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Theatre Fundamentals 

 
“The willing 

suspension of 
disbelief.” 

Theatre Fundamentals 
Thespis: 
Greek poet from Icaria in Attica, usually 
considered the founder of drama, since 
he was the first to use an actor in his 
works, in addition to the chorus and its 
leader. He won the first Dionysian contest 
in Athens in the c. 534 B.C. 

The Theatre / Stage  
House: 
The entire theatre beyond the front of the 
stage. 

House Lights:  
The lights used to illuminate the 
auditorium before and after a 
performance and during intermission.  

The Theatre / Stage 
Proscenium Arch: 
An opening in a wall that stands between 
a stage and an auditorium in some 
theaters; the frame through which the 
audience sees a play.  

The Theatre / Stage 
Blacks: 
The collection of stage drapery, usually 
made of black velour. These curtains 
hang on each side of the stage, above the 
stage, and upstage of the playing space. 

The Theatre / Stage 
Teaser: 
The long, horizontal flat or piece of cloth 
hung above the stage behind the main 
curtain and which, in combination with the 
vertical tormentors, forms a false or inner 
proscenium. 
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The Theatre / Stage 
Tormentors: 
The two vertical flats (sometimes drapes) 
directly behind the main curtain that can 
be moved to adjust the size of the 
proscenium opening. With the horizontal 
teaser suspended between them, the 
tormentors form the false or inner 
proscenium. 

The Theatre / Stage 
Legs: 
The “blacks” (curtains) masking the 
wings (sides). 

Borders: 
The “blacks” (curtains) masking the flys 
and lights. 

The Theatre / Stage 
a 

The Theatre / Stage 
Flat: 
Basic unit of scenery  
consisting of a wooden  
frame. Usually covered  
with muslin or canvas  
and painted; it can also  
be covered with thin  
wooden veneer. 

The Theatre / Stage 
Green Room: 
Room or space near the stage, used by 
actors and crew between acts or while 
waiting to go on. 

Theatre Lighting 
Work Lights: 
Lights for use during early rehearsals and 
illuminate the stage while the technical 
crew is working on the set. Distinguished 
from stage lighting and the house lights. 
Work lights can consist of a single 
incandescent lamp to series of halogen 
lamps hung from the same battens as the 
stage lighting instruments. 
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Theatre Lighting 
Ellipsoidal Spot: 
Versatile lighting instrument useful for 
illuminating downstage to mid stage areas 
from an overhead batten or a balcony 
batten.  

Theatre Lighting 
Ellipsoidal Spot: 
 

Theatre Lighting 
Fresnel: 
A lighting instrument with a graduated 
lens that throws a soft, generally 
defocused beam of light.  

Theatre Lighting 
Cyc Flood (linear batten): 
A floodlight, usually with an asymmetrical 
reflector, designed to light a cyc or backcloth 
from the top or bottom. The asymmetric 
reflector helps to throw light further down the 
cloth. 

Theatre Lighting 
Safety Strap: 
 
 

Theatre Lighting 
Lightboard: 
 
 
 



8/26/14 

4 

Theatre Lighting 
Slider Switches: 
 
 
 
 
 

Theatre Lighting 
Light Monitor: 
 
 
 
 

Theatre Lighting 
Follow Spot:  
A high wattage, variable focus  
lighting instrument that is mounted  
so as to enable the operator follow  
performers on stage with the beam of light. 
The beam of light can be sharpened or diffused 
to alter the effect of the lighting and the spot can 
be enlarged or reduced to maintain a tight focus 
on the performer. 

Theatre Lighting 
Lighting the Performers: 
 

Stage Positions 
Blocking: 
The process of determining the 
placement or location of actors on 
stage and planning their relative 
movement in a scene. 

Stage Positions 

Curtain Line 
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Stage Positions 
Back or Backstage: 
The area behind the part of the stage that 
is not visible to the audience. 

Stage Positions 

Stage Positions 
“Full Front"  position.  
 
 

This is considered a strong position. The actor 
can best be seen and heard by the audience. 
Usually incorporated during a soliloquy or the 
actor directly addressing the audience. 

Stage Positions 
1/4 Left  and the 1/4 Right 
positions:  
 

These positions are fairly open and are also 
strong positions, though not as much as the full 
front position. 
 

When two performers "share" a scene on stage 
(they are both open to an equal degree), this is 
generally the position they will take. 

Stage Positions 
Left and Right Profile" 
positions. 
 

Profile is not a particularly strong position 
because the audience members in the far left or 
right of the "house" (the audience area) will only 
see the back of the performer who is facing 
away from them. They will also have a harder 
time hearing and understanding them. 

Stage Positions 
3/4 Left  and the 3/4 Right  
positions. 
 

Generally weak positions that should be 
avoided. Hardly anyone in the house can see 
the performers' faces decently (all those fine 
facial expressions are lost) and the performers 
are talking upstage into the wings, this makes it 
hard for the audience to hear. 
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Stage Positions 
“Full Back"  position.  
 

This is by far the weakest position. No one can 
see the performers' faces and their lines are 
being said to the back wall - which can hear 
them quite well; however, the audience has a 
much harder time of it. Unless you have a 
strongly compelling dramatic reason for the 
back wall to see and hear you, AVOID THIS 
POSITION. 

Stage Positions 
The Fourth Wall: 

The imaginary "wall" in front of the actor 
through which the audience sees the 
action in the world of the play.  

Stage Positions 
Keep body OPEN to the 
audience: 

To "open" is to face toward the audience. 
Depending on the intent, this can mean to 
turn a little bit toward the audience or to 
face the audience in the "full front" 
position.  

Stage Positions 
Keep body OPEN to the 
audience: 

• Gesture with your upstage hand. 
• Enter the stage with your upstage foot. 
• Turn around TOWARD the audience  
  when reversing direction on stage. 
• Be aware of “sight lines.” 

Stage Positions 
Blocking Yourself: 
Getting behind furniture or other actors so 
that you can not be seen by the audience. 

Stage Positions 
Cross:  
The act of simply moving from one part of the 
stage to another.  
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Stage Positions 
Counter Cross  
A cross a performer takes to adjust for the cross 
of another actor. The adjustment is made to 
maintain the visual balance of the scene. A 
counter cross is also made because a crossing 
actor may "cover" another actor (Obstruct the 
audience's view of the other actor by moving into a 
position between the other actor and the audience). 

Acting Fundamentals 
Stealing a Scene: 
Attracting attention from the person to 
whom the center of attention legitimately 
belongs. 
(Upstaging is a common method.) 

Acting Fundamentals 
Holding for Laughs: 
Waiting for an audience’s laughter to 
diminish before continuing the lines. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Places: 
As in "Places, please." The command 
given by the stage manager directing the 
actors and crew to assume their positions 
immediately prior to the commencement 
of a performance. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Business: 
A bit of action in a play, such as pouring a 
drink, tuning a radio, cleaning or dusting 
furniture -- used to establish a character, 
take up a pause in dialogue, or establish 
the scene 

Acting Fundamentals 
Cue: 
The last words, actions, or technical effect 
that immediately precedes any line or 
business. 
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Acting Fundamentals 
Pick Up Cues: 
The direction for the actors to begin 
responding immediately without allowing 
lapse time. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Tempo: 
The general rate of playing a scene. 
Tempo depends on cue pickup, the rate 
lines are read, and the overall energy 
level of the performance: the intensity. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Milk: 
To the draw the maximum response from 
the audience from comic lines or action. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Hit: 
To emphasize a word or line with extra 
force. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Ad-lib: 
To extemporize stage business or 
conversation. 

Acting Fundamentals 
Hand Prop: 
A prop, such as a cane, a handkerchief, 
or other small item with which an actor 
can work as a part of his character or the 
action of the play. 

Set Props: 
Properties placed on stage for the use of 
the actors. 
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Play Production 
Bit Part:  
A small role.  
 

Extra:  
A person who is used to provide proper 
background but who doesn't have lines.  

Play Production 
Cold reading:  
Reading a part from a script that one has not 
rehearsed before. 
 

Curtain call:  
Final bows at the end of a performance.  
 

Play Production 
Prompt: 
To give actors their line. As actors move off 
book, the prompter follows the dialogue in a 
prompt book and, if an actor calls for his or her 
"line", the prompter provides a portion of the line 
to help the actor remember. 

Prompt Book: 
The script used by the prompter to give actors 
their lines during rehearsals. 
 

Play Production 
Tech Rehearsal: 
A rehearsal in which all technical aspects 
of the production are utilized, including 
the lights, sound effects, set changes, and 
special effects. Just short of a dress 
rehearsal, in which costume and makeup 
are added. 

Play Production 
Dress Parade: 
Review by director/designer/wardrobe 
staff of all costumes worn by cast and 
paraded under stage lighting. Any 
defects, misfits etc. are noted or corrected 
before the first Dress Rehearsal  

Play Production 
Dress Rehearsal: 
A full rehearsal, with all technical 
elements brought together (lighting, 
sound, make-up, costuming, etc). The 
performance as it will be on opening night  
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Play Production 
Break a Leg:  
An old theatrical adage meaning "good 
luck.”  
 
(The expression reflects a theatrical superstition 
in which wishing a person "good luck" is 
considered bad luck.) 


