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Since its 1975 debut at the Public Theater, A Chorus Line has served as a cornerstone of the American musical 

theater canon. Conceptualized, directed, and choreographed by Michael Bennett, the production revolutionized the 

industry by transitioning from a plot-driven narrative to a concept-driven exploration of the lives of Broadway 

performers. Central to this structural innovation is the use of the monologue. Unlike traditional musical theater 

where dialogue serves primarily to transition between songs, the monologues in A Chorus Linefunction as the

emotional architecture of the show, derived from hundreds of hours of recorded tape sessions with real dancers.

The Theoretical Framework of the Concept Musical

To understand the technical function of monologues within this specific work, one must first define the Concept 

Musical. Unlike the 'book musicals' of the Rodgers and Hammerstein era, a concept musical prioritizes a theme or 

a specific message over a linear plot. In A Chorus Line, the theme is the erasure of the individual in favor of the

collective (the line) and the paradox of seeking personal validation through a medium that demands anonymity.

The monologues represent the structural breakdown of the fourth wall. While the characters are ostensibly 

speaking to Zach, the director/choreographer, they are effectively performing a direct address to the audience, 

inviting them into a psychological space typically reserved for internal reflection. This creates a technical tension 

between the external requirement (getting the job) and the internal necessity (truth-telling).

Dramaturgical Analysis of Key Monologues

The Narrative Architecture of Paul San Marco

The monologue performed by Paul San Marco is widely considered one of the most significant pieces of dramatic 

writing in musical theater. It serves as the emotional fulcrum of the second act. From a technical writing 

perspective, the monologue follows a non-linear emotional progression.

•  Background: Paul, a gay Puerto Rican man from the Bronx, discusses his early career in a drag show ('The 

Jewel Box Revue').

•  Conflict: The internal struggle between his professional identity and his familial obligations, specifically the 

fear of disappointing his father.

•  Resolution: The moment of acceptance when his father refers to him as his 'son' in front of his peers, which 

provides the emotional catharsis necessary for his character arc.

Technically, Paul's monologue requires a performance style known as Naturalism. Unlike the heightened energy of

the dance numbers, this segment demands a reduction in physical affectation, focusing on subtext and the pacing

of breath. For an actor, the technical challenge lies in the 'beat changes'—the subtle shifts in thought that indicate

the retrieval of a painful memory.

The Satirical Construct: Val and 'Dance: Ten; Looks: Three'

Val’s monologue and subsequent song provide a sharp contrast to Paul’s vulnerability. Her narrative focuses on the 



industrialization of the performer’s body. Val recognizes that talent alone is insufficient in a market that

prioritizes aesthetic symmetry. Her monologue is a technical critique of the Broadway casting process during the

late 20th century.

Val utilizes Direct Address with Comedic Timing , a technique where the performer breaks the tension of the 

audition setting to share a 'secret' with the audience. The technical breakdown of her narrative follows an A-B-A 

structure: the initial failure based on appearance (A), the physical transformation through plastic surgery (B), and

the subsequent professional success (A). This serves as a cynical yet realistic commentary on the 'commodity' of

the dancer.

Technical Comparison of Monologue Archetypes

The following table provides a side-by-side evaluation of the primary monologues in A Chorus Line, categorized by

their dramaturgical function and technical difficulty.



Character Monologue Theme Dramaturgical 
Function

Technical 
Performance Metric

Vocal Integration

Paul San Marco Identity & 
Acceptance

Emotional Peak / Act 
2 Catalyst

High: Requires 
extreme vulnerability 
and precise pacing.

Low (Spoken)

Val (Valerie Clark) Aesthetics & 
Ambition

Satire / Industry 
Critique

Medium: High 
comedic timing and 
physical confidence.

High (Transitions to 
Song)

Diana Morales Resilience & 
Education

Character 
Development

Medium: Requires a 
balance of cynicism 
and hope.

High (Leading into 
'Nothing')

Sheila Bryant Escapism & Aging World-Building Medium: Demands 
'dry' wit and 
sophisticated subtext.

Medium (Part of 'At 
the Ballet')

Mike Costa Early Inspiration Exposition / Energy 
Shift

Low: Direct, high-
energy storytelling.

High (Leading into 'I 
Can Do That')

The Mechanics of the Audition Process: A Step-by-Step Guide

For performers and directors, the monologues in A Chorus Line represent a specific technical challenge: they must 

appear spontaneous while adhering to a highly rigid script. The following procedure outlines the technical 

workflow for preparing a monologue from this show.

Step 1: Contextual Immersion

The performer must research the historical socio-economics of 1970s New York . The stakes of the audition in

the play are high because, for many characters, there is no 'Plan B.' Understanding the economic desperation of

the era is essential for establishing the 'Super-objective' of the character.

Step 2: Beat Mapping

A 'beat' is the smallest unit of dramatic action. The performer must analyze the text to identify every time the 

character's tactic or thought process shifts. For example, in Paul’s monologue, the beats shift from reminiscence to 

shame to revelation.

Step 3: The 'Zach' Variable

In the context of the show, the character Zach is an invisible but omnipotent presence. The actor must decide how 

much of the monologue is being performed *for* Zach (to impress him) and how much is being performed *despite* 

him (an internal compulsion to speak). This creates the necessary dramatic tension.

Mathematical Modeling of Show Pacing

From a production management standpoint, the placement of monologues follows a specific pacing algorithm 

designed to prevent audience fatigue. The show operates on a cycle of Contraction and Expansion.

•  Expansion: Full-company dance numbers (e.g., 'I Hope I Get It', 'One'). These utilize the entire stage and high 

decibel levels.

•  Contraction: Individual monologues. These utilize a single spotlight (the 'Special') and low decibel levels, 



drawing the audience’s focus to a single point in space.

The ratio of Contraction to Expansion in A Chorus Line is approximately 3:1. This ensures that when the final

'Expansion' occurs during the 'One (Finale),' the visual and auditory impact is maximized due to the preceding

period of sustained intimacy.

Case Studies: Common Performance Failure Modes

Case Study 1: The 'Over-Dramatization' of Diana Morales

Problem: Many performers approach Diana’s monologue (describing her acting teacher, Mr. Karp) with excessive 

anger. This obscures the technical nuance of the piece.Solution: The performer must utilize Objective-Based 

Acting. Diana’s objective isn't to vent; it's to explain her search for 'The Method.' By focusing on the *search* rather

than the *anger*, the actor maintains the character's dignity and the audience's empathy.

Case Study 2: Pacing Issues in the 'Montage'

Problem: The 'Hello Twelve, Hello Thirteen' section involves multiple overlapping monologues. A common failure is 

the lack of rhythmic synchronization with the orchestra.Solution: Performers must treat the spoken word as a 

percussion instrument. The technical requirement here is Musicality in Speech, ensuring that the final consonant

of a sentence aligns with the 'downbeat' of the next musical measure.

The Field Guide to Casting 'A Chorus Line'

When casting these roles, directors must look for specific technical indicatorsbeyond basic 'triple threat' (singing,

dancing, acting) abilities.

1.  Vulnerability Index: Can the actor stand still on a 'line' and remain compelling? The ability to hold a 'neutral' 

position while delivering a monologue is the ultimate test of a performer’s presence.

2.  Physical Memory: Since the monologues often occur after or during physical exertion, the actor must 

demonstrate the ability to control their breathing (Diaphragmatic Support) while speaking immediately after a dance 

combination.

3.  Authenticity of Dialect: For characters like Paul (Bronx/Puerto Rican) or Richie (Missouri), the dialect must be 

integrated into the character’s soul, not merely 'put on.' This requires Phonetic Consistency.

Strategic Summary of Broader Implications

The monologues of A Chorus Line did more than just tell individual stories; they redefined the theatrical contract

between the performer and the spectator. By using technical precision to deliver raw, human narratives, the show

established a new standard for 'truth' on the musical stage. For the technical writer or the theater scholar, these

monologues serve as primary source data for the evolution of performance art. 

The enduring relevance of these pieces lies in their universal technical application. Whether used as audition 

material or studied for their dramaturgical structure, they represent a perfect synthesis of form and function. They 

remind the industry that behind every 'unit' in a chorus line is a complex, data-rich history that informs every step, 

kick, and turn. The technical mastery required to execute these roles ensures that A Chorus Lineremains the

definitive 'performer's musical,' a rigorous exercise in both physical endurance and psychological transparency.

Ultimately, the 'line' is not just a floor marking; it is a technical boundary between the public persona and the private

self. The monologues are the bridge across that boundary, constructed with precise language, calculated pacing,

and a deep understanding of the human condition in the face of professional scrutiny. Practitioners who master



these technical elements do more than just play a role—they honor the original 'gypsies' whose recorded voices

still echo in every production of this masterwork.
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•  A Comprehensive Technical Analysis of Bertolt Brecht’s One-Act Plays: Dramaturgy, Structure, and 
Social Critique

   URL: http://alghafgolden.com/bertolt-brecht-respectable-wedding-one-act-plays-technical-analysis.pdf
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