
Welcome to Musical Theatre! 
 

You are about to begin rehearsals for a music theatre production.  Rehearsing refers to 
the process of learning and practicing a play or musical in order to perform it for an 
audience.  Because a musical uses songs and dances to tell a story, you may be called 
upon to act, sing and dance in your production – that’s a lot to rehearse! 
 
Your script or libretto will be your most important resource as your prepare for your 
production.  The main section of the book contains dialogue, lyrics, music and stage 
directions for the musical. 
 

• Dialogue refers to the words the characters speak, or lines. 

• Lyrics are the words the characters sing in the show. 

• Music indicates the notes and timing for the songs. 

• Stage directions describe the setting and important physical actions performed 
by the characters. 

 
The dialogue, lyrics and stage directions make up the libretto, or script, of the show.  
The script has acts, which are in turn divided into scenes, each scene usually taking 
place in a different location, or setting.  Some shows may consist of only one act. 
 

 

How to Talk Like an Actor 
 

Every profession has its own vocabulary.  As you read and rehearse for your show, 
learn the words on the next few pages so you can talk like a theatre pro in no time!  The 
term theatre (sometimes spelled theater) may refer to plays of musicals as an art form, 
a building where they are presented, or the community of people who create and 
perform them.  In this document, theatre will be the activity and theater will be the place. 
 

What You’ll Find in a Theater 
 

The stage is the area where actors perform for an audience.  The house is where the 
audience sits to watch the performance.  Anything on the stage and within view of the 
audience is said to be onstage; anything outside the view of the audience is said to be 
offstage.  The entire area off and behind the stage is the backstage area.  The various 
onstage, offstage and backstage areas vary from theater to theater.  Most theaters have 
wings, areas to the side of the stage just out of the audience’s view.  Actors who are 
about to come onstage are said to be “waiting in the wings.” 
 
The entire physical environment onstage is known as a set, and may include 
backdrops, flats, furniture and props.  Backdrops and flats are large pieces of painted 
paper or cloth that hang or stand behind acting areas to represent different locations, or 
settings.  Props are objects used by the actors during the show. 
 



In order to see the set, special theatrical lights are hung above, in front, or to the side 
of the stage.  Most lights are focused on a certain area of the stag, but spotlights, or 
follow spots, are movable and can follow actors crossing the stage.  In order to hear 
the actors, microphones, or mics, may be used to amplify their voices.  These may 
include foot mics, flat microphones arranged along the front edge of the stage, and 
body mics, portable microphones strapped to the actors’ bodies. 
 

Where You’ll Go Onstage 
 

“Stage” also describes how the director chooses to have actors move and interact 
onstage.  Each section of the stage has a specific name.  When you stand at the center 
of the stage (centerstage) and face the house, upstage is the area behind you, and 
downstage is the area in front of you.  Stage left is the area to your left and stage 
right is the area to your right.  These terms can be combined.  For example, the area to 
your right and behind you is upstage right or up right.  Stage locations remain the 
same no matter what direction you face or where you are located onstage or in the 
theater.  The section of the stage closest to the audience is always “downstage.” 
 
Another useful set of terms describes what happens onstage during the show.  An actor 
enters, or makes an entrance, when he steps onstage.  An actor exits, or makes an 
exit, when she leaves the stage.  An actor crosses when he moves from one place 
onstage to another.  An actor counters when she moves to fill the space left by an actor 
who has crossed.  A cue is any line or action that triggers another line or action. 
 

Who You’ll Meet Doing Theatre 
 

There are many people who work together to put on a musical.  The actors performing 
characters in a show are collectively known as the cast.  The people who work 
backstage during a show are known as the crew.  Together the cast and crew are 
known as the company.  The company is headed by the creative team, the people “in-
charge:” 
 

• The producer oversees the budget, calendar and staffing 

• The director provides the artistic vision for the show and coordinates all of the 
creative elements. 

• The music director teaches the music and maintains its quality 

• The choreographer creates and teaches the dances 

• The designers create the sets, costumes, lighting and sound 

• The technical director coordinates the construction and painting of the sets, 
hanging of the lights and the set-up of the sound system. 

• The stage manager keeps rehearsals and performances running smoothly and 
on schedule. 

 
There are a few important members of the creative team you will never see at 
rehearsals:  the writers of the musical.  The composer wrote the music, the lyricist 



wrote the lyrics and the librettist, or book writer, wrote the dialogue.  If the musical is 
an adaptation of a film, the writing team may include a music adapter and a book 
adapter, who help tell the story for the stage.  Although the writers made their 
contribution to the show long ago, you will be working with them by bringing their words 
and music to life onstage. 
 

 

Make Your Script Your Own 
 

Your script has dialogue, music, lyrics and basic stage directions, but it leaves countless 
details for you and your director to fill in with your imagination.  This is part of the 
excitement of live theatre.  Words, music and staging may be interpreted in many 
different ways.  Every production is unique, and show change with each performance. 
 
Your director will interpret the musical for your production and help you understand your 
character (or role), your character’s motivation (why your character does certain 
things), and how your character interacts with other characters.  Your director will then 
give you notes on your blocking (where, when and how you move onstage), stage 
business (the action you perform onstage) and character development (how you 
interpret your lines and lyrics).  Meanwhile, your music director and choreographer will 
teach you songs and choreography (the dances in a show) and give note on how to 
improve your performance. 
 
You will be responsible for remembering all of these notes and carrying them out in 
rehearsal and in front of an audience!  The best way to do this is to write notes right into 
your script.  In marking up your book, you are completing the script of the show as it is 
interpreted by you and your director, music director and choreographer.  Below are 
some illustrations on how you may want to mark up your script – in pencil since things 
may change! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What to Expect in Rehearsals 
 

Knowing a little about the rehearsal process can help you plan ahead and make the 
most of your time.  Although your exact rehearsal schedule will be determined by the 
creative team, this is a common rehearsal plan for a musical: 
 

1. Read-through:  at the first rehearsal, the cast sits together and reads the script 
aloud. 

2. The cast learns the music, choreography and blocking for the show, usually in 
that order. 

3. Run-throughs:  the cast rehearses the show from beginning to end. 
4. Once the set is complete, the cast begins rehearsing in the theater. (Earlier 

rehearsals are often held in smaller rehearsal rooms.) 
5. Technical rehearsals (or techs): the company rehearses with the lights and 

sound equipment. 
6. Dress rehearsals:  the cast rehearses in costume. 
7. Final Dress:  the company runs the show exactly as if there were an audience, 

but there’s no one in the house except for the creative team. 
 
Rehearsals usually begin with a warm-up led by a member of the creative team, who 
takes you through exercises to prepare your muscles – including your voice – for the 
work ahead.  Next you learn the scene, song or dance on that day’s rehearsal schedule.  
The director, music director or choreographer gives you notes on your performance.  
Then you practice the scene, song or dance again, keeping those notes in mind. 
 
The first few rehearsals will be on-book – you rehearse with the script in your hand.  
Later, as you memorize the lines, music, lyrics, choreography and blocking, you’ll 
rehearse without your script, or off-book.  The sooner you get off book, the better; it’s 
much easier to act when you don’t have to carry a script.  If you forget your dialogue, 
simply call “LINE!”  The stage manager always has a script ready to remind – or prompt 
– you on lines or blocking. 
 
When you rehearse, stay alert.  The theater can be a dangerous place, especially when 
the lights, sets and props are in place.  Make sure you eat a healthy meal before 
rehearsal and get enough sleep so you will have the energy to perform well. 
 

Be a Team Player! 
 

As a cast member of a show, you have an enormous responsibility to the creative team, 
the crew and yourself.  Every member of the company is vital to the success of the 
show.  Actors rely on their fellow cast members to speak each line and perform each 
stage action as rehearsed.  Everyone depends on the crew members to change the set, 
provide the props, help with costumes, etc. 
 
Because each person’s actions affect the entire company, it is essential that you are 
always punctual.  The time you are expected at rehearsals, or at the theater before a 



performance, is known as your call time.  Once you arrive, you must focus and follow 
instructions.  Create a calendar with all your call times, what you need to prepare for 
each rehearsal, and any other important information. 
 
The student book or script contains a lot of information, but once rehearsals start, you’ll 
be amazed at how quickly you learn.  And remember to have fun.  So get out there and 
“break a leg!” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BREAK A LEG – is theatre slang for “good luck.”  Theatre people have a 

long history of superstition.  Many believe if you wish for something 

aloud, the opposite will occur.  So to avoid saying anything to jinx a 

performance, performers wish each other harm rather than luck to 

bring about the opposite result! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DISCLAIMER 

 
This information was taken from the beginning of the Student Book of Mulan, Jr. and was licensed for performance from Music 
Theatre International.  The creator of this document acknowledges that the information above is property of MTI and assumes no 
personal claim and will not seek to copyright any of the information contained in this document.  This document is for purely 
education use and will not be utilized in any way for profit.  No author information was found in the Student Book otherwise their 
name(s) would appear here.  If the copyright holder(s) have issue with the use of this information, please let me know and I will 
respectfully remove it. 


