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BOOK REVIEWS

Acting the Song Performance: Skills for the Musical Theater, by Tracey Moore
and Allison Bergman, New York, Allworth Press, 2016, 324 pp., $24.99 (paperback),
ISBN 978978621535225

Musical theatre training is a relatively new, yet rapidly expanding field with many new
programs launching each year in high schools, universities, conservatories, and private
studios. These programs are developing at such a brisk rate that establishing curriculums
and pedagogical structures to train the musical theatre performer with the same rigor found
in established training programs for actors, dancers, or singers, in their respective disci-
plines, has lagged behind. Until very recently, students were left to study each discipline
apart from the other and find ways of integrating them into a somewhat perfunctory
technique in order to negotiate the unique challenges musical theatre demands. Acting the
Song: Performance Skills for the Musical Theatre by Tracey Moore and Allison Bergman,
who are both established pedagogues and seasoned performers, was written in response to
address the need for a model curriculum for all those involved in the training of the musical
theatre performer. These include dancers, acting and voice teachers, accompanists, com-
munications and English professors, music directors, choreographers, and directors for high
school, university, conservatory, and private studio training contexts and for those involved
in the preparation and mounting of a show. First published in 2008, it has been updated in
2016 to include a Student Companion Ebook containing worksheets to support the methods
offered by Moore and Bergman. These worksheets provide specific guidance for those
performers who may be autodidacts, or the worksheets may also serve as a study aid for
those studying the method under an instructor.

The book is divided into three parts. The first, “The Elements,” examines the three
distinct components of musical theatre training, reviewing the basic principles of voice,
body, and acting. The second part is “The Classroom,” which presents a full curriculum for
musical theatre classes, breaking down exercises for the beginner, intermediate, and
advanced students. This part also offers ideas for dealing with specific classroom problems
that may arise. The third part is entitled “Practical Use” and discusses the challenges of
moving from the classroom to “the real world,” covering auditions, rehearsals, and perfor-
mances in a professional context.

Moore and Bergman have effectively created a comprehensive codified curriculum in
training the musical theatre performer towards an “authentic, truthful, personal perfor-
mance” (viii) through their system, which relies heavily on the techniques of Stanislavski.
The three chapters included in “The Elements” section, outlining voice, body, and acting,
are designed to attend to what they refer to as “the musical theatre hierarchy,” which they
define as “speak sing, dance.” Each of these sections is not intended to be an in-depth
technical analysis of each discipline. In fact, they make a point to mention in the “Voice”
chapter that “problems with vocal technique are best addressed in the private lesson” (14).
Rather, these sections provide educators, in particular, with a common vocabulary from
which to work. Each chapter ends with a “Suggested Reading” list that includes a broad
range of resources intended to allow the reader to enhance their knowledge depending on
their own specialty and/or experience.
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“The Classroom” comprises the bulk of the book with chapters four, five, and six, which
provide complete outlines to facilitate workshops for the beginner, intermediate, and
advanced student, respectively. The authors suggest that students complete a minimum of
three of the worksheets provided in the corresponding ebook (some of which include
creative projects) for each section in order to effectively move through the process.
Chapter seven, “Master Class,” offers exercises that are geared toward working with
Moore and Bergman’s methods within the limited time frame master classes afford, and
the chapter provides tips on how to “quickly size up each performer’s ability,” (193) and it
presents ways in which the instructor can focus on specific tactics to address the issues at
hand.

The third and final section “Practical Use” focuses on specific ways of supporting
students as they move beyond the classroom into what the authors term “the public eye,”
which includes casting directors, directors, conductors, and audience among others. The
subsections of “Audition,” “Rehearsal,” and “Performance” follow next in the book, and they
provide both practical tips on transitioning to a more autonomous way of functioning as a
performer in “the real world” while maintaining the principals that have been laid out in the
methods and practices in the classroom under the expert eye of instructors.

Moore and Bergman have provided a useful guide for those who teach musical theatre by
creating a roadmap, complete with fully realized lesson plans, towards the building of a
training program. Beyond the detailing of each discipline and the discussion around the
most important element for the musical theatre performer (the integration of voice, body,
and acting), they also include “quick notes” throughout the text. These short paragraphs set
apart from the text and highlighted with an “eighth note” graphic expand on the topic at
hand or function as asides. They contain “words of wisdom” or advice in relation to
transferring these skills to a professional career or offering bits of advice in the spirit of
one teacher to another. Examples of these include in the “Workshop-Beginning” section: “If
students have been child performers or rewarded for artifice in the past, bad habits such as
indicating gestures, cutesy choreography or vacant eyes can result” (67), or in the
“Audition” chapter, “The actor should always be ready with a second song or even a
third, in case the director asks, ‘Do you have anything else?’” (228). Much of this advice
is common knowledge for those who work in the industry; however, the structure of the
book organizes it, so it is easily integrated into a training curriculum.

The material in Acting the Song: Performance Skills for the Musical Theatre is up to date,
clearly presented, and provides innovative and practical tools for those aiming to teach a
holistic approach to musical theatre performance. Additionally, the wieldy Student
Companion Ebook provides considerable material through easily downloadable worksheets.
It covers curricula for workshops; they have titled “Beginning,” “Intermediate,” and
“Advanced” as well as “Audition” and “Rehearsal,” all of which can serve to augment the
material offered in the book, or it can guide a more experienced student/performer through
self-study. Both book and ebook are written in language that is both straightforward and
relatable for those already working in the field and emphasizes the development of a
working vocabulary. This may be especially useful for an educator who specializes in one
discipline and is searching for methods to work more effectively across the disciplines, and
the book may aid students who wish more fully to integrate their skills as actors, dancers,
and singers. While not as specific a text as Joe Deer and Rocco Dal Vera’s (2015) Acting In
Musical Theatre: A Comprehensive Course, for example, which is a denser more in-depth
resource aimed specifically at those involved in training at the college level, Moore and
Bergman’s book is more broadly accessible to high school, private studio, and college
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teachers, and this text would be an especially valuable resource for any educator looking for
a thorough guide to establishing a musical theatre workshop curriculum.
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Cracking Shakespeare: A Hands-on Guide for Actors and Directors + Video, by
Kelly Hunter, London, Bloomsbury, Methuen Drama, 2015, 192 pp., US $27.75
(paperback), ISBN 9781472532831

Kelly Hunter—an experienced actor, teacher, and director—has written a useful “hands-on
guide for actors and directors” containing practical tools to help develop the ability to speak
Shakespeare’s dramatic verse and explore deeper connections with the language. The author
claims to “demystify the ‘rules’ of verse speaking” (xii). Ms. Hunter describes the goal of the
exercises in the book as “to allow you to capture the dynamic movement of thought from
mind to mouth, as if you are speaking your thoughts for the very first time, embedded
within which are your feelings” (xii).

This statement exemplifies one shortfall of this “hands-on” guide. At times, the language
seems to describe an end rather than the means to achieve it, and those descriptions are
sometimes less specific than one would hope to find in a practical manual. Nevertheless, the
book does contain a variety of pracitical exercises to aid an actor in achieving the stated goal.
Despite the sub-title, the book is perhaps better suited to experienced coaches, teachers, and
directors, or to actors with some experience speaking Shakespeare’s verse, who are likely more
equipped to interpret the result-oriented descriptions and focus on exploration as process.

The text is divided into three parts: (1) Rhythm, Sound and Structure; (2) Words, Words,
Words; and (3) Games to Play in Rehearsal. The first part focuses on the verse structure,
while the second part may be seen as focusing in more detail on the words within that
structure. The third part offers various games for the rehearsal room.
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