 

your triggers, and these will be expressed in the relevant parts of the body. 
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Andrea Morris (2014) uses the term ‘emotional through-line’ to 

explain how an actor can focus on one basic human emotion to colour 

a scene. Choosing different emotional through-lines, even those are far 

from the understanding of the scene, can result in interesting character 

acting. A scene about a job interview that is rehearsed based on a through-

line of ambition will result in a different character than if the emotional 

through-line is one of desperation, superiority or lust. 

There are three variables involved in creating a character; the actor, 

the material (the script) and the emotional through-line. If you change 

just one of them, this will result in another character. If you keep the 

material and through-line the same, but cast another actor, the character 

will be different. If you stick to the actor and the material, choosing 

another emotional through-line also will change the character. Morris 

advises actors to experiment more for their character work with the 

following advice:

Mapping human emotion (picture from the Human Emotions Systems Laboratory, University of Turku, Finland)

Anger Fear Disgust Happiness Sadness Surprise Neutral

Anxiety Love Depression Contempt Pride Shame Envy
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• Try what can’t possibly work

• Once you settled on a through-line, stick to it and commit to it

• Feel it, and never just show it. Don’t push a through-line

• Your through-line flavours the emotions dictated by the scene

• Experiment with intensity

• Experiment with physicality and voice

• Emotional through-lines are only one step removed from playing 

yourself 
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YOUR DAILY PRACTICE

AS AN ACTOR

Skills workshop (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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A
ctors work hard on different projects, combined with periods of no 

work. When an actor is shooting a film, their calls can be any time 

of the day or night. The screen actor working for a national soap 

often works from six in the morning until six in the evening, sometimes 

even six days a week. A theatre project might rehearse daily for four 

weeks before its opening, and then have a run of two shows a day for 

three weeks. When you are cast in a TV advert, the shoot often takes just 

one day. To present a specific TV show or for recording radio drama, you 

might be busy for a certain day every week. Often you are only partially 

in control of the workload, and you will have to make choices when 

projects overlap. 

Whether you are working on a specific show or not, you need to 

make sure that you are working on your own skills every day. 

To generate new work, to grow as an actor and to keep your 

instruments of your body, voice and face in a top condition, you should 

be training for three or four hours daily on the days that your schedule 

allows for it. The mistake that a lot of actors make is that they think that 

their current work will keep their instrument in perfect condition, and 

that new work will come to them when they perform in a theatre or are 

seen on TV or in another production. This might help, but is not enough. 

Actors need a daily training, including reading, working on their skills 

and looking for new work. 

When there is a period of no work, which happens to all actors, your 

basic training should not stop, but intensify. This is the time to work 

on your basic skills, work on monologues, read novels, analyse films 

and read and re-read your favourite acting books. It is time for extra 

workshops, masterclasses and network meetings. Some actors think 

acting is easy because they have talent. They don’t take the craft and daily 

exercises seriously, or don’t know how to take it seriously. The dream to 

become a celebrity blocks their chance of building a sustainable career 

and undermines the possibility of becoming the best actor they can 

become. When casting directors have to choose between a hardworking 

actor and a talented actor, they often choose the hardworking actor who 

will, through careful preparation, dedication and concentration, deliver 

a better performance than the talented actor. 
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Voice and physical exercises are at the centre of every actor’s training. 

These exercises can be repetitive and unnatural, but will finally lead 

to a believable and authentic performance. When you learn to drive 

a car, everything feels unnatural; but through experience you start 

to internalise the movements, and these start to feel more natural.  

Later, you do not even think, but just do it automatically. Every skill 

you learn feels unnatural in the beginning, but when taught in the right 

way you will internalise it and, with practice, you will start to use it in a 

natural and organic way. It is the same with exercises for the actor’s voice, 

body and face. 

We propose a daily four-hour training that can be adapted to your 

specific needs and interests:

• 15 minutes: Warm up your body. Stretching and strengthening 

the body is a good starting point. Don’t think that when you 

are doing fitness training you cover this process of warming-up. 

Fitness is an extra dimension that you might want to pursue.

• 15 minutes: Work on relaxation and breathing. Use this time to 

relax your body, to centre your breathing and make sure you are 

breathing deeply into your diaphragm with no tension. Control 

both the intake and the outflow of breath. 

• 30 minutes: Warming-up the voice: This should involve voice 

exercises where you play with resonance and projection, and 

work on articulation by relaxing the face, mouth, lips and 

tongue, and then exercising them with different sounds, words 

and tongue-twisters. 

• 30 minutes: Work on emotional alignment and training the face. 

Train your tools (sensory memory exercises), triggers (for the 

basic emotions) and correct your distortions.

• 30 minutes: Work on your personal business plan and personal 

development plan. Network, plan meetings, plan to go to 

auditions, visit your mentor. 

• 60 minutes: Work on a collection of monologues (alone) and 

dialogues (with colleagues) and prepare these to show to others. 

Organise monthly moments of feedback from experienced 

industry professionals to give you feedback and notes. This is a 

way to get better. A month later, invite someone else. 
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• 60 minutes: Study! Go to workshops and masterclasses, read 

about acting and the industry, read novels, short stories, watch 

and analyse a play, films, soap operas and TV series. Build your 

knowledge with this time. 

An actor’s work is never done. You can always get better, and if you are 

serious about your craft, you need to put in the hard work and long 

hours to make sure you are as good as you can be. 
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ANALYSING THE

SCRIPT

Researching the text – Twist Novel-Script Project, 
National Arts Festival (photograph by Roel Twinstra)
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A
s an actor, you are not just a reader who likes to read scripts:  

you have a job to do, which is to bring a particular character to life 

in an appropriate, believable and repeatable way. 

Reading a script differs from reading a novel, essay or newspaper 

article. A script only gives you the basics about the setting, and the 

character’s spoken words. The meaning behind this and the writer’s 

intentions are hidden, for you to find and bring to life. This process of 

finding out is your preparation as an actor. 

A first reading is the start of your preparation. A director help with 

this, and in theatre, this is usually an activity that involves the whole 

cast, but most directors for film and television see the preparation and 

creating of the character as homework that the actor has to do. Many of 

the actors interviewed for this book described their preparation methods 

and how they arrive at their character. From these interviews and from 

different methods of analysing the script suggested by other writers and 

directors, such as Stanislavski (1936), Uta Hagen (1973) Robert McKee 

(1997) and Judith Weston (1996), we have constructed a model for an 

actor who needs to prepare. 

Preparation involves the following steps;

• First reading 

• Re-reading

• Researching the text

• External research

• Internal research

• Analysing the structure of the script

• Finding goals, obstacles and strategies

• Finding beats, bottom- lines and bridging

• Making authentic character choices

First reading

Your first reading should be uninterrupted. Find a moment and space 

that suits you, empty your mind from daily worries and stress. Have a 
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new notebook as your reflection journal and start reading aloud, reading 

all the characters. Do not whisper and don’t rush. 

Sometimes the first reading is a collective read with all of the actors 

and is facilitated by the director. Re-read the script at a later moment, 

alone and uninterrupted. A lot of film and television actors do their 

preparation alone, the evening before the shoot. 

Do not focus only on the character that you will play in this first 

reading. At this stage, all the characters are important. You need first to 

get an impression of the script with all the characters and their actions 

and journeys though the story, so don’t start highlighting the text that 

your character has. For now, all of the text is equally important.

This first reading is not about the detailed understanding of the script. 

Read with an open mind and simply experience what the script has to 

tell you. Read it like you taste a glass of wine or a delicate dish. Open 

your intuition. Anything that comes to mind is worth noting down.  

These might be thoughts you have about the character, plot and dialogue, 

about the genre of the piece, or about the relevance of the script and 

characters, and how they relate to what you know about life. Read the 

description of the interiors, what images do you see? When a character 

speaks, what voice do you hear? What kind of person do you imagine? 

How do they look? What mood do you sense? Don’t restrict your 

imagination to what is written on the page. Imagine other spaces, moods 

and ideas for these characters. 

Read with an open mind. Don’t censor yourself and stay away from 

analysing the content of the script. If you don’t understand the story 

or the characters, that is perfectly fine at this point. In reality, most 

people don’t understand themselves, or their friends, so don’t try to 

understand the characters yet, as this will result in you making boring 

and predictable choices.

In our daily lives, we make assumptions and judge people and so 

when reading a script, we also judge the characters. Although these 

judgments are important and should be noted down, you need to not 

get stuck with these. You can’t play a character when you judge them;  

you need to have an open mind about the character.

Keep your notebook with you and write down your thoughts over 
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this period. First thoughts might be keys for the actor to unlock the 

creative process of building the character. Some actors collect images 

from magazines that are connected with the script and glue them in 

their notebooks, or write down links to stories, novels, films, music or 

poems. After your first reading, you might have a lot of questions. Some 

of these might be solved in the re-reading and during the analysing and 

rehearsing process.

Re-reading 

Some actors like to re-read the script directly after the first reading. 

Having experienced the end of the script often changes how you feel about 

the characters and their choices and circumstances in the beginning.  

You can also put the script away for some days before re-reading it and see 

what happens. Maybe you will forget all about it, maybe you can’t forget 

certain scenes or events, you might dream about it. Your perception of 

it might change. Putting away the script is not stopping the process.  

The script is still communicating with you and your subconscious mind. 

A re-reading should also be uninterrupted and done aloud, to be 

able to process the full journey of the characters through the story of 

the script. This re-reading often results in more clarity about the story 

and the character’s choices. It might also bring up more questions and 

misunderstandings. This often has to do with your judgments about the 

characters and story that are rooted in your personal upbringing, culture 

or past experiences. 

A re-reading often reveals more about the meaning of the script and 

the dialogue, the unwritten subtext beneath the words which creates the 

emotional event between the characters. 

You cannot play a text; you can only play subtext. If my text is: 

‘Good morning students’, I have to know what the situation is and what 

I want from the students before I can play the emotional relationship 

that my character has with the students. Maybe I am eager to teach 

them something? Maybe they all were late, and I want to punish them?  

Maybe I am flattering them because they have graduated to a new class? 
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Maybe I want them to leave? Those are important choices the actor has 

to make for the character.

The same three words, ‘good morning students’ come from the text 

of the script. This text is the tip of the iceberg that is linked to an unseen 

and underwater larger iceberg. The first reading and re-reading are a first 

exploration into the world underneath the text. The preparation that you 

need to do as an actor is to discover that underworld, the emotional 

events between the characters, the character’s secrets, their challenges 

and temptations. These are often not spoken about in the dialogue but 

are linked to the character’s goals, needs and strategies. Understanding all 

of these are part of the actor’s preparation. 

Researching the text

The next step in the preparation is the collecting of facts and evidence. 

Like a detective, you need to find the facts in the text and stage directions. 

The facts and evidence determine the conditions and the conflicts that 

your character finds themself in, and which influence the actions your 

character will undertake. Without finding these facts, the creative work 

of the actor cannot begin. 

Some of the facts are obvious within the text. Beyond this, the 

imaginary given circumstances are bits of information hidden in the text 

and can be difficult to find. These are called the four W’s. Where is the 

place? When is the time? What is the activity? Who is the character and 

how does the character relate to others? 

Where is my character and what is the history of the place I am?  

‘In the kitchen’ is not enough, but ‘in the kitchen of the farm where 

you are a domestic worker’, for instance, gives you more information 

to play with. 

Searching for when is not only the time of day, but is about knowing 

that the setting is at six in the evening, during the cold winter of 1971, 

and can tell you about the social and historical background of when the 

character exists.

What are you doing? Perhaps you are washing the dishes after dinner, 
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which you do every day. You are five months pregnant. The character that 

walks into the kitchen is your white employer who can’t have children 

and suspects her husband of impregnating you and other girls that live 

in your small village. 

There is a lot you have to find out before you can play this scene.  

Are you really pregnant from the husband? If so, how did that happen? 

Was it rape or did the husband take advantage by giving you gifts and 

money? What is your plan for the baby? 

The given circumstances of the scene have to do with the immediate 

past, the present and the nearby future. They can even change during the 

scene. When, where and what are crucial, and will determine who you 

are in yourself (the true colours of the character) and how you relate to 

other characters. 

Evidence of these given circumstances can be found in the text, but 

often additional external research is needed. 

Reading the script with the team – Twist Projects at BAT Centre, Durban (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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External research

A deeper understanding of the historical time and social context is 

often needed to bring the character to life. Non-fiction, films and online 

research will complete the skeleton of the character. The above situation 

comes from the play Madonna of Excelsior (2011) based on the novel 

by Zakes Mda (2002) and written by Kobus Moolman. As part of the 

preparation for this play, the cast visited Excelsior and interviewed 

people who are still linked to real event that happened there in 1971. 

This research helped the actors with their preparation when the show 

was rehearsed in 2012 in Bloemfontein. The same research process can 

be applied to both stage and screen preparation. 

Often the character has a profession that is far removed from yours. 

If you are preparing to play a lawyer, a visit to the court might help. 

A town counsellor can be viewed during public hearings of the city 

council. However, you need to be selective, as too much research might 

be confusing or block the creative process. 

Internal research

To be able to play the character, you need more than facts and evidence, 

you also need to find the character within yourself. How does the 

character link to what you know about life? What experiences do you 

share with the character? The facts and evidence often bring us far from 

our own life, but to bring the character to life we must connect with 

them. How do you connect with a character who was abused when you 

yourself never were? How do you link to someone who killed someone 

else when you never did? How do you connect to a domestic worker 

when you never worked as one? How do you play a mother when you 

don’t have children yourself? 

It is possible that every human being is capable of all the good 

and bad that is ever done or will be done. The seeds of all great things 

and the most terrifying crimes are within all of us. It is only the given 
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circumstances that will bring them out or suppress them. This idea can 

be a good starting point for an actor’s imagination.

Imagination is the best tool for an actor, but can be very scary. An actor 

has to learn to handle it. It is likely that you have never killed someone, 

but perhaps you have been so angry with someone that you wished them 

dead. In his teaching practice, Roel Twijnstra recalls a discussion with an 

actor who said he could not imagine he would ever harm or kill someone 

out of anger. 

I asked him if he had children, he said he had a young daughter 

of 10 years old. ‘Imagine,’ I told him, ‘three men are breaking into 

your house and rape your daughter in front of you.’ The actor 

became very emotional and told me to stop saying things like this. 

‘I could have killed them, you are right. But I don’t want to be 

like that, and I don’t want ever to be in a situation like that.’ I told 

him, ‘You are not like that, you were only using your imagination 

in combination with who you are.’ He found a trigger to connect 

what he had to play for the character that was linked to his own 

life, even though he had never killed anyone. 

It is important for you as an actor is to find the strong triggers you 

have for the main emotions like anger, fear, disgust, happiness, sadness 

and surprise. Those triggers can be made of past experiences and 

imagination. This is all about exploring and training, sensory memory 

and imagination. Internal research is not an easy journey. But without it, 

the actor can never bring the character to life and create a believable and 

authentic performance. 

A character bible and biography

A character bible is a reference document that is often used by writers 

to outline details about a character. This is also sometimes known as 

a character biography and helps you to create characterisation, the 

mask or picture of the character. Robert McKee (1997) explains that 
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characterisation is all you can find, research and imagine about the 

character before the story starts. It is the personal history of the character, 

and could include the following information:

• Name

• Age

• Date of birth

• Place of birth

• Family history

• Education

• Work or profession

• Living environment

• Love life

• Friends

• Hobbies (if they relate to the script)

• Physical disability

• Favourite thing (if mentioned in the script) 

• Fears

• Sorrows

• Joys and happy times

• Crucial driving force 

Knowing these facts about your character can help you to create a well-

rounded picture of them. Each character in the play also has a specific 

function. These functions may be to help the action move forward, to 

slow it down, to give more information on the lead characters, to set the 

scene, or to make the audience feel or think a particular thing.

For example, your character’s role might be to save a girl from 

drowning. The function of this character is to be a hero. Every other 

character has a role that relates to this. If you play the person who pushed 

the girl in to the river, then you have the function of starting the action 

and the chain of events. If you play a person who lends the hero a boat to 

help the rescue, your function is to help the action forward. If you play a 

park official who prevents them from taking the boat into the water, your 

function is to slow the action down. If you play the mother of the girl, 
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your function is to bring in some background information or personal 

history, and to create some emotion around the scene. 

As an actor, you should understand what function your role 

(character) has in the play, and you should fulfil this to ensure that the 

writer’s intentions are met. 

A character biography is important, but understanding the structure 

of the story is the only way to reveal the deep character.

Analysing the structure of the script

Actors often spend too much time compiling a character biography and 

confuse character with characterisation. Characterisation is the mask, 

and behind it is the character. Characterisation is static, character is not; 

it reveals itself step by step

The story starts when the main character is taken out of their comfort 

zone and starts to find solutions for the problem they are facing. In a 

drama, every step puts the character under more pressure and tests what 

they are really made of. It is only when the conflict starts that the real 

character reveals itself. We often don’t know who we are and what we 

are capable of. Only under great pressure and conflict do we reveal our 

true character. 

True character is revealed in the choices a human being makes 

under pressure – the greater the pressure, the deeper the revelation, 

the truer the choice to the character’s essential nature.

(McKee, 1997:100). 

It is important then as an actor to understand how your character might 

reveal itself. To do this, you need to understand the structure of the script 

you are working with. 

To analyse and break down the structure of a script can be done 

in different ways, but most methods describe the beginning (Act 1),  

the middle (Act 2) and the end (Act 3) of a story. This is similar in the 

old Greek Aristotelian theory, (427 – 347 BC), Joseph Campbell’s ‘Hero’s 
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Journey’ (1949) or Bata Passchier’s ‘Explosive/Effective Theme Building 

(ETB)’ theory for film (2007).

The actor needs to understand where they are in the story because 

their character changes during the journey. In the dramatic crisis,  

the character reveals something different from what they have shown in 

the exposition at the beginning of the film. This might include different 

emotions, choices, behaviours and solutions. Altogether, this shows the 

character’s range, the through-line of actions, or the arc of the character. 

A character arc is the transformation or inner journey of a character over 

the course of a story. This means that the character unfolds during the 

telling of the story: ‘The finest writing not only reveals true character, but 

arcs or changes that inner nature, for better or worse, over the course of 

the telling’ (McKee, 1997:104).

For a screen actor, there is an additional reason to understand the 

structure of the script. Films are usually not shot in chronological order. 

It can happen that over the course of one afternoon, a scene from the 

beginning and a scene during the dramatic crisis are both shot because 

the location is the same and only available that afternoon. Financial 

and practical reasons result in this discontinuity of shots. If the actor 

is not absolutely clear about where in their emotional journey through 

the structure of the story they are, the film will never engage with its 

audience. The character arc is only constructed in the editing studio,  

but the actor must deliver the blocks that the arc is made of when they 

are asked to. 

As an actor, you need to identify the following eight beats in the script:

1. Exposition (the known world or establishment) in which we meet 

the main character in their own world. There might be conflict, but 

the character has solutions available to solve existing problems and 

their world or lifestyle seems stable. The specific story of the script 

has not yet started. 

2. The story starts with the inciting action (the call to adventure or first 

explosion). Here the conflict starts. It is a challenge to which the 

character has no answer. No solution is available.
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3. The character then enters a state of uncertainty which is called the 

vacuum, in which the character desperately has to find answers and 

solutions. The vacuum is often short, but a very important beat. It is 

the reaction of the character to the inciting action or first explosion. 

Without this, the audience will not be convinced of the depth of the 

conflict and the character will appear flat. Every time a new problem 

hits the character, we must see the impact of this, the vacuum.

4. Next comes development, where the character finds challenges and 

temptations but also possible solutions for the problems they face. 

The character will try out solutions and finally implement one.  

This beat of development is the first attempt of the character to come 

back to their comfort zone or to establish a new comfort zone. 

5. This new establishment is a temporary comfort zone. The problems 

seem to be solved, the balance of power seems restored with the help 

of new friends or solutions and the character believes they are out of 

trouble. However, the new establishment is not stable.

6. Generally, a second explosion rocks the character’s world, followed by 

another vacuum. 

7. This brings the character into dramatic crisis (the revelation or abyss). 

This is where they are tested once more and put under great pressure 

and finally face their biggest fears or enemy. The structure reveals 

who the character really is or what they are made of. It will force the 

character to make an important choice or implement a solution that 

will finally overcome this crisis. 

8.  In the final establishment, the character reaches a new establishment 

that is more stable than the first. In a drama or comedy, the character 

often returns home but is a changed person for the better. In a 

tragedy, the character dies because there are no options to restore 

any establishment. In both cases this is where the story ends. 

Knowing how the script unfolds will help you to understand how your 

character needs to unfold and to change so that you can show this during 

the performance or when you are on set, filming different scenes out of 

sequence. 
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Finding the goals, obstacles and strategies

It is crucial to determine what your character’s goal is. The American 

actress and writer Uta Hagen writes about the actor’s goals, saying:  

‘The actions of human beings are governed, more than anything else by 

what they want, conscious or unconsciously’ (1973: 29). 

The goal of your character, or their objective, is something aimed at or 

striven for, a need or a want. Those can be overall goals for the character, 

things they want to achieve in life, such as: wanting to be famous, to 

leave a mark, needing protection or to hide from the world. These are 

important for characterisation, but for the character development you 

need to focus on the character’s goal in each specific scene. Maybe it is 

simple, like wanting to drink a beer from the fridge or wanting to explore 

an old building in the forest. Maybe it is more complex, like wanting to 

express their love to someone.

If the character can simply reach their goal, there would be no drama, 

The eight beats of a script (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)
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no tension and the scene would be boring, because the character is not 

challenged and does not reveal what they are made of or capable of.  

To reveal true and deep character we need to put an obstacle between the 

goal and the character. So, we put an angry lion in the kitchen in front of 

the fridge where your beer is cooling. We make the old building in the 

forest haunted by evil spirits. Your character wants to express their true 

feelings of love to someone, but finds out that person is happily married. 

Before you start to find a way forward for the character, you need 

to realise that characters on stage or on screen are very different from 

characters in real life. In real life, entering my kitchen seeing a dangerous 

lion in front of my fridge, I would run, call the police or the zoo. Walking 

into that forest, I would not go into that deserted scary ruin. Knowing 

the person that I love is happily married, I would not express my love.  

That is in real life. But in a film or stage play the characters are not 

like that; they stick to their goal. The goal is so important that they act 

differently from the way most people would do. 

A screen or stage character, finding that lion in front of the fridge, 

will still find a way to get the beer. The young girl will enter the ruin and 

even when she is inside and hears a scary noise from upstairs, she will 

walk up the steps to find out what it is, leaving us, the viewer, in horror. 

We would never do that, but we are intrigued: how will she deal with the 

demons up there? The screen character who wants to express his love, 

even when he knows the other person is happily in love with someone 

else will still find a way to propose. 

This essential difference with real life might explain why we like 

to watch drama, on screen or on stage. In real life we want to live a 

harmonious life and try to solve conflicts, not create them. In real life, we 

avoid situations that take us into danger. But in a script, the writer brings 

normal people like you and me under extreme pressure, to test what they 

are made of; to see what solutions they come up with for the problems 

they are facing. As a person, I will avoid those problems in my life, but 

as an audience member, I am intrigued as to how a character will solve 

them and survive, because I can learn from them and increase my own 

survival chances. 

This brings us to the strategies, which are the actions that the character 
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undertakes to overcome the obstacle in the scene and reach their goal. 

These are moments of action, where the character does something that 

moves the play along. Working with these moments is discussed below. 

Finding beats, bottom-lines and bridging

Every scene has beats, which are moments of action. Even a monologue 

has different beats. A short scene has a beginning, middle and end beat. 

These beats are strategies that the character uses to overcome an obstacle. 

These actions change the energy and dynamic of the scene. A character 

can initiate a new beat by bringing in new information or performing an 

action that changes the course of the scene. 

A beat is often something the character does to another character, and 

we can describe it as an (emotional) action verb. For instance, to belittle is 

an emotional action verb, it is something (an action) you do to someone 

else, something that is rooted in an emotion (for example, contempt). 

You don’t play the emotion (contempt) but the action (belittling); and by 

doing so you trigger the emotion that comes with it. Other examples of 

emotional action verbs are: demand, punish, flirt, accuse, beg, hypnotise, 

complain, comfort, attack, deny, bully, provoke, scrutinise, applaud, 

interrogate, order, blame, intimidate, warn, seduce, ridicule and instruct. 

These action verbs are things you can act out. 

A beat is a technical term of a certain length of time, which you can 

mark in a script. A bottom-line is how you play this beat. A character’s 

wants or objectives for other characters, what they want other characters 

to do, can also be a bottom-line. For example: I want you to put your 

arms around me, I want you to leave the room, I want you to feel sorry 

for me, I want you to kneel down in front of me, I want to find out if you 

are telling the truth, I want you to laugh or I want you to cry. These are 

all playable bottom-lines for a beat. 

Every character can have a different bottom-line in a specific beat. 

For instance, a scene with two characters, A and B can have four beats 

as follows:
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Beat 1: Character A might initiate beat one to inform character B about 

something

Beat 2: Character A is surprised about character B’s reaction

Beat 3: Character A judges character B about his reaction

Beat 4: Character A attacks character B and leaves. 

Character B will have different bottom-lines in the same beats,  

for example: 

Beat 1: Character B rejects all the information he hears

Beat 2: Character B blames character A for the situation

Beat 3: Character B accuses character A

Beat 4: Character B ridicules character A, who is attacking him. 

These bottom-lines provide the subtext or meaning below the text. 

They drive you to act from moment to moment. Two actors will have 

different bottom-lines in a beat. If there are more actors, they will each 

have their own bottom-line, even when they have no dialogue. Together 

the bottom-lines create the subtext, or the emotional event of the scene. 

Every scene has one emotional event, which is the total of all the bottom 

lines; it is the chemistry between all those ingredients. It brings together 

the dialogue and the meaning beneath the dialogue. 

When a new beat starts, the actor needs to bridge to the next beat. 

The character will have thoughts and emotions that bring them to the 

next beat and next bottom-line. These transitions from beat to beat are 

important to analyse and play, and are known as bridges. Sometimes a 

bridge or transition is long, and sometimes it is short. When another 

character comes into your character’s house with a gun and shoots it, the 

bridge will be very short. The bridge is between the beat before and after 

the entrance of the other character. When your character is told with 

evidence that your character’s girlfriend is cheating, the bridge to the 

next beat might be much longer and consists of steps such as rejection, 

disbelief, surprise, uncertainty, fear and anger – arriving at the next beat, 

where your character is faced with his girlfriend and is interrogating her. 

In the transition, the character listens, absorbs, feels and has thoughts 

that will bridge to the next action. A well thought-through and well-
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timed bridge connects the beats and results in believable acting. 

As an actor, you have a certain freedom to choose your bottom-lines, 

as long as they are supported by the research about the character and 

the given circumstances. When you prepare, experiment with different 

bottom-lines to find out what makes sense. These will result in different 

interpretations of the character. A director who also has a vision about 

the character might ask you to play it differently and use another bottom-

line. Discussing these bottom-lines can help you and the director to come 

to the same vision for the character. 
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Actor’s notes regarding beats and bottom-lines (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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Making authentic character choices

Your preparation is almost done. In time, you will own the process of 

finding your character more fully and find out what works best for you. 

What is left is to learn your lines. Remembering lines is much easier 

when you understand the overall emotional event, and the individual 

beats and bottom lines under the text, because you understand the logic 

behind their progress. Read and re-read the lines over and over again and 

feel how they make sense with the subtext.

The last point of your preparation is to forget the preparation process 

before you walk onto the set or the stage. If you don’t forget it, you will 

try to remember it and you won’t be able to be in the moment. You can’t 

anticipate what is coming and play the present moment at the same time. 

Delivering what you have prepared will result in a technical performance 

that is not believable. 

The preparation results in thoughts and knowledge that are 

embedded in your system, consciously and unconsciously. All you have 

to do is not think about it and let the character be free, don’t control it. 

From the moment you hear the word ‘action’ on set, or you step onto 

stage, you have to do three things: listen, breathe and react. Listen 

to the other characters and see them, listen to yourself and breathe.  

Don’t censor the character, if other bottom-lines come up, that is fine. 

If the actor in front of you is doing things that you did not rehearse, 

listen, see, absorb and re-act. 

For screen acting, you can follow the impulses that you feel. If you 

feel the impulse to put your arms around the other character, allow that 

to happen even if you did not rehearse it. If you feel you don’t want to 

follow the orders that the other character is giving you, then don’t, even 

if you rehearsed it, as long as this does not change the story. Some actions 

are cast in stone and must stay as they are written in the script. 

The outcome of your preparation is often different from what you 

prepared and that is not a problem, as long as it is alive and believable, 

in the moment and believable. That is what you need to achieve. If a 

director asks you to do something else, just change the bottom-line of the 

first beat and it will take you in another direction. 
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As a stage actor, you should not make these same unexpected changes to 

blocking or actions. The rehearsal period for stage allows you to explore 

different options, and the director will decide which works best for the 

play. Don’t suddenly change these on stage, as it can throw your fellow 

actors as they lose their concentration of being in the moment. 

If you have trained your instrument, explored your triggers, and 

understood how to use your tools like the language of the face, breathing 

and concentration, then these are in your system and you must believe 

that you can call on these in the moment on set or on stage. This belief 

allows you to play in an authentic and personal way. That is what an 

audience wants to see, not something that they saw before, not a copy 

of another actor. Creating your own innovative authentic character, who 

makes choices that the audience has not seen before, will make you 

different from other actors. Always remember that you must be different, 

but your choices must still be appropriate and believable; the audience 

must be able to understand and follow the character’s journey. 

Trouble-shooting

What if you have followed these preparation steps, and still the character 

doesn’t come to life, or you are not able to be vulnerable and feel?  

What if the performance is flat and the character does not take the 

audience on a journey? What if the audience keeps its distance and does 

not understand the character choices you have made? What if you are in 

and out of character and struggle to find the emotional event of the scene? 

There are a number of factors that might lead to these problems: 

1. Too much expression - Actors who work on both stage and screen 

can find it difficult to switch from the bigger and more expressive 

acting on stage to a more inward performance required for screen 

acting. The more you express yourself outwardly on camera, the 

more difficult it is to be in touch with yourself and what you 

feel. For emotional scenes on screen, you need to work from the 

inside out. This requires that you know your triggers. Explore 

and train them with sensory memory and imagination exercises. 
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2. Too much feeling - When actors focus too much on their own 

personal experiences or a specific trauma, these can resurface 

and evoke too much personal emotion that is not appropriate for 

the character in the given scene. To fix this: Step into the shoes 

of the character, do a proper preparation of the character and 

understand their journey. Use your imagination more than your 

personal experiences. Remember you are not alone; engage with 

the other characters and listen to them and yourself. Don’t close 

yourself off from the context and drown in your own emotion. 

Relate to others and the environment around you.

3. Too little feeling - Some actors for screen know they must be 

vulnerable and feel but can’t do that. There are different reasons 

for this:

- Being nervous: To fix this, prepare yourself better. The better 

the preparation, the better the performance. More preparation 

means more research, more analysing the text, finding more 

options for bottom-lines and authentic choices for the character. 

For auditions, learn to deal with rejection so that this does not 

overwhelm you and create nerves. Go to an audition to learn 

something and not to get the job. Use the nerves that you feel for 

the character; don’t fight them.

- Not mastering your tools: To fix this, you need to practise 

with your tools every day. This involves exercises in sensory 

memory, breathing, listening, concentration, the language of 

the face, and warming up the voice and body. These exercises 

should be done daily in the same way that a musician must 

practice for hours. 

- Not knowing your triggers: To fix this, you must have 

explored what makes you emotional, draw from your personal 

experiences and from your imagination. List different past 

experiences for every basic emotion and determine which 

trigger works best for you. Exercise your sensory memory and 

imagination daily. 

4. Lack of clarity – There are times when the performance does 

not seem natural and the character makes choices that are not 
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appropriate in the given situation of the scene. There are different 

reasons for this:

- Poor preparation: If you did not prepare properly, did not 

find the facts and evidence about the given circumstances of the 

character and the other characters, did not break down the scene 

and analyse what the character is doing and feeling, and did not 

prepare the journey of the character through the scene, then a 

lack of understanding of the character results in a lack of clarity 

during your performance.

- Inappropriate character choices: If you have an interpretation 

of the character that doesn’t fit in the given circumstances, this 

prevents the audience from being taken on a journey with the 

character through the scene. A wrong interpretation is often the 

result of poor preparation. It also can be that the director has a 

different vision for the character. In this case you should adapt 

your performance and give what you are asked to deliver by the 

director.

- A powerful beginning of an emotional scene but then fading: 

If you can’t leave the preparation behind and are still thinking as 

an actor, of beats and transitions, this prevents you from being 

in the emotional moment. The thinking of the actor will overrule 

the feeling of the character. After a powerful beginning, you 

should follow what happens with the character even if that is 

different from what you prepared. When the character comes to 

life, don’t censor it, go with the flow in that moment. 

5. No range - Sometimes the performance has just one emotion 

or colour. To fix this, focus on the breakdown of the scene in 

beats. This can only be done if the scene is understood and if the 

total storyline is understood and all the facts and evidence for 

the given circumstances are collected. Understand the beats and 

the transitions that are needed to create the range of emotions 

that the character experiences. To understand the right triggers, 

do more sensory memory and imagination exercises. No range 

means the actor is not sufficiently trained.
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Preparation, or analysing the script, is the same process for actors for stage 

and screen; only the medium is different. The performance practices for 

stage are different than for screen, and this is discussed in the following 

chapters. When Duma Ndlovu says ‘You don’t train and actor for stage or 

screen, you train an actor!’, he refers to the process of preparation. 

As an actor, you will have to find your interpretation of preparation. 

What works for one doesn’t always work for another. Preparation is also 

something that should be part of your daily training as an actor, where 

you use some monologues and dialogues to work on that are not related 

to a specific project you are involved in. 

Preparation is something you can do on your own, even if you have 

no work at the moment. It will help you to find your own approach and 

signature to make an authentic character that makes an unforgettable, 

appealing performance. 
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PRACTICE ON STAGE

Bongeka Phindile Felicia Ndlovu 
as Rafiki in The Lion King in Spain 
(photograph Allan Hernandez)

PREPARATION AND THE PERFORMANCE
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T
he primary artist in any stage performance process is the first 

person to create the concept and bring it to life. This is the writer 

or creator of the play. You job as an actor is to do the best you can to 

present a believable character to the audience that allows the plot (story) 

of the play to be understood. Once you have received your copy of the 

text, your rehearsals will be the starting point for preparing for the role. 

If you are part of a workshopped prodcution, the process of creating and 

devising the new work will be mixed in with the rehearsal process, and 

may b a more fluid one.

Rehearsals

The function of rehearsals is for the director and the actors to explore 

together their understanding of the text, to explore blocking and 

performance to bring this to life, and to ready themselves for performance. 

The approach to any rehearsal period will be determined by the 

performance concept and the script, and may involve a different process 

of improvisation and collaboration between the director, actor and 

possibly the writer. 

The rehearsal schedule

Each director works in a different way, and your rehearsal schedule will be 

determined by them. On a big production you may have four to six weeks 

or longer to rehearse, whereas on a small production, or for an industrial 

theatre show, you may just be given a few days. It is important for you 

to be prepared to work as intensely as required by the director to ensure 

that the production is ready in time. It is a good idea to ask for a contract 

that outlines the rehearsal schedule including rehearsal dates, times and 

venues, so that you know what to expect when you start a project.

Every rehearsal period will be different, but the guiding principles 

are the same for every process. Every work of creation will go through 

the same planned periods of preparation, study, exploration, enrichment, 

elimination, polishing and presentation. The fundamentals of these 

processes are outlined below. 
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Preparation

Specific preparation is focused for the production. This might involve 

learning stage fighting, a new acting style or an accent. It is work that you 

can prepare on your own, but also may be done with the director and the 

cast. If you have not mastered these techniques yourself, you may need 

to work with an expert.

Study

After a first reading, the director will work with the actors to explain and 

study the plot, the characters and their background, the acting style and 

the concept. This allows everybody to have the same understanding of 

the ideas that drive the play. 

This is a creative process where you use your imagination to bring a 

character to life, and explore the relationships between other characters 

and the space you are playing in. 

As an actor, you need to make effective and appropriate choices together 

with your director. These choices should be made based on the expected 

audience, and the context of the play. They could include the following, 

some of which are covered in the chapter on analysing the script:

• Human interaction: What is the relationship between the 

characters?

• Physical interaction: Do characters touch? How close do they get? 

• Role and character: What kind of character is this? What is the 

role or function of the character?

• Dramatic structure: How does the story start? What is the middle? 

How does it end?

• Focus and dramatic tension: Where does the suspense and drama 

build? Where do the audience get to relax; where do they need 

to concentrate? 

• Movement and dramatic action: How do movement and action 

in the performance work? Where will you make things busy and 

moving? When are things still?

• Sound: What sound will enhance the piece? Do you need sound 

effects? 
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• Music and voice: Where will you put any music? Singing? 

Talking? Silence?

• Language and script: What words will you use? Will you make 

changes?

• Style and genre: What style will you act in? What genre is the 

piece?

• Mood: What mood do you want to create on stage? What do you 

want the audience to feel?

• Symbol: What symbolic props, gestures or sets will you use? 

• Contrast: Are there different types of character, for example, loud 

ones and quiet ones? Are there dark sides of the stage and light 

sides? What other contrasts are in the piece?

• Space and time: What performance space will you use?  

What time will you perform? 

Some of the choices you make might change as you go through the 

rehearsal process. Some may not work, and better ideas may come to you 

along the way. It is good to be flexible and adapt to the changing situation 

you find yourselves in. It is important to keep notes of this process and 

track your own development as an actor. 

Exploration

Based on a common understanding of what will work for the production, 

the exploration phase is a time to try out different options for the play, 

and for you to start making performance choices together with your 

director. It is important that you use this time to understand what the 

director wants and needs from you in terms of characterisation and the 

development of each scene. It is a time for exploring and trying out 

different solutions. 

Augusto Boal (2002) has some good exercises for this period of the 

rehearsals, and your director will also have ways to help you find your 

character and to improve your performance. 
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Blocking and enrichment

Blocking is the process of mapping out where an actor moves on stage 

in relation to the other actors, the set and the sightlines for the audience. 

During this phase you will be introduced to the ground plan and the 

dimensions of the set, and you will explore options for moving around 

the stage. As an actor you should note down this blocking in your script 

and remember all your own cues, entrances and exits and stage business. 

Eliminating 

Most of the creative work has been done in the exploration and blocking 

phase. Next you will get to an editing phase where the director eliminates 

any unnecessary action or dialogue to shape the piece, so that every scene 

works. After the elimination period, you can start to learn the lines by 

heart and put your scripts down. 

Polishing

Polishing is a process of hard work where you repeat the scenes, adding 

last details and checking the rhythm and tempo of the scenes to match 

the intention, to ensure the overall flow of the piece. During the time of 

polishing you will do runs which progressively include more of the play’s 

scenes. The links and changes between the scenes will be finalised and 

you will get notes to make changes if necessary. Costumes and personal 

props are usually introduced in this period of the rehearsals. 

Getting in

When almost ready for performance, there will generally be a process 

of ‘getting in’ to the theatre to become familiar with the space and how 

the set and technical elements such as lighting and sound work for the 

production in a particular place. This is discussed in more detail later. 

Dress rehearsal

A full dress rehearsal is one where every choice that has been made;  

all the props, costumes, sets, light and sound are brought together.  
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This rehearsal is usually attended by the artistic and production team to 

approve the work or to give notes and make small final changes before 

the first audience. During a full dress rehearsal, you should deliver the 

show as if the audience was already there. 

Constant improvement

Keeping a rehearsal journal or diary of your rehearsals will help you to 

develop your skills as an actor. This can include the following:

• Your own thoughts on the rehearsal process

• Any notes and comments from other cast members

• Any notes and comments from the director

• Notes after performances

• Notes of changes that you make

Improvisation involves careful listening and thinking on your feet with 

no practice and no rehearsal, and is an important skill for actors and a 

vital part of the rehearsal process. When an actor on the stage loses their 

lines, or cannot continue, you may need to improvise to fill the gaps. 

Improvisation games should become a part of your rehearsal process so 

that you are confident to fill in where there might be a problem during 

a performance. 

Building relationships 

Rehearsals are also a good time to get to know the rest of the cast and the 

crew that are working on the production. This is essential to build up the 

trust and relationships that are necessary to work well together as a team. 

It is a good idea to work with directors on developing a protocol or 

set of rules for working together which includes the following topics:

• Dealing with nudity

• Dealing with emotive language

• Dealing with scenes involving physical intimacy or sex

• Dealing with scenes involving physical or emotional violence 
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• Dealing with other concepts that might cause conflict among the 

cast members 

• Dealing with risky physical activities such as working above the 

ground 

If your director will not do this, then work out for yourself what your 

non-negotiables are and talk with other cast members about how you will 

deal with difficult situations that arise in the rehearsal and performance 

processes. 

There is a more detailed explanation of different rehearsal processes 

in our book Theatre Directing in South Africa (Twijnstra & Durden, 2014).

Getting into the performance space

‘Getting in’ is the process of moving set, props and other hardware into 

a theatre. This is explored in our book Theatre Production in South Africa 

(Twijnstra & Durden, 2016). Getting in is also an important time for you 

as an actor. Whatever you have done in the rehearsal space now needs to 

be adjusted to fit the performance space. In screen acting, the camera and 

the boom can usually move to suit where you are as an actor. On stage, 

you are usually the only moveable component. The set and the audience 

are most often fixed in position. 

For the first time during the get-in, you will see where the audience 

is placed. There are particular considerations for performing theatre that 

is presented in the round (with audience members on all sides) or if 

there are three sides of audience, or if the audience are just sitting in 

front of you. The director will most likely have given you an idea of this 

during the rehearsal phase; but being in the physical space allows you to 

experience this and you might need to adjust your movement on stage as 

well as your use of voice.

The term ‘sightlines’ refers to the unobstructed line of sight between 

an audience member and the stage. Some of the seats for the audience 

might mean that they do not have a clear view of you from where they 

are seated, and this will mean you might need to adjust your blocking.  
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You need to consider whether their view of you is compromised by pieces 

of set or machinery, by other actors, or by the heads of other audience 

members. This might affect your blocking, as you may need to work out 

ways of placing your body to minimise this interference. 

For your voice, you will need to get people (the director, or other 

members of the cast or crew) to sit in different positions in the audience 

to see if they can hear you. Don’t just do a sound-check of ‘one, two, 

three’, but use some of your quieter and louder moments from the play, 

with different emotions, to ensure that they can hear you from all parts of 

the auditorium, and that both your voice and your emotion carry. 

If you are working with microphones, make sure you are comfortable 

with these. This means knowing where on your face the mic should be, 

how to secure the mic pack to your costume to avoid it slipping or falling 

during the performance, and making sure you know how to turn it on or 

off. One of our actors went to the toilet during a scene that he was not in, 

and forgot to turn his mic off, resulting in the entire audience knowing 

exactly what was going on behind the stage! 

As well as rethinking how you use your own body and voice, there 

are other issues you need to consider when you move into a new theatre 

space. Everything will be different from what you experienced in the 

rehearsal room. The quality of light will be different, the acoustics will be 

different, the general feeling of the building will be different, the ambient 

noise will be different, and you may hear taxis or school children or a 

soccer match in the background. Getting in to a new space might throw 

you more than you expected, so try and anticipate what might be new 

for you.

Even with the shortest get-in period (and many festivals only allow 

you a half hour to get in before a show), try and get used to performing 

in the space and understanding that every space will affect every 

performance, and every audience member, in a different way. 

Many formal theatre spaces also have specific rules, such as where 

you may eat and drink, were you can rest before a performance or 

between scenes, what time you should arrive at the theatre (your call 

time), what time you need to be on stage for the ‘beginner’s call’ and 

other rules. These relate to a code of conduct for an actor. Make sure 
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that you are familiar with these specific rules if you are working in a 

formal theatre, as breaking them often upsets the stage crew and can 

spoil the relationships that are so important to making a performance 

come together successfully. 

Warming up

Warming up is a vital part of preparing for a performance. This should 

include a physical warm-up, stretching and energising your body, a vocal 

warm up and an ensemble warm up.

Physical and vocal warm-ups

Just like before you run a race, or do any exercise, it is important to warm 

up before you perform. A vocal and physical warm-up are necessary, 

to prevent you from straining your vocal chords or injuring your body. 

Warming up for a performance usually involves:

Group warm-up, AFDA, Durban (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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• Relaxation

• Breathing (centralising the breath, and then controlling and 

extending it)

• Warming up your vocal chords (humming)

• Relaxing your jaw and your face

• Projecting your voice (sending the breath and voice out)

• Warming-up your mouth and facial muscles

• Doing articulation exercises 

• Stretching your limbs

• Checking your posture

• Building up energy (speeding up the heart rate through physical 

exertion)

• Focusing exercises (focusing your mind to prepare for the 

performance)

Even a ten-minute warm-up will make a difference to the quality of your 

performance. These exercises can be done on your own, or with your 

performance group. 

An ensemble warm-up

Warming up together as a group helps you to focus your energy together. 

It allows you to feed off each other’s energy, and to be more alert to the 

needs of each other. The success of your performance relies on connection, 

energy, interaction and communication. Using exercises that involve 

actions and reactions are good to build this. Augusto Boal (2002) has 

some good exercises for working together as a group and warming up. 

Warming up together as a group is also a good time to run your lines. 

Speed runs involve all the actors running through their lines as quickly 

as they can to establish focus and reaffirm the muscle-memory of the 

learned lines. When doing a speed run, don’t focus on the intention of 

the performance or the blocking, just race through the scene as quickly 

as you can. If the word run starts lagging, start moving quickly around 

the space or jumping on each other’s cues to speed up the pace.

At the end of the warm-up, it is important to genuinely wish each other 

‘go well’ and to build the confidence of the team and trust that everyone 
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will do what they can to make the performance a great experience. 

Final preparation

After your warm-up, you need to check your personal props, get into 

make-up or costume, and concentrate before the show starts. Rushing 

around at the last minute to put things in place on stage can distract 

you from being in the moment of the performance, so it is a good idea 

to give yourself plenty of time to do this before the show begins. David 

Dennis talks about his elaborate rituals of preparing in his interview at 

the beginning of the book. 

Pretty Ncayiyana and Bhrkani Shabalala in Sugary Spice, Olive. Tree Theatre, Johannesburg (photograph by 
Roel Twijnstra)

Performance practice

As the audience enters, the lights of the auditorium dim, the curtain 

raises, or something else signals the start of your performance; you need 

to focus and give yourself totally to the experience of being your character, 

engaging with the other actors and their words, and giving the audience 
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an experience that moves and transforms them. This is what being an 

actor is all about. Not the selfish pleasure of doing it for yourself, but the 

generous pleasure in sharing a moment with others. 

Stage performance basics

There are some very basic stage skills that you need to know before your 

first performance. Sometimes these will be influenced by the genre of 

the work that you are doing. We talk below about more realistic ways of 

performance. These conventions are often broken though, with different 

ways of presentation for different styles of theatre, and these will be 

discussed with your director during the rehearsal period. 

Being in a rehearsal room on your own or with a group is very different 

to being in front of an audience. A common convention in theatre is the 

concept of ‘the fourth wall’. This is an imaginary wall at the front of the 

stage that separates you from the audience. During the rehearsal process, 

it is easy to imagine that you are performing just within your own four 

walls. An audience is invited to see through this fourth wall and watch 

what you are doing as though the wall still existed. 

The audience can imagine that they are seeing and what you are 

doing is real, and for this, they suspend their sense of disbelief that 

they are not watching something real unfold. To help them do this, you 

need to behave like somebody else, not yourself. This means believing 

in your character, understanding them fully, and behaving in the way 

that person, animal or thing would behave. The voice that you use, and 

how you use it, must be suitable for the character that you are playing.  

You will need to use your voice to hold the attention of the audience, and 

ensure that the audience can hear you.

Projecting to an audience means making sure that everybody can hear 

you but doing so in a way where you are still true to the emotion that you are 

playing. You need to speak clearly and loudly enough to be heard without 

shouting. How can a hurt and frightened boy still make sure the woman in 

the back row of the hall can still hear every word he says? This is a process 

of projecting your voice that comes with skill of using your voice correctly.
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Speak to the other characters during the dialogue in such a way that the 

audience can believe that it is a real conversation. Allow other characters 

to speak and to finish speaking, so that the audience gets to hear what 

they need to, to understand the play. Don’t get carried away by your own 

emotion and not allow the words to be heard. 

The rhythm and pace of a performance are also important for the 

flow of the play, and to hold the audience’s attention. Keeping up the 

pace is not about speaking and moving quickly, but rather about coming 

in quickly on cues and not allowing too much time in between people 

speaking or doing things. You will also need to know when to use 

pauses, and where not to speak or move for a special reason that helps to 

emphasise the meaning in the play.

Every performance space will have different acoustics, and this might 

affect your performance. Think about where the audience is, and where 

you are, and how they will be able to hear you during the performance. 

Remember that the audience has never heard the words before, and 

speak in such a way as to make the meaning understandable.

As well as using your voice appropriately, you also need to think 

about how you are using your whole body to help to create the character.  

You need to move in a suitable way, which shows your character’s 

intentions and emotions, but also be conscious of how the audience can 

see what you are doing so that your movements and gestures are clear 

to them.

Using your body, you need to stay in role as the character throughout 

the duration of the performance, not only while you are talking. As the 

character, you need to listen and watch the action all the time and react 

to what is happening with appropriate gestures.

Where you are on stage at any time is part of the blocking process 

of rehearsing, and it is important that you remember this for your 

performance. You need to enter and exit on cue, at the right time and in 

the right place. Move for a reason and give your movements meaning and 

make them clear. You will need to use the performance space appropriately, 

even if there is not much room in which to move. Remember the other 

members of the group who are performing at the same time, and do 

not stand in front of other characters so that the audience cannot see 
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or hear them. If you focus on other actors when they are talking, then 

the audience focuses on them too. Make sure you are not upstaging the 

speaking actor by doing something that draws the audience’s attention 

away from them. 

If you are performing in a large production, then the stage manager 

will often support the process of your exits and entrances, calling the 

show from the prompt book. Most often though, you only have yourself 

to rely on to remember what you need to do next. 

Performing on stage means there is no time to relax. You need to be 

alert and pay attention to details all the time. You have to be fully prepared 

before the performance and to focus and concentrate throughout the 

performance so that you are in role from start to finish. Your job as an 

actor is to give 100% of your energy, even if you have the smallest role. 

Engaging the audience

Every audience member will engage with the performance in a different 

way, and make meaning from the story and how they experience it. 

For this experience to happen, it is important that the audience remain 

attentive for the whole of the play. You need to make sure that the 

audience is watching and listening closely. To do this you should avoid 

any distractions off stage, unless the audience are also aware of these, in 

which case it may be appropriate to acknowledge the distractions and 

then move on. If, for example, a child in the audience is making so much 

noise that nobody can hear your words, either your character should 

react to this, or you should fill in with other words until the child is quiet 

and you can get back to where you were in the script. 

There are different protocols about stopping a show when distractions 

are too great. Stopping a show is normally done by a stage manager, 

or if there is not a stage manager then one of the actors has this task. 

This happens sometimes in schools shows, where the audience is then 

addressed and asked to be quiet so that the show can continue. How you 

deal with these distractions will depend on the style or genre of theatre 

that you are playing, and your director’s decisions.
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Creating the illusion of the first time

If you are performing in a production that has a long run, it is possible 

that you will start to perform on autopilot, or by memory only.  

This diminishes the experience for the audience. The phrase ‘the illusion 

of the first time’ was used in the 1920s by the American actor and theatre 

critic William Gillette to describe how an actor should find a fresh new 

approach to every performance.

An actor must be able to keep their performance fresh after many 

shows, so that lines and blocking do not get delivered mechanically and 

appear to be rehearsed or learned. The actor must create the Illusion of 

each performance being the first, by being totally involved in the present 

moment. Re-imagining your character in each moment, action or goal for 

every performance can help you to do this.

Cooling down

After the performance, you should spend five to ten minutes to cool 

down. Do a few stretches, relax and centralise your breathing, and spend 

some quiet time focusing and reflecting on your performance. This is 

a good way to evaluate your performance, as well as how the audience 

responded, and will help you to improve your future performances.  

You can do this individually, or as a group. 

Cooling down as a group also allows you to assess the show together, 

and for a director or stage manager to give you notes on your performance 

and future shows. Listening to notes and adjusting your performance is 

an important way of making the show better for the next time. 

After the cool-down, you should put away things or replace them 

on stage as necessary for the next performance. Perhaps you are in a 

travelling production and need to pack everything away for travel. 

Perhaps you perform in the same place tomorrow, and can pre-set your 

props. You will also need to think about your costume and whether it 

needs to be washed, or how best to store it. 
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Every actor has their own routine related to cooling down, removing 

make-up, packing up, changing and getting out of character and back to 

their ordinary selves. You will find what works for you in time. 

Improvement, development and evaluation

As an actor, you should continuously be trying to improve your skills.  

It is a good idea to write down exercises that you see other drama trainers 

or actors using, and use these to keep developing yourself. Another 

way to ensure that you are growing is to watch and learn from other 

actors. If you cannot watch other live theatre, watch television. Use the 

character exercises and other exercises on concepts, staging and choices 

to evaluate the actors that you see in other performances. This will help 

you to develop a critical eye. You can then use this eye on your group 

and on yourself, evaluating your own performance and finding room for 

improvement.

Constant improvement and feedback should be given after each 

performance or before the beginning of the next show. This is the way a 

show can grow and reach its full potential, as can you as an actor. 
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PREPARATION AND THE PERFORMANCE

PRACTICE ON SET

Studio floor of Imbewu (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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Rehearsals and preparation

You must always come prepared to a rehearsal, having analysed the script 

and prepared your character. The more prepared you are, the stronger 

your creative input can be. You should see your preparation as an option 

that you offer to the director. Always be prepared to change or adapt that 

offer, but don’t come unprepared, as that will leave you far behind other 

actors. There is simply no time to catch up. Often the rehearsal, if there is 

one, is short, and it makes sense to learn your lines before you come to it.

Besides learning your lines, you also need to learn your business. 

Business means any interaction with props, costume, food, drinks, a gun, 

cigarettes and other objects in your direct environment. When you are 

drinking a cup of coffee, know when you need to take a spoon, and with 

what hand you need to stir the sugar through the coffee. When, between 

what lines, do you take a sip? Do you keep the cup in your hands or put 

it down? As much as you learn your lines, you must also plan and learn 

your business in detail. It should become second nature in the same way 

as your lines do, so that you don’t have to think about it when you are 

on set. 

Knowing your business affects continuity. A film is shot in many takes 

and only later (post production) in the editing suite, will the editor and 

director make their final choices of what to use and what not to use. 

This is where continuity becomes crucial. You must make sure that you 

always wear your clothes in the same way in a specific take. When you 

wear a coat in take one, you should not forget to put it on again in 

the fourth take of the same scene. That take may be shot an hour later. 

Continuity is not only important for what you are wearing, but also any 

business that you have with props. The editor cannot use material when 

there is no continuity. 

On set there is often someone who’s job it is to make sure that the 

continuity is guaranteed. You don’t want to get a list of notes from the 

continuity person to remind you about your business. If you have to 

think about these details, then you can’t act freely anymore. Learning 

your lines and business by heart gives you that freedom. On a multi-

camera television set, continuity might seem less important, because the 
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final cut is often made on the set – but often two or more takes are mixed 

later in the post-production process. 

Generally, there is more rehearsal time for film shoots than for TV. 

A film director will challenge actors more, to get them out of their 

comfort zone and capture the emotional event between the characters. 

TV demands that you should have done your homework and be ready 

to perform, and the relationship with the director is more at a distance 

and is more technical. This can be a trap for TV actors. They do what 

they are good at; they might copy what they did before and become too 

comfortable with their work, resulting in bad acting that doesn’t come 

to life on the screen. Jerry Mofokeng says: ‘Working for TV is the most 

difficult, because you are on your own.’ 

 

Performance practice

The training described earlier will give screen actors good access to their 

basic emotions. This means that they know their triggers, should be in 

emotional alignment to be able to reveal what they feel, and are in control 

of what the character does and does not reveal. They will have mastered 

their tools of sensory memory and given circumstances, and will know 

how to use their imagination to generate emotions. They will have been 

given a script and prepared their character; they will understand the 

story, have researched it and found the emotional events between the 

characters, the beats of the scene and the bottom-lines of each beat. 

All of this has to be brought to the set to result in a believable, 

appropriate and repeatable performance. To be able to do that, actors 

have to understand concepts related to the camera, their marks, eye lines, 

reaction shots, what a frame does to your performance, how to cheat, 

how to work on a set with a single camera or multiple cameras, and rules 

for working on a set. All these will be explained in this chapter. 
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Etiquette on set

The director and screen acting trainer Patrick Tucker (2014) suggests five 

laws for screen actors: 

The first law of the set for an actor is not to stop performing before 

the director says ‘cut’. Actors never stop any take themselves, even 

when they forget a line, mess up, fall or have a blackout. They must 

continue, as the director might still like the result or think that it can be 

fixed post-production. Post-production is everything that happens after 

the shooting of the film: the edit, sound, grading, special effects and 

additional dialogue recordings (ADR).

The second law is to never look into the camera unless you are asked 

to. Acting directly to the camera can be compared with breaking the 

fourth wall on stage, where the actor addresses the audience directly. 

AFDA screen acting students (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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It is sometimes used in film, but it is always the director’s and not the 

actor’s choice.

The third law is to remember your mark, which is a physical mark 

of where you should stand or go to on set. This will have been shown to 

you in a technical rehearsal to remember your blocking. This is the place 

where the camera will be focused on. Make sure that you hit the mark in 

a take, if not the shot will be blurry. 

The fourth law is to create a bubble of concentration around you 

between the takes and shoots, make sure you are ready to bring the 

character to life as soon as you hear the word ‘action’. 

The fifth law is to be aware of time. Make sure that the director and 

crew don’t ever have to wait for you. Don’t lose any time, and when 

you are called for your take, rush straight to the set. Every second costs 

money and all those lost seconds together can make a difference at the 

end of the day. 

The basics

Michael Caine’s famous master class Acting for the Camera is available on 

the internet. This introduces you to the basics you need to know and 

should implement in your acting when working in front of a camera 

These basics are:

See the camera as your best friend: The camera is a best friend who 

never lets you down and is always there without judging you. You must 

know that the camera is always there and feel its presence. As much as 

the actor on stage never forgets the audience, screen actors perform for 

an audience-of-one that is always in their mind. The lens of the camera 

should be a magnet that draws your face towards it while you might 

never look directly into it, unless asked to. Never ignore the camera.  

This intimate relationship will guarantee that an audience can emotionally 

connect with you. 

Hit your mark: A mark is a sign on the ground, often a piece of 

coloured tape, to show the actors where to stand to deliver their 

performance. This is important because only when you hit your mark 
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will you be in focus. The difficulty is that you must hit your mark without 

looking at it when you hit it. This can be achieved by a simple technical 

rehearsal before a take, in which you can look, remember the exact 

place of the mark by checking the distance in relation to other objects,  

the camera, the lights and pieces of the set. After some practice you will 

be able to hit your mark without looking at it.

Pick an eye: When you are on your mark, close to the camera, there 

may sometimes be another actor who you are interacting with, close to 

you and next to the camera, just out of shot. The best way to perform is 

to pick an eye of the other actor. Look at the eye of the other actor that 

is closest to the camera. If you look at the other actor’s eye with your eye 

that is furthest from the camera, most of your face will be in the shot. 

When most of your face is exposed, you will be able to give a stronger 

emotional performance. 

Minimise your blinking: This will make your performance more 

focused and emotionally strong. This doesn’t mean that you are not 

allowed to blink, but just that you manage it. Some actors train themselves 

never to blink and have teary, watery eyes all the time, even when it is 

not needed. 

Know the frame in which you are working: An extreme close-up 

will dictate that you not move your head, whereas a medium close-up 

gives you a bit more space. Don’t ask the director what your frame is,  

ask the camera operator where the cut-off line is. This relation between 

frame and performance is explained in more detail below. 

Frames and performance

The saying that you have to make everything smaller with on-camera 

acting is misleading. Actors might not show a lot, but they will have 

to feel a lot. They only reveal those emotions or thoughts in micro-

expressions that involve short contractions of the facial muscles. Even a 

director might not see it, but when it is projected on to the big screen, 

the performance can be very powerful. Telling an actor to do less should 

not result in them feeling and thinking less. What a director who says 
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this means is that there is too much expression and action going on, 

that is not fully motivated or doesn’t work; especially in a close-up.  

A screen actor should learn when to act and when to react and feel.  

This all depends on the shot. 

Your performance style for screen acting depends on the shot that 

you are in, and actors should understand how they have to change their 

performance style when they are in a different shot. Their performance 

style adapts to the shot, whether it is bigger or smaller, and whether it is 

more external or more internal.

Different shots and the performing space for the screen actor (illustration by Roel Twijnstra)

When you are in a long shot, showing your whole body, you will 

have to perform and act as if you are performing on a stage. When the 

camera goes to a medium close-up, your performance will be as if you 

are in reality in front of another person. The camera shooting a close-up 

requires another performance style, pillow talk, as if you are very close 
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to someone else, closer that you normally are to other people in real life. 

A big close-up is unreal, you’ll never be that close in real life to 

somebody else, and if you are, the face of the other will be blurry.  

You can’t focus, but the camera can! A big close-up requires another 

acting style, where the camera will capture the thoughts and emotions 

on your face, and your head won’t move at all. Big close-ups are often 

used to capture the thoughts and feeling of characters, and what is going 

on inside their heads. If the character has lines, these lines are personal 

thoughts and emotions, and are not addressed to another character. 

Reaction shots

For screen acting, the camera is interested in what you feel and your 

reactions to what is happening or what others are telling you. This is 

often much more important than your actual lines. Screen actors, when 

given a script, often check their reaction shots, not how many lines they 

have. A reaction shot is a shot without any text, where you will be able to 

show the impact of the event on your character. 

An editor or vision mixer will often cross to the listening character, 

away from the speaking character. The audience still hears the lines but 

sees in close-up the reactions of the listening character. This is how the 

audience is engaged, by being given an emotional reference of the face 

and reactions of the actors that are spoken to. 

Screen actors must stay in character during a take, even when they 

don’t have lines. Reaction shots are often more than half of the story 

that the character has to show and tell. This is quite different from stage 

acting, where actors focus on the actor delivering lines, but don’t react a 

lot. If they do react too much, it is seen as upstaging the actor who has 

lines and should have the attention of the audience. 

In normal life, we do not reveal all that we feel and think. The screen 

actor has to learn to reveal the appropriate emotions and master the 

reaction shot. Many casting directors are looking for specific reactions in 

auditions, and getting these right requires specific training. 

In daily life, we will first say something and only afterwards is the 
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expression that comes with it seen on our faces. Patrick Tucker (2014) 

explains with a simple dialogue how different this is for screen acting. 

In reality, when I say: ‘I am happy to see you’, the face will reveal the 

emotion of happiness after the line is spoken. On screen, the actor will 

first have to reveal the emotion of happiness, which causes the editor to 

cross to the happy face. Then the actor will deliver the line ‘I am happy 

to see you.’ During this line, the editor will already cross to the other 

character to capture the reaction and expression on their face.

During their preparation, actors should not only learn their lines 

but also their reactions to other characters and events around them. 

Mastering these non-verbal reactions should be part of your preparation, 

but also requires training: revealing the facial expression before the lines 

instead of after the lines. 

Cheating

Actors think their acting must feel real; but it is the audience that must 

believe what they see. In order to achieve a believable scene, the actor 

sometimes has to cheat what feels real. One of the complaints that 

directors often have about actors is that if they are asked to adapt to 

the frame, actors say they feel this is not natural. For instance, in a 

medium close-up to hold a cup of tea higher allowing the camera to 

capture the cup with the character’s head in the same frame might make 

an actor complain: ‘That doesn’t feel right, I would not do that in reality’.  

A director might ask an actor to look away from another actor, so that it 

looks nice and real on the camera; but the actor will argue ‘It doesn’t feel 

real, I would never look in that direction’. In these cases, the director asks 

actors to cheat, because on camera it looks better. 

It is up to the actor to motivate and cover up the cheating. 

The actor must lie in a very convincing way to cover up the lie of 

a certain movement, direction, distance or interaction with a prop.  

This requires a trained and experienced actor, who cheats to ensure 

that the film can achieve the experience that the audience is offered.  

Patrick Tucker writes: ‘One of the secrets of what the frame does, it gives 
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an aspect of truth – not truth itself. It breaks the link between what you 

are feeling and how you are acting. The frame alters our perception of 

reality’ (2014:40). 

It is up to the actor to find a performance motivation for any movement 

or position that is not natural, and to act it as if it is real. The statement 

that acting for screen should feel more real for the actor than acting for 

stage is definitely not true. 

Different ways of cheating are explained below: 

Adapting to the hot space

In a long-shot, you can throw your arms high in the air in despair as 

if you were on a big stage. When the camera goes to a medium-shot, 

the actor must understand that the hot space, the space they are now 

working in, is now smaller. Having you hands high above your head 

might take them out of the frame. When raised not so high, they might 

still be in the frame. If the camera takes a close-up, the hands brought 

close to the face will still be in the frame. With the same intention the 

actor adapts their physical performance to the space they are working in. 

Cheating with props

Bringing props into the hot space of the frame is also something that 

might not feel natural for an actor. Working in a medium close-up, you 

may have to lift a cup of tea, or the gun you are pointing, to get it into a 

position that you would not see in normal life. The camera wants you to 

cheat. Working with props, often called ‘business’, is not easy. Sometimes 

the actor can get stuck raising that gun in the hot space and not finding 

a motivation to lower it again. Eating and acting is also something you 

have to learn. You’ll have to learn to eat in a way that supports your 

emotional flow; and does not stop or disrupt it. 

Position cheating

In a specific two-shot, that has the heads of two characters in one frame, 

the director will often place the characters very close to each other to 
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have their both heads, close-up, in a two-shot in one frame. For the actor, 

it might feel a bit uncomfortable to be so close to another actor. In reality, 

people are not that close to each other. You respect each other’s space. 

But if that distance were to be framed by the camera, a lot of empty space 

would fill the frame, so the director places the characters close to each 

other to avoid this. The actors still have to perform as if it is natural and 

not uncomfortable. They have to cheat their natural feeling. 

In reality, two people would often face each other to have a discussion. 

The director can arrange this situation in a way where one character talks 

to the back of the head of the other character, so they are able to frame 

two close-ups and capture both the speaker and the listener in one shot.

Revealing the secrets of faces

As discussed in detail in the section on the language of the face, in real 

life we don’t reveal all our thoughts and emotions on our face. We are 

used to keeping most of that private. The camera wants to see all of that 

and capture it in detail. The screen actor has to be able to create a visibly 

reacting character for the camera. These reactions are important, even 

when you cannot see what other actors are doing. 

The red carpet

When the camera has to capture a group of people a specific type of 

blocking is used, called ‘the red carpet’. On stage the director would 

place the actors from left to right, but the camera is only able to shoot 

that group in a long shot. If the camera wants to come close and still have 

all the characters together as a group, an imaginary red carpet is used. 

Imagine a red carpet rolled out from the camera. The actors in the 

group are placed on this carpet, some closer to the camera and others 

further from it but all are standing on the imaginary carpet. This blocking 

feels strange for the actors who are behind each other, with longer 

distances between them than they would have in real life, but the camera 

captures a believable image of a group with medium close-ups. 
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What to expect on set

South Africa has around 10 daily soap operas or telenovelas, and every 

one of those offers work for a group of 10 to 30 actors on a daily basis; 

these actors are the main characters in the storylines. Besides these, there 

are supporting actors who are not needed every day. These are the extras 

and actors who only appear once or twice; the day-players. 

Let’s assume that you are cast as a day-player (call actor or bit actor) 

for a small part in Imbewu, a popular soap produced in Durban since 

2018. After the audition, you were cast out of maybe more than 500 

others, and you are given or sent by email your sides (your lines and the 

scene description) and a character bio and call sheet (when you need to 

be on location and where that is).

Your sides are the scenes that you are in that will be shot on a specific 

day. The sides have scene details with lines and directions. It can happen 

that your sides change the evening before the shoot and you have to 

learn or forget lines and re-imagine the scene. For many less experienced 

actors, this can be disturbing. 

The character bio is a short description of the character and will 

have factual information about their age, private life, work and relevant 

background. It also will describe the personality type, the sociology 

and the physical appearance of your character, and where and how the 

character enters the story. This is not a full character biography; this is 

the minimum of facts and information that the writer feels you have to 

know. In your own preparation you can do further research to round out 

your character.
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6.30 AM: Dawn Thandeka King, makeup and hair (photograph by Charl Rohland)

5.30 AM: Dawn Thandeka King with casting director Zodwa Zuma on the set of Uzalo (photograph by Charl Rohland)
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9.00 AM: Dawn Thandeka King and Masoja Msiza discussing the scene with the director, Fikile Mogodi.

9.00 AM: Camera operators and technicians set up the shoot. (photograph by Charl Rohland)
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10.00 AM: Dawn Thandeka King gets her lapel radio mic from a technician (photograph by Charl Rohland)

10.15 AM: Clipboard with all the information, ready to shoot (photograph by Charl Rohland)
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10.20 AM: Technical run with actors and crew (photograph by Charl Rohland)

11.00 AM: Action! Shooting the actual scene (photograph by Charl Rohland)
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On your call sheet you’ll find information about the day and what time 

you are needed on set and where this is. It will also show you in what 

sequence the different scenes will be shot. This is important for your 

preparation, because scenes are often not shot in a chronological order. 

This can be confusing for actors, as Pretty Ncayiyana explained in her 

interview. 

Often the characters in South African soaps will not speak English, 

but another language. The sides are usually written in English, but it is 

expected that the actors will translate their own lines. If this is the case, 

you have to stay close to the meaning of the given English text, but must 

make sure this has a natural flow in the character’s mother tongue. 

You must arrive on time and check in. You will be sent to wardrobe, 

and often your costume will be already in a dressing room, if you have 

one, that you might share with others. Someone from the wardrobe 

department will check your costume, and you will be taken to the make-

up department where you will get a simple basic make-up. The lights 

on the set are so strong that make-up is needed to give you a natural 

appearance. Sometimes make-up can take hours, with complex face 

injuries and deformations, but for a simple role they will have cast you 

close to the physicality of the character they have in mind, and you will 

not need a lot of make-up. 

Left: Roel Twijnstra as the character Uwe Janssen in Imbewu, The Seed
Right: Two hours of makeup to create a beaten-up face (photographs provided)
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After make-up, you will go back to your dressing room or a waiting 

area, and this is often where the waiting begins. Other scenes shot before 

yours might have taken longer than expected, and to make sure you are 

ready for the director if he needs you, the scheduler will have set a call-

time an hour or two before the scene is planned to be shot. Most actors 

use this time to go over their lines and build up their concentration.  

This is often when you will meet the other actors who will be part of your 

scene for the first time. 

If you have a scene with another actor who is also waiting, you can go 

through the lines together. Don’t act them out fully but keep that for the 

shoot. In your practice, listen to the other person, so make sure that you 

react and try some intentions, go through your business if you have any. 

Often you will be told how long the waiting will be, so make sure you 

don’t over or under-concentrate. You have your costume, you probably 

know with whom you will be performing the scene, so it is time to 

imagine and start feeling the character. The scene that will be shot might 

be short, and you won’t have time to prepare on set. You have to bring 

the character with you, know what happened before that scene, know 

the given circumstances and imagine the emotional event that will take 

place during the scene. 

Someone will transport you to the set just before the scene is shot, 

this is often the first time you will see the set, the interior or exterior 

where the scene takes place. Often until this point you will not have seen 

the director or other actors or the crew at all. Before this time, it is good 

to remember that the director and the crew may have been working for 

hours on other scenes, they might have had trouble with equipment or 

with the weather. Don’t complain about the long waiting time that you 

have had. 

From here on, anything is possible. The director might brief you about 

the scene or not. The crew might be making the set-up for the scene.  

A set-up is the position of the cameras and lights in a specific shot.  

When those positions change, the next set-up is prepared. The arts 

department might be preparing the interior or exterior, putting props 

and furniture in place, together with anything that will be seen in the 

scene; the cups, glasses, paperwork, a painting on the wall, cars, animals, 



Preparation and the performance practice on set   199

wind, rain and all the other objects that create the environment. The light 

and sound departments will be busy placing lights and microphones on 

boom sticks. People are busy preparing, with no attention for you at this 

moment. 

Next will be a technical run, where you are shown your marks and 

your blocking, which is where to go and when, in relation to the space 

that you are in and the other actors. Remember your marks, as you have 

to hit them later in the shoot without looking at them. Check where 

the cameras are, and which one is shooting you. Don’t ask the director 

but ask the camera operator. Check where the mics are on the booms.  

You will have to project your voice to that mic. In a close-up with the 

boom mic just above your head, you’ll talk much more softly than in 

a long-shot where the mic is further away so that it is out of the frame.  

This technical run is not predominantly for the actors but for the crew. 

Use this time to feel the scene and run through your lines and blocking.

After the technical run, there will be a rehearsal run where you and 

your fellow actors will go through the scene. Most actors will not give 

their full intensity in the rehearsal but keep this for the shoot. This is 

usually the moment where the director comes in and gives feedback. 

Before this, the director has been focused on the crew, the technical aspect 

of the shoot and the blocking. Now the director will switch their attention 

and look at what the actors have prepared. This is totally different from 

stage acting, where the director will coach, facilitate and direct the actor 

during weeks of rehearsal. 

Working as an actor for screen gives you the freedom to come up 

with an authentic interpretation of the character, based on the lines and 

the character bio that have been provided. After the rehearsal on set, the 

director may ask you to do something else. Prepare yourself to make 

any changes or have a plan B when asked: ‘Nice, but can you do it in a 

different way?’ The feedback might also be more technical: ‘Can you take 

a longer pause after that line?’ Sometimes there will be no feedback at all, 

and after the rehearsal the director shouts ‘action’. Whatever the case is, 

this is not the moment to start a discussion with the director. You must be 

able to take direction and implement any feedback in your performance 

immediately. When you are given no feedback, it means the director is 



200   Acting in South Africa

happy with what you did, so don’t let this make you feel insecure. 

After all the preparation and the technical set up of the shoot, it is now 

in the actor’s hands to bring the scene to life. Between ‘action’ and ‘cut’, 

all eyes are on the actors. The whole crew will support your performance. 

Sound, light, camera, make-up, wardrobe and props are all focused on 

you as the actor to be the character in a believable and authentic way and 

bring the emotional event of the scene to life. 

To do this, you cannot focus on remembering your lines and blocking. 

If you are thinking about that, you can’t perform. That will lead to you 

intellectualising, which prevents you as the character from being able to 

feel and think. As Jerry Mofokeng says in his interview: ‘The screen actor 

has to tap into the raw nerve; it is all about the journey to the tears.’ Believe 

and trust yourself that you know your lines and blocking. Let the character 

free; don’t censor any feeling that comes up, even if it is different from 

what you prepared. 

Before the shoot starts, as a kick-off for the character, it helps to 

remember what the character did just before this moment. Were you 

running to the door and could not find your keys? Were you dressing 

up to go out? Preparing breakfast, reading a book, enjoying a cup of 

coffee? When the scene starts, dive in to your first need, or bottom-line.  

This will give you the right action to start with. Stick to the choice that the 

character makes during the scene. It feels often that the character takes 

over from here, and does something different from what you prepared. 

Don’t correct or censor your emotions or physical impulses which could 

bring you back to thinking as an actor and stop the character’s life. 

Listen to everything that happens around you. These are the impulses 

that come in and make the character feel and think. Listening and reacting 

is more important than acting. You need to be the character and allow the 

character to live until you hear the word ‘cut’. An actor never stops a scene, 

even if the world around you falls apart. If equipment falls or something is 

burning, don’t stop unless the director says, ‘Cut.’ Sometimes a director will 

continue with the shoot even though the written or rehearsed scene ended 

at a certain moment. Stay in character. It doesn’t mean the director has 

forgotten, it means the director still sees something interesting happening. 

Sometimes a scene is shot in one take. Sometimes it needs many takes 

before the director moves on to the next scene. Time is money, and daily 
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soaps and television dramas are driven by budget that will not allow the 

director to shoot a lot of takes. If a scene has more dialogue and dramatic 

conflict, there will usually be a second scene that will shoot the close-ups. 

Actors will dive deeper into the conflict and their emotions but while the 

cameras frame the faces in a close-up, this is all about the subtle language 

of the face and the eyes. The voice will be softer. The boom mics are just 

above the actors’ heads, outside the frame, and will pick up any whisper 

and breath. Make sure to stay in character and keep your face alive, even 

when you don’t have lines. 

In this take for the close-ups, you will feel that your way of performing 

is different and adapted to the frame as discussed earlier. It is smaller 

from the outside of your face, but richer from the inside. Don’t freeze the 

position of your face but make sure that you stay in the frame. The space 

you are given to perform in is very limited. 

If the director decides to shoot another take, the actors might get 

feedback and notes. But the reason for a next take can also be technical, 

relating to sound and light and might have nothing to do with the actors. 

If, as an actor, you feel you have messed something up or can do better, 

you can let the director or assistant director know. If it is relevant for the 

director and time allows it, you might get another take. But don’t push it 

and don’t start discussions. 

On set, you will see that the director and the team have a lot of 

monitors or screens (the gallery). Every camera has an allocated screen 

and the vision mixer or switcher will switch from camera to camera.  

All this will be based on what is known as a shooting script. The shooting 

script can be compared to the prompt-book that a stage manager has. It has 

the actors’ lines as well as details of all the different shots and movements 

of equipment, furniture, set and props. 

Every department, including make-up, the art department, creative 

director and continuity, has their own monitor screen, to see if their work 

shows well and is reflected according the shooting script. In between 

the takes, make-up might come in to add a bit of powder to an actor’s 

face, the prop master might correct the position of the props, or someone 

from continuity might give the actor a note about a specific movement  

or business. 
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When your scene is shot, you are then transported or escorted back 

to your dressing room to take off your costume, check out and leave.  

This is a long day to shoot a scene that took only one minute. An actor’s 

day is full of waiting, concentration, stress and attention from very 

dedicated people who all use their expertise to create that moment where 

the scene comes alive. It is a day where magic is made; a team effort 

where you are part of this as an actor. 

Dr Jerry Mofokeng wa Makhetha on the set of Scandal (photograph by Neo Mokhethi)

Single or multi-camera

Working for a multi-camera set-up can be quite different from a single-

camera film set. The rehearsals, technical and shoots will be different. 

A multi-camera set-up works faster and is able to capture shots from 

different angles and frames in the same take. These shots are mixed on 

set or in the control room according to the shooting script. A single-

camera set-up captures all the different shots after each other. They are 

put together much later in post-production by the editor. 

In the past, a multi-camera set-up was used for soaps and TV dramas, 

with the aim of capturing and revealing the faces of the characters.  

A single-camera set-up was used for film, and the focus was to create 
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pictures that tell a story. Nowadays a TV series like Isibaya or The Heart 

achieve a filmic quality with a TV multi-camera set-up, following the 

international TV series like Game of Thrones and many others. The line 

between film and television is no longer so distinct.

For the screen actor, working on a multi-camera set is very different 

from a single-camera set-up. For a multi-camera set-up you have to 

know what camera is shooting. You can see this when a red light on top 

of the camera is on. You also have to know if that camera is shooting a 

long-shot, a medium close-up or a close-up of your face so that you can 

adapt your performance. For a single-camera set-up, it is important to 

be able to repeat your performance in the same way a number of times.  

Your relationship with that single camera is very important. Remember, it 

is your audience of one, the magnet that always pulls your face towards it. 

Continuity becomes much more important and so does being consistent 

in your eye-lines. 

This chapter about the performance practice on set will prepare you 

for working on a set, but most of what is mentioned here needs time on 

set to understand and master. Make sure that as an actor, you take every 

opportunity to be on a set. Shadowing a director, or assisting wardrobe 

or continuity is a great way to understand the working of a single- or 

multi-camera set. Offer your service as an assistant, or shadowing one 

of the departments, for free for a day or a week – it will give you a 

rich experience. Understanding what is going on behind the camera will 

benefit your work as an actor in front of the camera. 
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SCREEN ACTING FOR

TELEVISION ADVERTS

Simulated shoot (photograph provided by AFDA)
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O
nly a few actors work regularly for TV adverts, but a lot of actors 

would love to. This type of work is challenging, often shot in a 

day or two, and brings in good money. The reality is that most 

actors underestimate what is required, and don’t understand that acting 

in an advert is different from screen acting. Although it uses some of the 

same techniques, it differs in every aspect – from the auditions and your 

preparation, to the actual shoot. 

Actors are used to create conflict and drama, dealing with basic 

emotions such as fear, disgust, anger, happiness, surprise and sadness. 

That is their job. They are trained for it and are able to create believable 

characters that grab our attention. In TV adverts there is seldom conflict. 

Only one emotion is needed in different nuances; this is usually joy. 

The lines of an advert are not realistic. Did you ever have a real 

discussion about crispy lettuce on your burger? Did you ever discuss 

washing soap with a friend? How do you bring those lines alive and 

stimulate the viewer to action to buy the product? It needs skills and 

talent to do that. Actors who audition for a TV advert should be well 

prepared for that specific task. If not, they will never book the job. 

Here is the secret: most TV adverts have a problem that needs 

a solution. The TV advert creates a situation in which the viewer has 

a problem or can identify easily with a character who has a problem.  

The solution for that problem is the product that you are advertising. 

This is often called ‘the hero product’, because the product solves the 

problem like a hero does in a story (Swain, 2018). The hero product can 

be a car, a burger or a banking solution. That solution is brought forward 

with truly believable joy directly to the viewer, as if they are a close friend 

with a problem and coming to you for advice. Or the solution is shared 

with another character in the script who has the problem. 

The problem should be recognisable for the viewer, and the solution 

must be offered in the most convincing way. That is the task of the actor 

in a TV advert. To be able to do this, the actor has to identify the problem 

and understand the solution – which is the hero product. The actor 

must analyse the script, breaking it down into beats, bottom-lines and 

understanding the different relations. 

John Howard Swain (2018) gives a practical way to prepare for an 
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advert. This is summarised below as to how it might work for a South 

African advert. 

Auditioning for an advert

A TV advert is short, often lasting only 30 seconds. From the very first 

second, the actor has to engage fully with the viewer. In an audition, the 

casting agent wants to see if you can do that. An audition usually starts 

with your ID and profile. For this, you speak your name to the camera 

and show your left and right profile. Actors should realise this is already 

part of your audition, the casting agent wants to see from the outset, 

when you do your ID, if you are able to create a relationship with viewers 

that you don’t know. You must immediately grab their attention. 

How do you do that? In the chapter about the basic training of the 

actor we talked about substitutes. The actor has to imagine someone, a 

friend or someone who loves you deeply and would never let you down. 

In the case of a script that speaks directly to the camera you place a friend 

in the camera, imagine that the camera is that person. It is a way to create 

an intimate relationship with the camera and the viewers. In an advert, 

you need a friend in the camera, but this time imagine that your friend 

comes to you with a problem. For your audition, you should use the 

substitute technique.

After the ID, you will speak the lines given to you. These are called 

the ‘sides’ in film or television, or the ‘copy’ in adverts. Audition clips 

(test shoots) are made by the casting agent and later shown to the client 

who pays a lot of money for this TV advert. 

To grab their full attention during this short part of your audition, 

you have to use the substitute technique. Imagine you are at a party, 

you turn around and you see someone you never met but you know 

and would love to spend time with, a famous actor, writer, president, 

musician, captain of Industry, philosopher or artist. Your first reaction is 

WOW! Now imagine this person is also interested in you, and introduce 

yourself by saying your name. Take away all celebrity adoration; you 

are really interested in this person you have never met, and this person 
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is really interested in who you are. This is how you should introduce 

yourself during your ID. Put that interesting person in the camera 

and say your name as if you are introducing yourself to that person.  

When you turn to show your profile, project that person on the left wall 

and keep the ‘wow’ feeling. Then project the person on the right wall 

and keep that intention. If you succeed, you will have the attention of 

the casting agent and the client who will watch the rest of your audition, 

your lines.

 Giving a profile for an audition (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)

Preparation of an advert script

You have to analyse the script to identify the problem that the TV advert 

is putting forward. You need to find a good substitute that has this 

problem, a friend you know in your real life, to imagine in place of the 

camera.

You must be aware of the solution, the hero product and all the 

relationships you have with other activities, characters and products in 

the advert. You must be aware that your text is addressed to someone, 
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meaning that it should be read like a dialogue, interacting with this 

friend even if the friend has no lines or is only the camera. You have to 

analyse the text and identify different bottom-lines (action verbs). Finally, 

you have to think of the moment before, the set up and the tag. A tag is a 

surprising action, gesture or subtext that most adverts have. 

Let’s take the South African verbatim script for Sunlight dishwashing 

liquid from TV. In a script for an advert, the characters often don’t have 

names but are referred to as ‘TALENT’.

(A bottle of Sunlight dish wash is shown, a logo 

of ‘Dish News’ appears, we see dirty plates and 

glasses moving and talking, a wine glass is 

talking into the mic) 

VOICE OVER: HOW MUCH LONGER DOES SUNLIGHT LAST, 
COMPARED WITH ITS CLOSEST COMPETITOR? LET’S FIND 

OUT WITH THE GREAT SOUTH AFRICAN BRAAI FESTIVAL.

TALENT: (We see the South African braai fest, 
TALENT is the reporter, she has a mic and speaks 

to the camera while walking to the camera) WE’RE 

PUTTING SUNLIGHT TO THE TEST AGAINST THEIR CLOSEST 

COMPETITOR.

LET’S SEE WHICH ONE CLEANS MORE PLATES. BECAUSE 

EVERY DROP OF SUNLIGHT CUTS TROUGH GREASE SO 

EASILY, ONE BOTTLE WASHES UP TO TWO TIMES MORE 

PLATES.

IT IS CLEAR SUNLIGHT WASHES MORE PLATES THAN 

THE COMPETITION.

(switching back to the moving plates and 

glasses, the wine glass reporter speaks to the 

mic again and concludes) 

VOICE OVER: THERE YOU HAVE IT: SUNLIGHT WITH 
THE POWER OF ONE HUNDRED, WASHES UP TO TWO TIMES 

MORE PLATES THAN ITS CLOSEST COMPETITOR. 
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In the example below, we analyse this script in preparation for the 

audition for the reporter:

Who are you? You are a reporter, making a formal investigation into 

the quality of a product and drawing a conclusion after investigating it. 

You want to share this solution with a friend who has a problem. That 

friend is in the camera. It makes you happy that you can help this friend. 

Problem: A friends wants to buy the best quality dishwashing liquid, 

but doesn’t want to spend too much money. Who am I talking to? Let say 

a friend who appreciates quality but doesn’t have a lot of money. Select 

someone you really know. 

Solution: The hero product: Sunlight dishwashing liquid. It is a bit 

more expensive, but washes twice as much as its closest competitor.  

This means that for the number of dishes you can wash, it actually works 

out cheaper; it washes twice as much and lasts longer. 

Substitution: If you don’t feel engaged with dishwashing liquid, you 

must imagine any product that you are excited about, which has quality 

and is expensive, but in the end it lasts longer than the cheaper options. 

This could be a car, fridge, television, laptop or pair of shoes. 

Relationships: It is important to understand what kind of 

relationships you have in this situation and if they are positive or negative 

(Swain, 2018). You can have a relationship with a person, a product or 

an event. Your relationship with the Great South African Braai Festival is 

event-positive. It means you are positive and excited to be at the festival. 

The relationship with Sunlight is product-positive. Your relationship 

with the closest competitor is product–negative. The relationship with 

your friend in the camera is person–positive. This understanding will 

colour your reading and delivery of the text and establish the emotional 

event between characters, events and products. 

Bottom-lines: In adverts, the bottom-lines are often called line-to-

line-objectives or L2LO (Swain, 2018). These are the action verbs that 

bring every line to life, no matter how strange and unnatural these lines 

might be. Analyse the text and know what the bottom-line action word 

is that you are using for every part of the text. You might announce, 

celebrate, inform, enlighten, inquire, educate, praise, discover, seduce 

or guarantee. 
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In the example below, we have put the relationships and bottom-lines 

into the text of the Reporter.

TALENT: (We see the South African braai fest 
(event positive), TALENT is the reporter, she has 
a mic and speaks to the camera (person positive) 
while walking to the camera) (L2LO-to announce)

WE’RE PUTTING SUNLIGHT (product positive) TO 
THE TEST AGAINST THEIR CLOSEST COMPETITOR (product 
– negative).

(L2LO-to inquire) LETS SEE WHICH ONE CLEANS 
MORE PLATES. (L2LO-to emphasize) BECAUSE EVERY 
DROP OF SUNLIGHT (product positive) CUTS TROUGH 
GREASE SO EASILY, (L2LO-to proclaim) ONE BOTTLE 
(product positive) WASHES UP TO TWO TIMES MORE 
PLATES.

(L2LO-to conclude) IT IS CLEAR SUNLIGHT (product 
positive) WASHES MORE PLATES THAN THE COMPETITION 
(product negative).

The moment before, the set-up and the tag

Your preparation work is almost done. Take care of ‘the moment before’ 

the filming starts. You can’t start with nothing, you have to be in the 

situation from the first second and need a running start. To create that, 

imagine what happened to the character ten seconds before you speak 

your first line. In this case you can image your friend in the camera 

asking you the question we formulated before: ‘I want to buy the best 

quality dishwashing soap, but I don’t want to spend a lot of money – 

what about Sunlight?’

Think of the text as a scene with a beginning (also called the set-up), 

a middle and an end (also called a tag). In this case, the set-up is the test 

between Sunlight and its closest competitor. In the middle we see the 

competition of the great South African Braai Festival taking place. The 
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end, or tag is the conclusion, the important result of the competition.

In TV adverts there is often not a tag in the text, it is up to the actor 

to finish after the last word of the text with a tag, an unexpected or funny 

gesture to finish the scene. Prepare some different tags, so that you have 

some options when a casting agent or director asks for it. 

Only after all this preparation should you learn the lines by heart and 

practise for your audition. An actor who prepares like this has a far better 

chance of passing the audition and booking the job.

If you are cast, enjoy the shoot. You are often asked to come with 

suggestions for a different interpretation, or come up with alternative 

tags. Don’t be scared to play a stereotype – in TV adverts, there is no 

place for well-developed characters. 

This way of screen acting for adverts is different from acting in a 

complex storyline. It must be highly convincing, entertaining and 

believable, and must give the viewer the feeling you have brought forward 

a solution for a real problem. You are able to help a friend and that makes 

you happy and excited in a convincing way. 



212   Acting in South Africa

A CAREER
AS AN ACTOR

In this part of the book, we look at what it takes 

to build a sustainable career as an actor. Part of 

this is auditioning for roles, whether you are a 

stage or screen actor. We include a section on 

auditions, which we hope will help you prepare 

for finding work in the industry. Once you have 

found the role, make sure that you follow the 

other guidelines for managing your career that 

are included in this section.

PART 4
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AS AN ACTOR

BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE CAREER 

Performers Sibo Masondo and Amos Williams at the Fresha Festival (photograph by Harry Locke).
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A
lthough we might not like the idea of it, the truth is that actors 

are commodities in the arts industry. Like any other goods, an 

actor is interchangeable with other commodities of the same type.  

In this case, that means interchangeable with other actors. You can 

always be replaced. Even much-loved characters in the longest running 

soap-operas get replaced. It takes audiences a while to get used to the 

new face, but they do get used to it eventually. 

So how do you make a name for yourself? How do you identify 

yourself as unique and different from all of the other actors who are 

auditioning for a limited number of parts? How do you build a career in 

this small and highly competitive industry?

All of the actors and other professionals working in the environment 

around the actor suggest a range of tips for building your career as an actor. 

The common threads in their thinking include the following key points:

• Understand the business of building a career 

• Know your talent and abilities 

• Work to improve your skills 

• Know your market 

• Get yourself known 

• Look after your reputation 

• Network and build bridges

• Find resources 

• Keep on top of your paperwork 

These concepts are discussed in more depth below. 

Understanding the business of building a career 

To build a strong career in the arts, you should think of yourself as a 

business. You can take all the principles of small business development 

and apply these to yourself as an actor. 

Before starting any business, you should ask yourself four questions:

1. What service or product does your business provide, or what 
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need does it fill?

2. Who is the market, and who are the potential customers for your 

product or service?

3. How will you reach these potential customers?

4. Where will you get the resources to start your business?

When we relate these questions to the idea of being an actor, you can 

think of them as follows:

1. What do you offer as an actor that others might not offer?

2. Who might offer you work as an actor, or who might your paying 

audience be, and why would they choose you?

3. How will you get the attention of those who might offer you work?

4. What resources do you need to build yourself as an employable actor? 

These questions are discussed in more detail below, but it is a good idea 

for you to sit down and answer these in a practical way for yourself, 

according to your own circumstances. 

Knowing your talent and abilities 

Identifying the answers to the first question, what you offer that others 

cannot offer, is about identifying your unique abilities, in marketing 

speak this is your ‘unique selling point’. Your talent and abilities are what 

set you apart and make you unique. Build on these and make sure people 

know what you have to offer. As an actor, the product or service that you 

are offering is yourself. To be able to sell yourself effectively, you need to 

know your product and your market inside out.

Talent and skill are not the same thing. Talent is your innate, born 

ability to do something, and skill is a learnt ability. You might be a talented 

actor, but when you add skill that has been developed after you have put 

in a lot of time and hard work, then you are a much better performer. 

Knowing your talent and abilities means knowing what you are good 

at and what you are not good at. If you cannot hold a tune, it is not 

worth the time and effort involved in auditioning for a role in a musical. 
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There are plenty of actors who can sing, so if you can’t do it, don’t try and 

compete for roles with those who can. 

Every time you hear about a casting or an audition, try and find out 

as much as you can about what the directors are looking for. It is difficult 

to change the way you look, so if you do not have a certain ‘look’ that the 

director is going for, you need to accept this. 

If you are unsure whether you are good at something, you should get 

the opinion of somebody who can be objective about this. This should 

not be a friend or family member, but you should ask a person who is 

already working in the industry and knows what to look for. Your mother 

might think you sing like an angel, but a casting director might not. 

You may have studied for years or been part of a theatre group in your 

community, but that doesn’t mean you can actually act. You need to ask 

somebody who will be able to judge this against the same strict criteria 

that people who will give you work are going to use. 

When you ask for the honest opinion of others in the industry, you 

will need to be prepared for criticism. Approach somebody who is 

experienced and ask for their advice on particular aspects of your skill. 

Instead of asking: ‘Do you think I can act?’, ask specific questions about 

the tone of your voice, your pronunciation, the way you use your body, 

the way you are able to portray a character, or other specific skills you 

want their advice on. 

Be sure about what you are asking for and understand that what you 

hear might be disturbing for you. You need to realise that criticism is not 

an attack on your personality, it is an assessment of your skill in relation 

to what the industry needs. 

The American theatrical manager and producer, John Essay (2013) 

suggests the following ways of dealing with criticism:

1. Hear the criticism. Just listen. Resist the urge to justify, excuse 

or defend yourself. If you’re not ready to analyse the critique, 

analyse it later.

2. Evaluate the criticism. Does this criticism apply to you?  

Is the critic speaking the truth, or are they off the mark? If you 

are unsure if the critique is true, ask someone else that you trust.



Building a sustainable career as an actor   217

3. Learn from it. If the criticism is justified, you have been made 

aware of something you need to adjust, change or do. Accept this 

knowledge.

4. Take action. Once you have figured out what action you should 

take, do it. This is a typical time for procrastination, but you 

should dive in and make the changes instead.

When you are sure about your abilities, you can be confident to show off 

what you are good at, but make sure that you are always willing to learn 

more and improve. 

Working to improve your skills 

You might have big dreams and ambitious goals for your career, but you 

need to start small. Very few people get catapulted to stardom overnight. 

Starting small means getting involved in small projects and learning 

with every opportunity. Get involved where you can and learn about 

different aspects of the business. You might volunteer to assist with 

lighting, be a stage hand, market a production or hold the boom on a 

film set. This helps you to broaden your skill set and to develop your CV. 

In his interview, Andrew Buckland talks about how he worked up 

to eight hours every day, to hone his craft. If you are an actor and you 

want that to be your job, then you need to work at it. That means when 

you are not rehearsing, performing or filming, you should be working 

at improving your craft. This might involve taking classes and attending 

workshops, reading, or practising your skills. 

Many of the actors interviewed for this book talk about the importance 

of reading. This might be reading the autobiography of actors or directors, 

reading novels to improve your sense of characterisation, or reading non-

fiction textbooks on acting or voice skills. Reading articles on the internet 

can also expose you to new ideas and techniques that can help you to 

improve your own performance skills. 
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Knowing your market 

Identifying and understanding the market is vital to building a career as 

an actor. Before you step into the industry, you should try and understand 

how it functions by looking at the following:

• Current trends and developments in the industry

• Large and important players in the industry

• How the industry is segmented

• Problems the industry might be experiencing

• National or global events influencing the industry

• National and global growth forecasts

• How legislation affects the industry. 

Learn as much as you can about the industry. Learn the language of the 

industry. There are many resources on the internet where you can read 

about the terminology that is used for film and theatre. Make sure you 

understand the meaning of these words and when you don’t, then ask 

somebody who has worked on a film set or in the theatre before. 

It is also important to look for opportunities outside just stage and 

screen acting. Look at the possibilities of getting involved in radio drama, 

voiceovers for telephone on-hold companies or for in-house radio, 

presenting or MC-ing at events, and other areas where your skills as an 

actor might be useful. 

Recording a radio drama – Problem Solving Theatre Project (photograph by Emma Durden)
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Getting yourself known

Getting yourself known and getting attention in the industry means 

building yourself as a brand. In marketing terms, branding means 

consciously creating an identity for a product. For an actor this means 

developing a personal brand or identity that is built around your name 

or your career. 

A brand is not just about what a product looks like, but is also about 

the core values it embodies. Your brand as an actor can express and 

communicate your particular skills, your personality, and your views and 

beliefs. Branding yourself as unique means that you can draw people 

to your product, your services or your messages. Your personal brand 

should be about who you are and what you have to offer. 

If you don’t spend time on shaping your own personal brand, it is 

likely that others will shape it for you, which means your own image 

is out of your hands. This is not a good idea. Developing your personal 

brand as an actor is a proactive way of managing your career path and 

influencing how you are seen by others in the industry. This includes 

directors, producers, publicists, writers and other actors. All these people 

can be allies along your journey to success, or they can stand in your 

way and block your progress. How they think and talk about you will 

determine which of those roles they play in your career. 

Finding an agent is like having a personal marketer. This is somebody 

who will promote you. There are many different agencies in South Africa, 

some work with particular types of productions or particular types of 

actors. Get advice from friends in the industry and keep looking until 

you find an agency that fits you. 

However, even if you have an agent, you need to focus on building 

your own brand. The American marketing expert Laura Lake (2018) 

suggests ways to do this: 

• Build your platform

• Identify your uniqueness and your strengths

• Own your space

• Share your knowledge
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• Be yourself

• Identify your values and set your priorities

• Craft your personal brand persona

Build your platform

Building your platform involves creating an online presence. For many 

casting agents, particularly of the newer telenovelas and soaps in South 

Africa, your online presence impacts on your chances of being selected 

for a role. Many producers and directors don’t like this practice, but the 

reality is that if you have 2 000 Facebook followers, then it is likely that 

you are going to draw these followers in to become the audience of the 

show and increase the show’s viewership. This means that an online 

presence is vital, but it must be carefully created and then curated by you. 

We all leave a digital footprint, where what we have posted on 

Facebook or other social media is there for anyone to see. Every photo 

you have been tagged in is visible to any other user, unless you have 

strict privacy settings. Google yourself and see what comes up, and then 

find ways to make sure that what you want people to see is what comes 

up first. You might need to ask technically advanced friends or a website 

developer to help you with this. 

Building a personal brand involves creating social media accounts 

as well as creating a website, which should be in your name. A personal 

website makes it easy to find you on search engines. You can start with 

a simple site with your CV, a link to your social platforms, and a brief 

biography, and can build this up in time.

Your online presence should not just be there for people to see, but 

you can use it to add value to other people’s lives. Instead of just sharing 

generic inspiration messages on your platforms, think about what is 

linked directly with your skill or brand and how you can share useful 

information with followers. 

To strengthen your brand, you should be conscious of what you 

like and share, and who and what your brand is associated with.  

This means being aware of local developments and politics and scandals in 

the industry, side-stepping them if you can, or publicly standing up for issues 

or other people in the industry who you are happy to be seen supporting.
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Identify your uniqueness and strengths

This book highlights the importance of knowing what you are good at 

and building your skills. This is part of knowing what you are good at as 

an actor. You need to think about the characteristics and strengths that 

can help you to build your reputation and your career. If you need help 

with this, ask people who you have worked with what stands out for 

them about you.

Own your space

When you have created a niche for yourself, by defining what sets you 

apart from other actors, then you need to capitalise on this speciality. 

Learn all that you can and become the expert in that area. This could be 

by being an actor who can also walk the tightrope, ride a horse or play 

the marimbas. Make sure that people know what it is that sets you apart, 

and that you are still working to become the best you can in that field. 

Doung Anwar Jahangeer, performance artist, Out of Body, Fresha Festival (photograph by Vanessa Cracknell)
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Share your knowledge

You might think that you are the expert in something, but if you don’t 

share what you know, others won’t be able to appreciate that. If you 

do know something, then find a way to teach others and share your 

knowledge. You can do this by offering workshops, making short videos, 

sharing information on social media, and doing other writing. Sharing 

with others makes the entire industry better. It can also push you to 

improve on your skills when others have started to make their own path 

in your specialist area. 

Be yourself

It is important to find your own style and not make yourself a carbon-

copy of other actors. You should learn from the many great South African 

actors who have come before you, but it is important not to copy them, 

but rather to build on what they have created and create your own 

identity and style. This means creating and sharing your own story – 

which, if it is genuinely interesting, will be of interest to others. 

Identify your values and set your priorities

Identifying your values means being able to pinpoint what you believe 

is important in the way that you live and work. Values can become a 

moral compass for the work that you do. When the things that you do 

and the way you behave match your values, you generally feel satisfied 

and content. But when you make choices that are not in line with your 

personal values, work may feel uncomfortable and wrong. As an actor 

this is vital. Your values can help you to identify your priorities, and help 

you to set personal and professional goals, and guide your actions and 

decisions about work.

It is also important to know your value and worth. Many actors are 

underpaid and exploited. The tragic death of the actor Odwa Shweni 

during the making of a film in 2018 brought to light many instances 

in the industry where actors are working under dangerous conditions. 

Many women in the industry have ended up in compromising positions, 

some of them blatantly abusive, as they have done almost anything to get 
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a role. You need to work out what you will and will not do for a job, and 

how far you are willing to go to be successful. 

One way of doing this is to think about what you might regret if you 

do it. Think through each step that you take. If it is something your family 

might be embarrassed by, or you might look back on and feel ashamed 

by, then don’t do it. If it is something dangerous and the director has not 

put safety measures in place to mitigate against the risk, then don’t do it. 

Craft your personal brand persona

Your persona is your brand personality. It might be your own personality, 

or it might be edited or enhanced to create a public persona that you 

allow people to see. Just because you are an actor, and are going to be in 

the public eye, this does not mean that people need to know everything 

about you. You can make choices about how much or how little people 

see of the ‘real’ you.

When you are creating a brand persona, you will need to identify 

your emotional appeal and work out what makes people like you, or will 

draw them to you, and be able to describe this accurately. As a starting 

exercise, try writing a few paragraphs about yourself in the third person. 

How would you describe yourself? Does that sound like an exciting, 

employable actor whom a director would like to cast? If not, work on 

both your persona and your writing skills until you are happy with what 

you have written. 

Manage yourself

When you are not able to manage your life, and unforeseen dramas 

constantly require your attention, you can’t be a professional actor. 

Managing your life means carving out the time for your professional 

practice away from the emotional drama of everyday life, the fun of 

parties, or the tedium of administration. 

Acting is work, and you need to approach is like any other serious 

job. Make it a habit to be at least an hour early for your call time on set 

or for a stage production. Arriving at the last moment creates stress that 

can block a great performance. It is also likely to cause stress to the rest 
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of the cast and crew, resulting in a very short career for you as an actor. 

Your reputation is important, and managing your own life and being on 

time and prepared should become a habit.

Partying the night before a performance or a shoot is not a good 

idea. A hangover can prevent you from fully concentrating on the work.  

If there are unforeseen problems in your personal life, you need to deal 

with these outside of working hours. The bottom line is: manage your 

own life. 

Professionalism on any production is important. Actors who fool 

around with other cast and crew while on set or getting ready for a stage 

production, might lose the precious preparation they have built up and 

disturb others who are trying to concentrate. Don’t be the actor who is 

remembered for being fun to be around, but can’t take the work seriously. 

Looking after your reputation 

In this industry, where people talk all the time, your reputation is your 

most important selling tool. 

You are only as good as your last project. The value that people see 

from that last project will be not only in the quality of your acting, but also 

in the way you have behaved on set, your reliability and dependability, 

your level of discipline, your humility (or arrogance) and the way you 

have worked with others. 

Treat people well. This should apply to everybody that you come into 

contact with. Treating people well means recognising that being an actor 

does not make you any better than being a cleaner or a camera operator. 

Don’t fake it. Be genuine, open and kind to the people that you work 

with. If you do have a falling-out with somebody, then work out a way to 

build bridges so that they do not speak badly about you to others. 

Your reputation is part of your brand. You need to make sure that 

when people are talking about you, this is in the way that you want to be 

spoken about. Don’t let other people determine how you are seen. 
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Networking and building bridges 

The common catchphrase in the industry is ‘It’s not what you know, but 

who you know.’ Although this is often very frustrating and can make 

it feel like the industry is plagued with nepotism, the reality is that if 

people do not know who you are, they can’t offer you work or come to 

see your shows. 

Networking involves attending events that directors, writers, actors 

and others in the industry attend. Instead of just hanging out with actors 

at these events, you should do your research and find out who else is 

at these events and expand your network to include a diverse range of 

players in the industry.

Social media is also an effective tool for connecting with people in 

the industry. Follow people in the industry, engage with them, and keep 

aware about what’s happening around you.

It is also important to make friends and become genuinely interested 

in other people, rather than being constantly on the hunt for opportunities 

and work. Making genuine connections and appreciating others for 

themselves, not the work they might be able to offer you, is a better way 

to connect with people. 

You should also look at ways to add value to people’s lives. If you 

are not right for a role, maybe you can suggest somebody who is.  

You can share opportunities and calls with your colleagues and offer help 

and contacts to others who are in the business. Finding ways to support 

people in your network helps you to build a reputation as a standout, 

reliable industry professional who makes things happen. 

When you do meet people, make sure that you follow up with them. 

This can be on social media or personally. You might not be remembered 

after just one meeting, but if you are consistent and keep in touch about 

relevant issues, you will be remembered. Make sure you do not become 

an online stalker, though. Sending random ‘Hey!’ messages and a wave 

on Facebook does not add value to a director’s day; it is more likely to 

irritate them, and you will be seen as a bother rather than a useful person 

in their lives. 

It is a good idea to join an organisation or a union, so that you can 
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get advice and support from others in the industry, instead of trying to 

do it alone. Being part of a larger body can mean that you are protected 

from being exploited, which is important when working in an industry 

that is often unregulated. The South African Guild of Actors (SAGA) is 

an organisation for actors in the film, television, stage, commercial and 

corporate sectors and promotes professionalism in the industry.

Other organisations such as the Performing Arts Network of South 

Africa (PANSA) and The Cultural and Creative Industries Federation of 

South Africa (CCIFSA) also work in the cultural and creative sectors, and 

have websites and programmes that can provide guidance.

Dealing with sexual harassment in the industry

This book was written shortly after the worldwide awakening to 

the news of how prevalent sexual harassment is in the entertainment 

industry. Sexual harassment happens in all industries. Perhaps because 

of the late hours, close working conditions, and that fact that the arts 

are relationship-driven with uneven power dynamics between directors, 

producers and actors, the entertainment industry seems worse than most. 

There is no excuse for it, and sexual harassment is never acceptable. 

Any unwanted attention of a sexual nature that takes place in the 

workplace is sexual harassment. This includes:

• Touching

• Unwelcome sexual jokes

• Unwanted questions about your sex life

• Whistling

• Rude gestures

• Requests for sex

• Staring at your body in an offensive way

Don’t ever be the person who makes other actors’ working lives 

uncomfortable by doing these things and thinking that it’s a joke.  

Don’t make excuses by saying that in your culture this kind of behaviour 
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is acceptable. Don’t think that because somebody does not confront you 

about this kind of behaviour, they are encouraging it. If you have ever 

done any of these things, then you are guilty of sexual harassment which, 

in the working world, is a dismissible offence. 

If you feel that you are being harassed at any time during classes, 

auditions, rehearsals, performances or tours, you should act immediately. 

Sexual harassment generally does not go away on its own, and those 

who are doing the harassing will often continue pushing until they 

are forcefully stopped, or they have forced you into an uncomfortable 

position. Many of these predators will say they did not know what they 

were doing was unwanted. Even though it might be uncomfortable, it is 

important to speak out as soon as you can, to stop them from bothering 

you and others. 

In South Africa, the Labour Relations Act outlines a Code of Good 

Practice on sexual harassment, which sets out the best ways to deal with 

complaints. 

Informally, you can take the following steps:

• Talk to the abuser and ask them to stop the behaviour that makes 

you feel uncomfortable. 

• Ask somebody that you trust to come with you when you talk to 

the abuser.

• Ask a colleague or friend to speak to the abuser. 

• Write to the abuser and explain the details of their behaviour that 

makes you uncomfortable and ask them to stop. Keep a copy of 

the letter or email and send the letter by registered mail or email 

so that you can prove that you sent it.

If you are employed permanently or on a contract, and want to make a 

formal complaint, you can ask the human resources person, producer, 

or other executive for a copy of the company complaints procedure.  

This will explain how and to whom you should lodge your complaint 

and how and within what timeframe it will be dealt with. 

If the harassment moves into the area of abuse, where somebody starts 

to call you names, threaten you, follow you, or physically touch you 
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against your wishes, then you can lay a criminal complaint against them. 

It is often difficult for people who have been harassed or abused to 

speak out about this. This might be due to a fear of not getting cast again, 

losing a role, being labelled as ‘difficult’ within the industry, or other 

repercussions. Abusers also often make their victims feel guilty, as though 

they did something to deserve the unwanted attention or abuse. 

If you have been abused or the victim of harassment, talk to a friend 

that you can trust, or a mentor in the industry. Be confident that there are 

many others who have walked the same path and who will support you. 

There are many organisations that will advise and support you to get out 

of an abusive situation, and you can find lists of these online. 

If you have a friend in the industry who has been harassed or abused, 

it is important to offer your unconditional support. Be non-judgemental, 

listen to what they have to say, and believe them. Most people do not 

make up stories about abuse. Reassure them that it is not their fault,  

they did nothing to ‘deserve’ this, and their own fears, anxieties, guilt and 

anger are normal and acceptable. Ask them how you can help, encourage 

them to seek professional advice, provide information, respect their 

privacy, and support their decision about what to do. 

Together, if we speak out about sexual harassment and abuse,  

we can reduce it and the harm that it does to the individuals involved 

and to the industry. 
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AUDITIONING

Practising auditioning (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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A
uditions are the job interviews of the industry. Unless people already 

know who you are, and have liked your work in a particular show, 

film or series that they have watched, then you will most likely be 

joining hundreds of other people who are auditioning for a single part.

Duma Ndlovu talks about how in the TV industry there are around 

1000 people auditioning for each single role in a TV series. This means 

that your chance of getting the role is very limited. It is therefore vital 

to be prepared for every audition. Producers and casting directors know 

when people are taking a chance, and unless you look perfect for the 

character and are extremely lucky, then the only way to get the part is to 

prepare as much as you can. This means committing to the audition and 

putting in all the effort that you can to ready yourself for it. 

Open auditions are those where anybody can attend and try out for 

a role. Calls for open auditions are usually public, and might be through 

networking sites, newspapers or other media. Sometimes you will be 

invited to a closed audition. This is where only a few selected people 

have been asked to audition, and you are called because the director 

already thinks you might be a suitable fit. 

Producers, directors and production companies have their own 

specific way of doing things, but the general descriptions below give you 

an idea of what to expect when you go to an audition. 

Auditioning for a stage production

Some directors might ask you to prepare a monologue (a speech on your 

own) for a stage audition, or to rehearse a dialogue (a speech for two 

people) with another actor. They might specify the length and genre of 

the audition piece, for example, asking you to prepare a three-minute 

comic or a dramatic excerpt from a particular play. You might also be 

asked to sing, do an accent, speak in multiple languages, present a short 

movement piece or show off some other special skill.

If you are asked to prepare before the audition, then make sure that 

you have prepared as well as you can. Research the production company 

so you understand their reputation and style. Read and understand the 
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play so you know what period and style it is in. Analyse the text and 

understand the genre and the character, so that you understand the story 

and how you need to tell it through your character. Be clear about what 

you want to show them. 

If the audition piece is from the play you are auditioning for, then 

you will be guided as to what to prepare. If you are asked to bring a 

general monologue, then try to choose something that is interesting 

and not too well-used. Choose a piece that is period-appropriate, and 

accent-appropriate to the role you are auditioning for. Find something 

that is also age-appropriate for you and the character, and that you feel 

comfortable with.

When you have selected your monologue, then rehearse so that 

your lines are perfect. Make sure that you have a copy of your CV and a 

headshot to leave with them if they ask for it.

Dressing as the character is generally not appropriate. You should try 

and dress as neutrally as possible, so that the character that you are playing 

shines beyond the idea of the costume, and the director can imagine 

what they could do to make you look the part. There are, however, some 

directors who like to see initiative and, in these instances, taking a piece 

of costume or personal props with you to an audition can be useful. You 

could take these along to all auditions to use them if asked to. 

Other directors might ask you to arrive at a certain time and give you 

just a few minutes with a page or two of dialogue that you read on the 

spot. This is called a cold reading. The only way to prepare for this kind 

of audition is to ensure that your reading out loud is excellent (you can 

do this by reading to yourself often: plays, scripts, books, newspapers, 

whatever holds the printed word) and ensuring that your instruments 

(your voice and your body) are warmed up and finely tuned. 

When you arrive at an audition, do not come in character, but come 

as yourself. Make sure that you are already warmed up, both physically 

and vocally, before you enter the audition room. Do not give the director 

or casting agent long stories or excuses about any lack of preparation. 

Make sure you are prepared, are able to introduce yourself, and answer 

any questions they might have for you. 

Arrive early, be polite, friendly and professional. Remember that 
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everyone wants the job, and everyone needs the work. A director does 

not want to hear how desperate you feel about the part, or the fact that 

you have been out of work. They simply want to see what you can do. 

If there is space for discussion, then you might want to ask the director 

a few questions before you start. Directors don’t want to feel that you 

have not thought through the work, so start by explaining very briefly 

how you understand the character and ask them if they would like you to 

play it like that, or if they have something else in mind. Be flexible, and 

quick on your feet. Directors like to know that you can understand what 

they want and test to see whether you can take directions and respond 

to them intelligently. Let the director see the difference between who you 

are when you come in, and the character that you are playing. This is 

how they can see your acting ability and assess how you might be right 

for the role. 

Some auditions are done in groups, in a workshop scenario, so that 

directors can see how you work with others in an ensemble cast, or how 

you compare with others. Others are done individually, where you might 

queue with other actors and then come in to a room on your own to 

show your monologue. Be prepared for anything and be confident in 

your ability to show them who you are and what you can do. Remember 

that being nervous affects everything, from your posture to your breath 

and your voice, and that directors can see this immediately. Relax, and 

make sure that your nerves do not get in the way of your chances of 

getting the role. 

Auditioning for screen

When you are auditioning for film and TV, you generally won’t be asked 

to prepare a monologue, but will be asked to read a scene or two from 

the film or the series. 

You should still do as much preparation as possible before arriving for 

your audition. Do your research about the project, director and producer, 

as this will help you to understand what you are auditioning for. Try to 

understand the genre of the film or series you are auditioning for, so you 

know what style will be appropriate. 
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When you are asked to audition, you will be given lines from the script to 

read. These are known as your ‘sides’. There is always somebody to read 

the lines of the character who you will be interacting with, and this person 

is called the ‘reader’ or ‘feeding actor’. This might be an actor who has 

already been cast, or somebody from the production company. Readers 

vary from experienced actors to amateurish non-actors, and you will need 

to make sure that reading with a non-actor does not put you off. 

You might get the scenes with your lines before the audition, or you 

might only see these when you get there. Either way, you need to be sure 

that you show the director that you understand acting for a camera, and 

know how to ‘be’ rather than act for the camera. 

An audition often starts with you giving your ID on camera, which is 

your name, your age and the role you are auditioning for. You might also 

be asked to stand straight on to the camera and then to give your left and 

right profiles.

The audition is often shot with you facing the camera talking to the 

reader who is just off to the left or right of the camera. Most people who 

are auditioning deliver their lines, acting the scene and focusing on their 

own performance, but they are not really engaging the reader. This is 

not good practice. Try to engage with the reader, even if they are not a 

trained or experienced actor. This engagement shows that you can listen 

and react to another character’s dialogue or action.

Audition training for students at the Imbewu studio with casting director, Amanda Nkosi (photograph by Roel Twijnstra)
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When you completely engage with the reader, then you can forget about 

yourself and ‘performing’, and the result is a scene that is spontaneous 

and fresh. This also helps you to be less nervous, because your energy is 

focused on something other than yourself. Creating a real moment in this 

way makes the audition more engaging, and it starts to look more like a 

real scene than an audition, which is exactly what the director wants to 

see.

Be confident and comfortable with your choices and also with direction 

that you get on set. But also prepare more than one option for the character. 

Directors are often looking at choices, and if you are able to be flexible and 

do what they ask, this will help them see how adaptable you are. If you are 

asked to do it again, give the director a different option and listen to their 

direction. Don’t simply repeat what you did the first time. 

Auditioning for television adverts requires a different approach and is 

explained in the previous chapter. 

Auditioning remotely 

It is becoming more and more common for actors to be asked to send 

through a video clip or a link to YouTube, or to audition live via Skype or 

over WhatsApp as their first audition. This allows directors to audition 

actors from different parts of the country, without having to cover travel 

expenses. Although you lose the personal connection of being in front of 

a director, you can still make a good impression over the Internet. 

If you are asked to do this kind of electronic audition, make sure that 

you Google the production company or director first, so that you know 

this is a legitimate audition. Do not do anything on camera that might 

be recorded and embarrass you afterwards. There is no need for sexual 

scenes or nudity in a Skype audition. Do not let anybody take advantage 

of you this way!

Once you are sure it is a genuine offer, you will need a good Internet 

connection, and an area where you will not be disturbed. It is a good 

idea to test out your sound and camera equipment, your connection and 

your apps before you start. You could do a practice run beforehand with 
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a friend to check that you come across clearly, and record this to see how 

you look and sound. 

Set yourself up in a neutral area, so that the background is still  

(for example with no passing traffic or chickens) and does not distract 

from your performance. Make sure that you are well lit, so that the 

director or agent can see you clearly. Natural light works best. If you are 

inside, position yourself opposite a window or door so that the light hits 

your face. If it is after dark, put a lamp in front of you at 45 degrees, so 

that it shines onto your face but not directly in your eyes. 

Think about the phone or computer camera in the same way that you 

would a film camera. Think about how your face is framed, and don’t 

look directly into the lens. Work out what angles are more flattering for 

you. The director will want to see your eyes and face, so position yourself 

in a basic medium-close shot that shows from your chest up to just above 

your head. 

You may be asked to stand up, and then you will need to move further 

away from the camera. If you are reading from a script, work out where 

to position this so that you can see it comfortably, without it getting in 

the way. 

Dress for your audition to suggest the character, without going 

overboard. Avoid wearing colours that make you look washed out,  

or vibrant patterns that can get distorted on the screen. 

It is easy to lose energy sitting on your own in front of a computer or 

phone, so make sure that you keep up the same energy for the audition 

as you would in a room full of people. A Skype or WhatsApp audition is 

live, so you need to be vibrant from the moment the connection starts. 

If you are pre-recording an audition to email or to upload to YouTube,  

you have more time and can do plenty of takes to get it right. 

Call-back auditions

Call-backs are like an interview short-list and a second audition rolled 

into one. These happen when a director has liked a couple of people 

who tried out for the role, but can’t yet decide who is right for it. If you 
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receive a call-back, try and find out what they liked in the first round, 

and what they would like to see differently this time. Do not show them 

the same thing again, unless they ask you to do this. Rather find ways to 

show your versatility, your ability to take direction and to improve, and 

aspects of your personality that show that you will be easy to work with. 

Some directors will do a number of call-back auditions to find the right 

cast with the right chemistry, and this can take time. 

Dealing with rejection

Most directors or producers have a certain look, sound or image in 

their minds when they are casting for a production. If you don’t get the 

part, don’t take this as a personal rejection. You simply do not fit the 

image they have in their own mind’s eye. Not getting a part does not 

mean you are not good enough; it just means that they think you are 

not the right fit. 

It is important for your own self-confidence that you are able to cope 

with rejection. Building this kind of resilience as an actor means realising 

that you are not the only person who has not been selected, that you have 

survived not getting a part before, and will survive not getting other parts 

in the future. Keep committed to improving your skills and looking for 

other opportunities, and try not to be too discouraged when you are not 

chosen for a part. 
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GATHERING

RESOURCES

Gathering resources (photograph by 
Emma Durden)
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When you are looking for work and as you build your career, there are 

certain things you are going to need:

• A CV

• Photographs 

• A showreel 

• An agent

A CV

You should see your CV as a marketing tool that is presented in a 

particular way to help you to get work. You should never lie on your 

CV, but you can design it in such a way that it shows facts in the order 

that will best present you for the roles you want to be considered for.  

You might submit a slightly different CV for every casting or project that 

you are interested in. This is because you want to reflect your experience 

that is relevant to the specific role, and you do not need to list every play 

or film that you have appeared in.

Make sure that all of the information on your CV is clearly presented 

and ordered. A good rule of organisation is as follows:

• Your name in bold at the top, with contact details or your agent’s 

contact information

• Your height and weight

• Your colour of skin, hair and eyes

• Your playing range (not your actual age)

• Your employment history: List your most relevant and important 

work first. It is a good idea to organise your experience under 

the categories: theatre / film / TV / adverts / industrial theatre 

projects, so that the director can easily read what is relevant to 

the project. 

• Your training: List any degrees and other training courses or 

teachers you learnt from.

• Special skills: This might include skills and interests that are 

relevant to the casting process, like singing, driving, swimming, 
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riding a horse, doing accents or other skills that might make you 

stand out as a better candidate for a role. 

Photographs

Most casting directors or directors will want to see what you look like if 

they are casting. This might be through a photo that you email to them, 

or through bringing printed copies of photos that you leave with them. 

Most will want to see what is called a ‘headshot’. 

A headshot is a photo that focuses on your face but may also show 

your shoulders and chest. The focal point of the headshot should be 

your eyes, which should be in focus and energised. Your eyes should 

show that you have a back-story and there is life behind the eyes. A good 

photographer will help you to capture this. It is also possible to do this 

with a friend or by yourself, but make sure that your headshot does not 

look like a selfie! 

Your headshot should show what you look like now and should not 

be a made-up or airbrushed version of you, or a reflection of your past 

or future. Directors want to see your ‘type’. What they see in the photo is 

what they expect to see when they meet you. Don’t wear too much make-

up that hides your skin tone and your features. 

You might want to share more than one headshot, for example with 

different hairstyles, a beard or clean-shaven, or other ‘looks’. Make sure 

though that you are not showing them photos of characters; they want to 

see who you are in the photos, not the character you played. 

Your photo could be taken outdoors in natural light, or in a studio. 

Make sure the lighting is good and there are no dramatic shadows on 

your face. You should wear a plain coloured shirt with a little texture that 

fits you well and matches your eyes. Don’t wear patterned or white shirts, 

big jewellery or a hat or scarf which might distract from your face. 

Some directors might also ask for a ‘long-shot’, which is a full-body 

shot, where they can see your whole body in its surroundings. This might 

mean a photo of you with some other object, like a car or building in it, 

that gives a sense of perspective. 
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A showreel

A showreel is also known as a demo reel and is a short piece of video or 

film footage that showcases your previous work. This should be around 

two minutes of well-selected, clear footage that is shot in good light and 

on a good quality camera. Bad lighting and sound are very off-putting, so 

make sure that the scenes you show on your showreel are well presented. 

Your showreel should very specifically explain who you are and how 

you can act. It needs to be clear who you are and not show you amongst 

an ensemble cast or in a dialogue with somebody who looks like you. 

Make sure that you include scenes where you are the only focal point. 

Your showreel should show your versatility by showcasing you in 

different roles, with different emotions, but should not be a collage of 

too many different characters, where a director can see that you look 

different but can’t see you acting. 

Some directors like you to send them a showreel or a link to your work 

that is stored online. YouTube often removes films that have copyrighted 

material built into them, so a showreel that includes your scenes from 

TV or a movie might be deleted automatically. Make sure that you store 

your showreel on a hard drive, or through a programme like Vimeo and 

not just on YouTube. 

As with any business, you need to use your resources wisely.  

Find ways to make technology work for you, so that you don’t spend 

money where you don’t need to. Well-framed and lit photos taken on a 

cellphone can be just as good as professional photos, and perhaps you 

can build up a showreel through shooting short films on your cellphone 

or tablet. 

Working with an agent

An agent, talent agent, or booking agent is a person who finds jobs for 

actors. An agent will submit you for auditions, pitch you to industry 

leaders and work their industry connections, follow up on your behalf, 

and help to negotiate contracts for you. 

They do this for a percentage of your fee that you get paid for doing 

the job. Some agents will also charge you a signing-on fee, that you pay 

them upfront before they start looking for jobs for you.
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There are many agents operating in South Africa. They have different 

reputations in the industry, amongst producers and actors. If you are 

thinking of getting an agent, talk to other actors about who they use and 

why, and what their experience is. If you are a good actor, you should be 

able to have a choice of agencies. 

You need to do your homework about the agency, find out about 

their reputation and how they work, and check that they are legally 

constituted, operate within the laws governing the industry, and are 

members of legitimate organisations such as the Personal Managers’ 

Association or other industry bodies. 

Not all actors work through agents. Many casting agents for adverts 

or TV will do castings and auditions themselves, and you can find jobs 

that way. Directors, and particularly theatre directors, often also host 

auditions and prefer to work with actors without the involvement of an 

agent in the middle of a relationship. 

Even if you have an agent, you might be able to take on other work 

which you find yourself and you do not pay your agency a fee for this. 

Find out about how your agent feels about this before you assume that 

this is acceptable. 

A manager plays a different role from an agent and focuses on 

planning your career and helping you to make decisions for a particular 

pathway you might want to follow. Managers might suggest an agent for 

you to work with, and both the agent and the manager will then take a 

percentage of what you earn. 

In addition to an agent, it is a good idea to look for organisations and 

networks that you can join in your area who can offer more guidance and 

support with what you might need to kickstart your career. 

Keeping on top of your paperwork

Running yourself as a business means that you need to stay up-to-date 

with your administration processes. Four key things to note are:
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• Contacts

• Contracts

• Tax 

• Other paperwork 

Contacts

Keep a database of your industry contacts. When you meet people, 

make a note of their details and where you met, and what they do in 

the industry. This way you can remember who you have met, in what 

circumstances, and how you might be able to help them or how they 

might be able to help you. 

Contracts

Always ask for a contract for any project that you work on. A contract 

should make it very clear what you are expected to do, and what your 

employer is responsible for. This should outline your hours of work, 

when and how much you will get paid, and other details such as travel 

arrangements or meals, which might be connected with the project you 

are working on. 

Get help with understanding your contract from others in the 

industry, or from anybody you know who works in human resources or 

law and can help you to understand it. 

Tax 

Under South African law, anybody who earns an income over the tax 

threshold must register as a taxpayer with the South African Revenue 

Service (SARS). The tax threshold for 2018/2019 is R78 150 per year if 

you are younger than 65 years. That means that if you earn more than  

R 78 150 in a year, you must register to pay income tax. 

It is most likely that you will register as a provisional tax payer for 

personal income tax. You will need to submit an annual tax return that 

shows what you have earned. As an actor and an independent contractor, 

many of your costs (for example, for courses, grooming, costumes, travel 

for work, running a home studio or office) will be tax deductible. It is 



Gathering resources   243

best to get assistance from a tax expert or directly from SARS about what 

classifies as a legitimate business expense, and how to do your tax returns 

when you have multiple employers, some of whom may have taken off 

tax and some of who might not. 

Other paperwork

It is important to keep all paperwork related to yourself as a business.  

This includes invoices and slips for costs that can be declared as a business 

expense, bank statements, contracts and other formal documents.  

The legal standard is that these documents should be kept for five years.

And finally…

It is hard work being an actor. It is difficult to master all the necessary 

skills, to put yourself out there, to audition and to find work, to do a 

great job and develop a reputation that keeps helping you find work.  

We hope that this book goes some of the way to helping you to develop 

the skills you need, and to keep inspiring you to learn more. Your career 

as an actor is now in your hands. 
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