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BOOK REVIEW

Your breath in art: acting from within, by Beatrice Manley, Everything Goes Media
LLC, Milwaukee 2017, 220 pp, $16.95 (paperback), ISBN 978-1-89312-178-2

Your Breath in Art is the last written contribution to the performing arts by actress
Beatrice Manley, whose theatrical career spanned six decades, from Broadway to thea-
tres in Los Angeles, during which she played some of the great tragi-comic roles of
modern drama. Co-founder and leading actress of the San Francisco Actor’s Work-
shop, Manley originated the title role in Brecht’s Mother Courage in America,
played some of Genet’s and Beckett’s memorable women and wrote three books on
acting, a series of original plays, librettos and a screenplay. She was also a reader
for radio, a medium that relies solely on flexibility, clarity and range of voice – and
this influence and focus are evident in her book. She taught at the California Institute
of the Arts and received an Honorary Doctorate from Cal Arts for her work as a
teacher of acting and voice.

First published in 1998 entitled My Breath in Art: Acting from Within, a second
edition followed in 2017 and was released as Your Breath in Art: Acting from
Within, indicating a shift from her personal archive of 60 years in theatre. This com-
pendium for actors was intended to appeal more widely as a collection of meditations
and reflections on the complex phenomenon of the craft of acting.

Manley says in her introduction that she is setting out ‘to write a nice book about
acting that even I wouldn’t be scared to read’ (p.4) and attempts to demystify the art of
acting. She acknowledges the inherent ‘paradox’ of acting (p.90) that requires both the
‘fragility of fragment of memory…with the need to speak in a real voice and project’
(p.1). At the heart of the book is the author’s assertion that ‘Acting, arguably, is easy.
Learning to act is hard’ (p.58) and she sets out to define, deconstruct and detail the
nuance and complexity of learning this art, always making the reader aware of the
‘mosaic of possibility’ at the actor’s disposal.

The author skilfully gathers her wealth of experience to weave philosophical and
practical guidance into a collection expressed partly as anecdotes by well-known
actors and informed by her own experiences, and partly as her own teaching practice.
Her theory includes insights gained from exposure to the many systems or models of
acting and related methods, and embraces elements of Stanislavksi’s system of acting, 1

Strasberg’s Method,2 the martial art Tai Chi3 and the Alexander Technique.4 Manley
does not favour a single approach to acting or vocal pedagogy, but rather a synthesis of
several methods encountered during her substantial career, and the book draws
together the elements of acting craft invariably taught independently.

Essential to acting is the interconnectedness between voice, body and mind, and
integration of all related techniques. While the student actor is taught movement inde-
pendently of voice, and acting independently of either, Manley links these throughout,
insisting each informs the other – perhaps suggesting that the mystery lies in that
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which ties them together. The structure and layout of the book echoes this by not
dealing with skills individually but combining them and highlighting their
interdependence.

Comprising 10 chapters offering advice on many aspects of acting, practical tips,
esoteric observations, helpful exercises and personal opinion, the book serves as a
comprehensive investigation of the craft. As the title suggests, the key to Manley’s the-
ories of acting and vocal training lies with the breath, not only as the ‘fuel’ that propels
sound through the vocal folds and tract, but also as the ‘emotional conveyer’. Manley
claims ‘breath is always emotional’ (p.12) and that ‘we experience fear, laughter,
anxiety first in the breath’ (p.13), and by inference mastering breath control, awareness
of and access to one’s own breath is cardinal in developing emotional range.

The integration of two basic tenets is central to Manley’s method: the acquisition
of technique fused with text analysis and oral reading, insisting the engagement when
reading a script aloud becomes physical, allowing the actor to inhabit the character
with both breath and phonation. Her assumption seems to be that while one can
learn technique, one cannot learn to be creative; one can, however, learn the tools
to stimulate and release imagination and memory, which are integral to creativity.
She suggests that ‘we can have spontaneity and technique, but we can’t have sponta-
neity without technique’ (p.68), supporting her idea that it is only by acquiring
acting skills that the actor can be truly creative. Reiterated throughout is the paradox-
ical view of acting as ‘intuition joined with technique’ (p.64), ‘simple and mysterious’
and as ‘a combination of muscles and imagination’.

Manley’s long career of engagement with the practice and the craft makes for a
lovely eccentric and quirky guide, a lament for the loss of the theatrical styles of yester-
year, when actors spoke up and technique was all. The focus of the book is rooted in
the critical need for developing the skill of acting and Manley undertakes to define
this, illustrate the process of learning it and warns of the dangers of performing
without it. Using the analogies of a baby undergoing potty-training and an adult
learning the meaning of red and green traffic lights, to illustrate how a technique is
learned, she suggests that once it is grasped, it becomes second nature and requires
no thinking. It is ‘liberating’ (p.48) and the result of the ‘mystery when our mind
grasps a concept and the body and muscles master the technique [of that concept]’
(p.48). Candidly, she titles a section ‘Making love [and] Making acting’, implying
they are basically the same process (p.123) and validates this by asserting ‘acting
with technique leads to an act of faith – we trust that the body will respond without
our making sure it will’ (p.1). ‘Technique is not doing something. Technique is
doing nothing’, Manley concludes and is ‘nothing but redeeming natural behaviour’
(p.71).

Although Manley does not advance a new technique, her insights on how to view,
approach and think about technique are novel. She claims it is an essential tool and ‘an
angelic guide to spontaneity’ (p.68) and can be ‘learned, assimilated and seep down to
form part of the actor’s cellular intelligence’ (p.67). She uses metaphor and allegory to
illustrate how technique can be a ‘secret that works its magic’, and the tale of the
mythical characters of The Hag, the Performer and the Golden Bird of Acting
(p.47) is a vivid and fearful warning against rushing any process of discovery.

Debate on the value of technique in the current discourse on South African theatre
includes an awareness of a shift from text-based theatre to multidisciplinary inclusive
theatre. With the advance toward a decolonized curriculum and approach to teaching,
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voice teachers are developing local techniques supporting intracultural practices that
engage with the cultural context of the actor to form a deconstruction of the legacy of
traditional voice training for a multilingual and multicultural society. This involves re-
evaluating established technique and practices and adapting or re-imagining them in
altered contexts.

The chapter devoted to acting is the longest and most detailed, and this perhaps
indicates where the author is most comfortable. In the second section she offers 28
essays on acting and includes observations on ‘acting with images’ (p.94), both
private and irrational, believing what the mind conceives the body reveals. Manley
cites the image of the treble clef that Meryl Streep used in creating her character
Helen in the film Ironweed, which manifested in her emaciated body and curve of
her spine. Peppered with distilled axioms on acting and succinct maxims gleaned
from her own preparation and practice, the book aims to guide the actor to truth
and authenticity in performance and Manley conveys her considerable knowledge
to the reader in an attempt to stimulate and inspire.

The most interesting and useful observations are Manley’s own, reflecting on her
performance process firmly rooted in the text, as this provides ‘the steel beams of a
story’ for the actor to appreciate ‘the twists and turns of a character’s thoughts and
still keep the narrative line clear’ (p.144). She is reactionary in her appraisal of the
loss of language competence consequent upon the arrival of Experimental Theatre
in the 1960s and 1970s, when theatre rebelled against the well-enunciated artificial
voice of the privileged to explore the athletic, anarchic and political voice of the
people. Like Poet Laureate Richard Wilbur, she expressed concern at the mistrust of
eloquence that arose at this time and from which he believed ‘we have never recovered’
(p.29). Manley passionately attests that ‘language is the grounding of performance.…
It connects the gut response to the breath’ (p.103), but it is in the chapter on Oral
Reading where she reveals her love of language, words and punctuation, which res-
onates with the teachings of vocal pedagogues Edith Skinner5 and Cicely Berry.6

Her astute and incisive account of her rehearsal process for Winnie (from Happy
Days by Samuel Beckett) is valuable advice for an actor of any age, where she notes
that ‘every little dot on the page helped me to understand what he was saying.…
Beckett, the author, was acting the role on paper. When I followed his punctuation,
I arrived at the emotions he intended. Sometimes punctuation is characterization’
(p.145).

Fear is crippling for the actor and it has many causes, which Manley acknowledges
as most noticeable or felt ‘when the mind moves away from the body’ and adds that
‘fear enters whenever there is a break in the integration of mind, word and gesture’
(p.35). She defines this response as a ‘fear that follows absolute certainty when you
realise it was not certain or truthful’ (p. 35), which in turn leads to a cycle of fear.
Manley addresses the innate ‘fear’ actors encounter and offers solutions to some
common fears, such as stage fright, sudden loss of vocal projection, and nerves
when preparing for an audition.

This book is a welcome and refreshing addition to the canon of texts on vocal
training for experienced or seasoned actors, who perhaps take their craft for
granted, to encourage a re-examination of principles, stimulate a fresh approach to
breath control, re-evaluate intuition and further explore text and words.

I would recommend the book for aspiring actors or beginners with some caution,
however, as much of the material presupposes a fundamental appreciation of voice
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technique. Instructions to ‘sculpt the breath into a fountain of air as it flows and crests
under the hard palate’ (p.6) or tapping into ‘the angels of spontaneity’ (p.68) may be
difficult to understand with little experience. A young performer with scant training
might be puzzled by the suggestion about ‘doing nothing’ (p.73), an axiom from the
teachings of Frederick Alexander, without further explanation. I would certainly
include the book in a reading syllabus to promote discussion and experimentation
with her suggested exercises, as well as for Manley’s many useful insights.

The author’s method is probably best summarized in her own words: ‘I teach form,
structure, a sense of self within that structure, spontaneity within restrictions, the
anchoring of the imagination in the body’ (p.167). She successfully demystifies
terms often used by directors such as ‘being in the moment’ (p.107), ‘ratcheting it
up a notch’ (p.127), ‘finding the key phrase’ (p.110), while the appendices include exer-
cises, some of which are explained in earlier chapters.

Not didactic in tone, Manley’s account could well be read as a tribute to the days
when projection and technique were fundamental prerequisites for the actor, as she
gently teases her reader to action. One is left with the pleasurable sensation of
having had a series of delightful, compelling conversations with a great actor, some
more original and accessible than others, but where the whole makes up a composite
view of a complex and wide-ranging career dedicated to the craft of acting.

Notes
1. Konstantin Stanislavski (1863–1938) was a Russian actor and theatre director who developed

a system of acting method that included a set of techniques for actors to access emotion to
accurately and authentically portray character.

2. Lee Strasberg (1901–1982) devised the Method and defined its core principle as the creative
play of the affective memory in the actor’s imagination as the foundation for [re]experiencing
on stage.

3. Tai chi: Chinese martial art practised for both its defence training and its health benefits.
4. Frederick Matthias Alexander (1869–1955), Australian actor who developed the Alexander

Technique, an educational process applied to recognize and overcome reactive, habitual
limitations in movement and thinking.

5. Edith Skinner (1902–1981) is a vocal coach and consultant to actors. Her book Speak with
distinction: The classic Skinner method (1942) was introduced as a textbook into drama
schools in the USA and has been reprinted several times.

6. Cicely Frances Berry CBE (1926–), voice coach for the Royal Shakespeare Company, taught
at London’s Central School of Speech and Drama, has written and contributed to many
books, articles and publications; her seminal works are used by voice coaches, directors
and actors.
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