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In the realm of dramatic arts, few texts have achieved the foundational status of A Practical Handbook for the 

Actor. Originally published in 1986, this seminal work emerged from the collaboration between six young actors—

Melissa Bruder, Lee Michael Cohn, Madeleine Olnek, Nathaniel Pollack, Robert Previtio, and Scott Zigler—under 

the tutelage of Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David Mamet and acclaimed actor W.H. Macy. The book codifies 

the technique known as Practical Aesthetics, a methodology that strips away the psychological complexities of

“method” acting in favor of a rigorous, objective-oriented approach to performance.

The Theoretical Framework of Practical Aesthetics

Practical Aesthetics is built upon the philosophical rejection of the idea that an actor must “become” a character.

Instead, it posits that the actor's primary responsibility is to find a way to truthfully perform a specific action on

stage. This approach is rooted in the belief that character is an illusion created in the mind of the audience through

the actor's physical and vocal choices, rather than a psychological state the actor must inhabit.

The Influence of David Mamet and Stoicism

The technical architecture of this method is heavily influenced by Mamet’s pragmatic view of the theater. Drawing

from Stoic philosophy, the technique emphasizes focusing only on what is within the actor's control: their own

physical actions and their responsiveness to their scene partner. It dismisses “affective memory” and “emotional

recall” as unreliable tools that draw the actor's attention inward, away from the immediate reality of the performance.

Core Components of the Technique

To understand the handbook's approach, one must master its three fundamental pillars:

•  Script Analysis: The intellectual process of breaking down a scene into its component parts to find the 

essential truth.

•  The Action: The specific, physicalizable goal the actor pursues to influence their partner.

•  The As If: A personal mnemonic device used to bridge the gap between the actor's life and the requirements 

of the script.

Technical Analysis: The Four-Step Script Analysis Process

The handbook outlines a specific, repeatable workflow for script analysis. This process is designed to prevent the

actor from getting bogged down in “mood” or “atmosphere” and instead focuses on executable data.

Step 1: The Literal (What is the character literally doing?)

This is a purely objective description of the character’s activities in the scene. For example: “A and B are discussing

a debt.” It avoids any interpretation of subtext or emotion. The goal is to establish a factual baseline that cannot be

disputed by the text.

Step 2: The Want (What does the character want the other character to do?)

The actor identifies the character’s specific objective within the scene. This must be a concrete result. For example:

“I want the other person to sign this check.” This step moves the actor from observation to intention.



Step 3: The Essential Action (What is the universal human action?)

This is the most critical technical step. The actor must strip away the specifics of the plot to find the underlying 

human drive. If the character wants someone to sign a check, the Essential Actionmight be “to get a

commitment.” By generalizing the action, the actor taps into a fundamental human experience that is easier to act

than a specific plot point.

Step 4: The 'As If' (The Personal Analogy)

The As Ifis a tool for personalization. The actor creates a scenario from their own life that carries the same

emotional weight as the Essential Action. For example: “It's as if I am trying to get my landlord to repair a

dangerous leak before I pay rent.” This provides the actor with a sense of urgency and stakes that are personally

meaningful, ensuring the performance is grounded in truth.

The Nine Requirements of a Good Action

A central contribution of A Practical Handbook for the Actoris its rigorous definition of what constitutes an “Action.”

To be technically valid within this system, an action must meet nine specific criteria:



Requirement Technical Definition Why It Matters

1. Be Physically Capable of Being 
Done

The action must be something you 
can actually do on stage (e.g., "To 
plead").

Prevents the actor from trying to "act" 
a feeling or an abstract concept.

2. Be Fun to Do The action should be compelling and 
involve the actor's interests.

Ensures the actor remains engaged 
and energized throughout the scene.

3. Be Specific The action must have a clear focus 
and a defined target.

Vague actions lead to vague, 
uninteresting performances.

4. Have its Test in the Other Person The success of the action must be 
determined by looking at the partner.

Forces the actor to stay "out of their 
head" and focus on the external world.

5. Not Be an Errand The action must require a struggle or 
an interaction.

Prevents the actor from simply 
executing a task without dynamic 
tension.

6. Not Presuppose Any Emotional 
State

The action cannot be "to be happy" or 
"to be angry."

Emotions are results, not actions. 
Acting a result leads to "indicating."

7. Not Be Manipulative The action must be an honest attempt 
to influence the partner.

Maintains the integrity of the 
interaction and avoids "fake" acting.

8. Have a "Cap" There must be a clear end-point 
where the action is either achieved or 
failed.

Provides a narrative arc and a sense 
of progression.

9. Be in Line with the Intent of the 
Playwright

The action must support the overall 
story and themes of the play.

Ensures the performance serves the 
production as a whole.

Procedural Execution: Moving from Paper to Stage

Once the analysis is complete, the actor must transition from the intellectual to the physical. This transition is often

where actors encounter the most difficulty. The handbook provides a step-by-step workflow for the rehearsal

process.

1. Memorization of Lines

Practical Aesthetics demands that lines be memorized “rote”—without any inflection or preconceived emotion. This

keeps the actor's mind open to the discoveries that happen in the moment during interaction with a scene partner.

Any pre-planned “reading” of a line is considered a technical failure.

2. Determining the Physical Activity

Distinguishing between the Action and the Physical Activityis vital. While the Action is the psychological/strategic

goal (e.g., "to get someone to take a leap of faith"), the Physical Activity is what the actor is actually doing with their

hands (e.g., folding laundry, fixing a clock). The physical activity provides a grounding reality and prevents the actor

from becoming overly theatrical.

3. The Application of External Tools

The handbook emphasizes the use of the “External Tools”—the voice and the body. These must be trained



separately from the acting technique so that they are ready to respond instinctively to the impulses generated by

the Action. Technical proficiency in speech and movement is a prerequisite for the successful implementation of

Practical Aesthetics.

Comparison: Practical Aesthetics vs. Traditional Methods

To better understand the niche of A Practical Handbook for the Actor, it is useful to compare it against other

dominant pedagogical frameworks.



Feature Practical Aesthetics Stanislavski System Meisner Technique

Primary Focus Objective Physical Action Psychological Realism / 
Internal State

Repetition and Emotional 
Impulse

Character Approach Character is an illusion 
formed by actions.

Character is a 
psychological profile to be 
inhabited.

Character is discovered 
through lived interaction.

Preparation Strict script analysis and 
"As If."

Affective memory and 
"Magic If."

Emotional preparation and 
repetition exercises.

Spontaneity Derived from responding to 
the partner's resistance to 
your action.

Derived from deep 
immersion in the 
character's history.

Derived from the "pinch 
and the ouch" of the 
moment.

Troubleshooting Common Implementation Failures

Even with a clear handbook, actors often struggle with the technical nuances of this method. Below are common

failure modes and their technical solutions.

Issue 1: "Indicating" or Playing the Emotion

This occurs when an actor attempts to show the audience how the character feels rather than pursuing an action. 

Solution: Return to Requirement #6 (Not presupposing an emotional state). The actor must refocus on the 

Essential Action. If the action is "to get a straight answer," the frustration of not getting it will naturally produce the

emotion without the actor having to "act" it.

Issue 2: Being "In One's Head" during Performance

This happens when an actor is thinking about their analysis while on stage. Solution:Focus on Requirement #4

(The test is in the other person). The actor must shift their entire attention to the scene partner. If they are truly

trying to influence the partner, they won't have the mental bandwidth to think about their analysis.

Issue 3: The "As If" is Too Distant or Low Stakes

If the personal analogy doesn't trigger a genuine impulse, the performance will feel hollow. Solution: Re-evaluate 

the As If. It must be specific, immediate, and carry a high personal cost. It should not be a memory of something 

that happened years ago, but a scenario that feels like it is happening now.

The Professional Impact of the Handbook

The influence of A Practical Handbook for the Actor extends far beyond the classroom. It has become the 

foundational text for the Atlantic Theater Companyand has influenced generations of actors in film and television.

Its technical rigor provides a common language for directors and actors, streamlining the rehearsal process and

ensuring a high level of professional consistency.

The method's focus on external results makes it particularly effective for film acting, where the camera captures

internal thoughts through external actions. By focusing on a clear, simple objective, the actor avoids the "busy-

ness" that can often look forced on screen. Furthermore, the emphasis on the script ensures that the actor is

always serving the story, a trait highly valued by professional showrunners and directors.



Summary and Broader Implications

The enduring relevance of this handbook lies in its simplicity and its refusal to mystify the craft of acting. By treating 

acting as a craft similar to carpentry or athletics—one that requires specific tools, repeatable processes, and 

constant practice—it empowers the artist to take control of their work. The Practical Aestheticsmethod provides a

shield against the insecurity and unpredictability of the creative process.

Ultimately, the technique described by Bruder and her colleagues argues that the most profound emotional 

moments in theater are not the result of an actor feeling something, but the result of an actor trying desperately to 

do something. When an actor pursues a clear, difficult action with total commitment, the audience is naturally 

drawn into the struggle. This engagement is the hallmark of great theater. Whether used by a novice student or a 

seasoned professional, the principles within A Practical Handbook for the Actorserve as a vital technical manual

for the pursuit of truth on the stage and screen.
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