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Theatre Vocabulary – Ms. Phillips

AEA:
Actors Equity Association – the union for professional actors of theatre.

AFTRA:  American Federation of Television and Radio Artists – the professional union for voice over work (i.e. radio), and television.

Act:  A major division of the play

Acting Area: The portion of the stage used by the actors during the play

Actors’ Studio:  Acting workshop founded in New York City in the 1940’s. Lee Strasberg was artistic director for many years. The studio became famous for its techniques of preparation and performance that came to be called method acting.

Ad-lib: to improvise stage business or conversation, especially when an actor has missed or forgotten lines and other actors must supply the missing information


Allegory:  A form of storytelling that teaches moral concepts by using symbolic characters, events, or objects

Amphitheatre: An oval or round structure with no roof that has tiers of seats rising from the center, used for public performances of plays and other productions

Antagonist:   The person or the force working against the protagonist in a play


Anticlimax: a result much less important then what preceded it; often used to provoke laughter by building something up in great proportions and then plummeting into a letdown.


Apron: The section of the stage in front of the curtain

Arena Stage:  A stage without a proscenium arch and with seats on three or four sides, allowing close association between actors and spectators

Aside:  a line spoken directly to the audience

Assistant Director: The person who acts as liaison between director and the cast and crew and who takes charge of rehearsal when director is absent.

Atmosphere: the environment of the play created by staging and lighting

Audition: A tryout for a position in a play
Backdrop: A large piece of cloth in which the scene is painted, that is fastened to battens and hung at the back of the stage setting; also called drop

Backstage: The area behind the set that is not seen by the audience including, dressing rooms, green room, prop room, shops, offices, and storage areas

Batten: A long piece of wood or pipe from which scenery, lights, and curtains are suspended; also used at top and bottom of a drop

Beat: The length of a pause between words, speeches or actions. One beat is roughly equivalent to a count of one

Blackout: Stage direction to turn off all stage lights suddenly

Blocking: Determining the basic movement of the actors during the play. Some of this is provided by the playwright in stage directions, and some is developed by the actors through a careful reading of the script. However, the majority is supplied by the director.

Book (Noun): The script 

Building A Scene: Using dramatic devices, such as increased tempo, volume, and emphasis, to bring a scene to a climax

Business:  Any specific action, other than a change location, performed on the stage, such as picking up a book or pouring tea; used to establish atmosphere, reveal character, or explain a situation

 Callbacks: The cast-selection process by which actors return for a second or third tryout

Call Board: A bulletin board posting schedules, announcements, reviews, etc.

Cast: The actors performing the plays

Cast By Type: Actors cast in a straight in which the character physically resembles the actor

Catharsis: The emotional release an audience feels after the downfall of a tragic character

Cattle Call: An open audition in which many actors try for a limited number of roles.

Catwalk: A narrow bridge in the flies near the ceiling that provides access to stage scenery and lighting units

Character:  A person in a play.
Character Part: Role in which an actor portrays traits that differ from his or her own to produce a desired character

Characterization: Putting together all facets of a character to bring life and interest to that character

Choices:  Moment-to-moment decisions  made by the actor/character which determine their course of action throughout the play

Choreographer: A person who designs dance for the stage

Choreography: The dances designed for production

Chorus:  A group of actors in Greek drama who commented on the main action of the play; also, in contemporary theatre, the chorus is the ensemble who usually plays multiple roles. 

Climax:  The point from which the major conflict can go no further without bringing about a resolution: the highest point of dramatic tension.
Closed Audition: An audition open to only union members
Cold Reading:  An audition in which the actor is asked to read from the script with little or no rehearsal or having seen the script before. As in reading it for the first time.
Commedia dell’arte: professional improvised comedy that developed in Italy during the renaissance
Conflict: a struggle between two opposing forces
Convention: A special or traditional way of doing things

Costume: Clothing worn by actors.
Countercross:  movement in opposite directions by two or more actors to balance the stage picture
Crisis: A moment of decision for leading the character.

Critique: a positive or negative evaluation

Cross:  to move from one position to another onstage
Cue: the last words, action, or technical effect that immediately precedes any line or business; a stage signal

Curtain calls: the appearance of a play’s cast in response to an audience’s applause

Cut-off lines: lines interrupted by another speaker and indicated in the script by dashes

Denouement/Resolution: an element of plot that refers to the untangling and resolution of complications
Deus ex machina: a Greek term meaning “god from the machine;” in Greek theater, an actor playing a god was often lowered onto the stage by a crane to settle worldly affairs. The term is now used to describe any device an author introduces late in a play to resolve plot difficulties.

Dialogue: the lines of a play spoken by characters
Diction: the selection and pronunciation of words and their combinations in speech
Director: the person in charge of molding all aspects of production—acting, scenery, costumes, makeup, lighting, and so on—into a unified whole
Double casting: the practice of casting two actors or sets of actors who then alternate in performances of the role

Doubling: the playing of more than one character in a production by the same actor
Dramatic Elements: six major elements of drama according to Aristotle: plot, character, scene, dialogue, music, and spectacle.

Dress rehearsal: an uninterrupted rehearsal with costumes and props; the final rehearsal before the first performance
Dressing the stage: keeping the stage picture balances during the action; as a technical term, the placing of furnishings, pictures, and similar items to complete and balance the set.

Drop:  the backdrop
Emotional memory: the recalling of specific emotions, such as fear, joy, or anger; technique used by actors in developing characterization
Empathy: Emotional identification with someone or something outside oneself; ideally, the audience develops empathy with the characters in the play.
Ensemble: the harmonious blending of the efforts of the many artists involved in a dramatic activity or theatrical production. 
Entr’acte: music that takes place between acts in a play

Entrance: an actor walking into the acting space
Epic theater: a learning theater developed in Germany by Bertolt Brecht between the two world wars that causes the audience to think deeply about important social problems in order to correct them.

Etiquette:  proper behavior.
Exit: to leave the stage; also called exeunt when plural
Exposition: the information put before an audience that gives the where, when, why, and who facts of a play
Fade-off lines: line that actors trail off rather than finishing
Falling action: the series of events following the climax
Falling inflection: the use of the choice to signal the end of a statement or to express depression, finality, or firmness
Farce: a kind of comedy characterized by clowning, practical jokes, and improbable characters and situations

Fire curtain: a fireproof curtain closing off the stage from the auditorium
Flat: a wooden frame covered with cloth used as the basic unit of structure of a box set

Fly (verb): to raise or lower scenery

Focus: the direction of an actor’s attention, action, emotion, or line delivery to a definite target

Folk drama: plays originating during the Middle Ages that were presented outdoors during planting time, harvest time, and other secular holidays

Follow spot: a long-range, high-wattage(1,000 to 2,600 watts) lighting instrument capable of picking up or following a person moving on the stage, with a beam strong enough to stand out against normal stage lighting; may be xenon, carbon, arc, quartz, or incandescent type

Foreshadowing: a line, an action, or an idea emphasized early in a play that gives the audience clues to the conclusion
Foundation: a base color in makeup

Fourth wall: imaginary wall of the set through which the audience sees the action of the play

Genre: a category characterized by a particular style or form of artistic, dramatic, literary, or musical composition

Gesture: a movement of any part of the body to help express an idea
Gobo: a stencil placed in the gel holder of a spotlight to project a pattern

Greenroom: a waiting area offstage used by actors

Hand props: properties, such as tools, weapons, or luggage, carried onstage by an individual player

Hit: To emphasize a word or a line with extra force

Holding For Laughs: waiting for an audience to quiet down after a humorous line or scene

House: The area of the theatre where the audience sits

House Manager:  The person responsible for distribution of programs, seating of the audience, and training of the ushers


Improvisation: The impromptu portrayal of a character or a scene without any rehearsal or preparation

 Inflection: Modulation, variety in pitch

Ingénue: A female lead between the ages of sixteen and thirty

Inciting Incident: The first event in a play from which the rest of the plot develops

Intent: the inner force driving a character’s behavior…like motivation

Intention: The objective an actor has in the scene

Internalization: The process an actor uses to get within a character to learn what the character to learn what the character is like

Leading Lady/Man: The principal characters in a play, generally older than the ingénue and juvenile, but also attractive 

 (Living/Staying) In The Moment: Living the actions and words of a scene and not anticipating what comes next an actor in the moment Listens intently to the other actor and Reacts to what they say.

Legs: Narrow drapes, usually hung in pairs, stage left and stage right, to mask the backstage area

Librettist: the person who writes the book (script) of a musical

Libretto: the book for a musical, including lines and lyrics; also the text of an opera

Line Reading: the manner in which an actor delivers a line; the inflection, tone, volume, and pace used

Lyricist: a person who writes words to music

Lyrics: the words to a song

Masking: (see backing)

Melodrama: originally considered serious plays, now usually plays based on romantic plots that have little regard for convincing motivation or detailed characterization and that have the primary goal of keeping an audience involved using any means

Memorizing: committing the lines of a script to memory
Milk: to draw the maximum response from the audience through the use of comic lines or action

Mime: an offspring of pantomime that conveys abstract ideas; also refers to the person performing a mime
Monologue:  a speech by a single character talking to another character…the character is not alone on stage.
Monotone: an unvaried speaking tone; lack of inflection throughout a speech

Mood: the emotional feeling of a play

Motivation: the reason a character does something…(intent)
Nasality: the quality of sound produced through nasal passages

Nonverbal Communication: communicating without words, using facial expressions, gestures, and body language
Objective: the goal a character has in a particular scene or throughout the whole play
Obstacle: a character or situation in a play that creates conflict; delays, or prevents another character from achieving their objective
Offbook: rehearsal without scripts
Overture: the music, usually a medley of the show’s songs, played at the beginning of a musical

Pace: the movement or tempo of the play as it progresses
Pantomime: acting without words
Paraphrasing: restating lines in one’s own words

Parody: a type of low comedy that mocks a certain work by imitating the author’s style for comic effect

Pathos:  an element in drama that arouses feelings of pity and compassion in an audience

Pause: a lull or stop in dialogue or action in order to sustain emotion

Performance Art: a type of monodrama that combines many different elements of theater in a novel way

Personal Prop: small props that are usually carried in an actor’s costume, such as money or a pen

Picking up Cues: speaking immediately on the last words of the previous speaker for rapid speech; attacking a line to the previous speech with no time interval between

Pit: the front part of the auditorium where the orchestra might be located-often below stage level
Pitch: the relative highness or lowness of the voice

Places: the stage command for actors to take their positions at the opening of an act or a scene

Playing the Moment: responding to each line, action, and character in the permanent present; for example, an actor who does not open a door before the knock
Plot (noun): the series of related events that take place in a play

Presentational: A play in which the audience is recognized as an audience and the play as a play; consequently, the actors may speak directly to the audience

Principals: The main characters in a play or the named characters in a musical play

Producer: The person who finds the financial investors, hires the director and production staff, sets the budget, and pays the bills for a theatrical production

Projection:  The control of the volume and quality of the voice so that it can be heard clearly by everyone in a n audience

Properties (props): All the stage furnishings, including furniture and those things brought onstage by the actors also; called props

Proscenium Stage:
A stage the faces forward w/audience directly in the front.
Proscenium Arch: The arch opening between the stage and the auditorium

Protagonist: The main character in a play

Rake: To slant or set at an angle; a raked stage inclines from the area closest to the audience upward to the rear of the stage

Readers Theatre: Form of theatre in which plays are read to an audience from a script and brought to life by the readers’ voices, facial expressions, and controlled movements
Realism: A style of theatre that presents life as it actually is

Regional Theatres: Theatres that present any type of play for as long as they wish, repeating plays when and if it is profitable to do so

Repertoire: The parts or songs an actor knows; all the plays a theatre group has produced

Repertory Theatres: Theatres that, at regular intervals, present plays that are familiar to actors

Representational: A play preformed as if the audience is watching the action through an imaginary fourth wall

Resolution:  The final unfolding of the solution of the complications in the plot of a play.


Resonance: The vibrant tone produced when sound waves strike the chambers of the throat, head, nose, and mouth

Rhythm: The overall blending of all the elements of a production with particular stress on tempo, action, and dialogue

Rising Action: The series of events following the initial incident in a play

Rising Inflection: The use of the voice to indicate questioning, surprise, or shock

Road Company: A group of actors who take a show on the road, performing short runs in a series of towns

Role Scoring: The process of analyzing a character


Run (Of the play): Length of stage engagement

Run lines: To recite lines of a play without the accompanying blocking or stage business. This is often done to help actors get off book.

Run through: To run a scene or play without interruption.

SAG:
Screen Actors Guild – the union for professional actors of film, TV, and commercials.

Satire: A style of comedy that presents humorous attacks on accepted conventions of society, holding up human vices and follies to ridicule

Scene:  A sub-unit of an act or play
Scene Stealing: calling attentions to one’s presence onstage and diverting attention from the main actors.
Scenic Artist: A person who designs settings, costumes, makeup, and lighting; also called designer

Score: the music of a show as composed

Script: the written text of a play
Script Scoring: the marking of a script for one character, indicating interpretation, pauses, phrasing, stress, and so on; also called scripting

Secondary Sources: books that help in developing characterization

Set: the scenery for an act or a scene

Set Pieces: scenery, such as tress, rocks, and walls, that can be carried or rolled onto the stage and that stand by themselves

Sides: only part of the script, particular scenes on which the cues and lines for characters are written…used in cold readings
Sight Line: a line for the side walls and elevation of the set established by taking a sighting from the front corner seats and upper balcony seats
Soliloquy: a speech delivered by an actor alone onstage that reveals the character’s inner most thoughts
Soubrette: a secondary female lead, often a comic role and a friend to the lead; counterpart to the sidekick

Spotlight: a metal-encased lighting instrument that can be focused, having a lens and a mirror

Stage Business: the part of acting that involves the use of hand props, costume props, stage props, other actors, and parts of the set (doors, windows, lighting fixtures)

Stage Combat: choreography that creates the illusion of physical struggle on stage. Includes: slaps, punches, hair pulling, faints, falls, rolls, sword play, etc.

Stage Directions: Information provided by the playwright to give the actors instructions and emotional insight. They are usually set apart from dialogue by parentheses & italics. NOTES: These may be the stage manager’s notes from the first major production of the play.  ALSO…THE 9 DIRECTIONS OF THE STAGE: UPSTAGE RT, UPSTAGE LEFT, UPSTAGE CENTER, CENTER RT, CENTER LEFT, CENTER STAGE, DOWNSTAGE RIGHT, DOWNSTAGE LEFT, DOWNSTAGE CENTER.
Stage Fright: the nervous anticipation some actors feel before going onstage to perform

Stage Manager: the person who is completely in charge backstage during the rehearsals and performances

Stagecraft: techniques and devices of the theater

Stealing a Scene: attracting attention from the person to whom the center of interest legitimately belongs
Stock Character: common in commedia dell’arte, a character who displays the same character traits in many different production; for example, the maiden, the flirt, the braggart soldier, and so on

Storyboard: the depiction of the script in comicbook form to help the filmmaker visualize the screenplay; was first developed by Webb Smith of the Walt Disney Studio

Story Idea: first stage in writing for film and television, usually expressed in a sentence or two

Strike: to remove an object or objects from stage; to take down the set

Subtext: the meaning “between the lines” that an actor must draw from the script; the thoughts, feelings, and reactions implied but never stated in the dialogue of the play. 

Supporting Roles: those characters who act as contrasts to others; characters with whom other characters; usually the protagonist, are compared
Symbolism: the use of characters, props, and sets to exemplify ideas; for example, a bluebird may symbolize happiness; a late nineteenth-century artistic movement that began as a reaction against realism

Tableau: a scene presented by silent, unmoving actors showing the results of a violent act; used in Greek theatre, which prohibited violence
Tactics: methods used by an actor to achieve his or her objective
Tag Line: a final line in a play, especially one that serves to clarify a point or to create a dramatic effect

Technical Acting: use of learned skills of acting, movement, speech, and interpretation to create roles; no emotional response is used; also called objective acting

Technical Director:  A person who executes the designs of the scenic artist with the help of a crew

Technical Rehearsal: Rehearsal at which lighting, scenery, and props are used so that changes go smoothly

Tempo: The speed at which the action of the play moves along

Theatre Of The Absurd:  A form of theatre based on the assumption that human hopes and plans are ridiculous; employs unconventional language

Theatrical convention: established techniques, practices, or devices unique to theatrical production


Theme: The basic idea of a play

Thespian: An actor; relating to the theatre

Thrust Stage: A low platform stage that project into the audience

Timing: The execution of a line or a piece of business at a specific moment to achieve the most telling effect

Tragedy: A play in which the protagonist fails to achieve desired goals or is overcome by opposing forces

Trap: An opening in the floor of the stage used for the appearance and disappearance effects

Traveler: A stage curtain upstage of the act curtain that opens to the right and left rather than moving up and down

Typecasting: Identifying and casting and actor in the same kind of role over and over

Underscore: Music played to accompany dialogue

Understudy: A person who learns a role and who can perform it in the absence of the actor

Upstaging: Improperly taking attention from an actor who should be the focus of interest

Versatility: The ability to change style or character with ease


5 W’s: Who refers to roles and characters… what refers to dramatic action… where refers to setting, locale, environment...when refers to time of day, year…why refers to motivation
Walk-on: a small acting part without spoken lines

Wings: the offstage areas to the right and left of the set; also one or more flats, usually hinged at an angle but sometimes parallel to the curtain lines, used as an entrances but concealing backstage areas
