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A B S T R A C T 

This article explores the essential role of acting in musical theater, 

highlighting how it serves as the cornerstone that connects singing, 

dancing, and storytelling. While musical numbers and choreography often 

captivate audiences, it is through acting that performers convey emotional 

depth, create character development, and maintain narrative cohesion. By 

examining the unique challenges faced by actor-singers, such as balancing 

technical precision with emotional authenticity, the article delves into the 

distinct nature of acting in musical theater. Through case studies from 

iconic musicals like Les Misérables, Hamilton, and Wicked, the article 

demonstrates how strong acting performances elevate musical theater 

beyond entertainment to create a profound emotional connection with the 

audience. Ultimately, acting transforms musical theater into a compelling 

and immersive art form that continues to resonate with audiences 

worldwide. 
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Musical theater is a unique art form that blends acting, singing, and dancing to create a cohesive and often 

emotionally powerful performance. While musical numbers and choreography often receive the most 

attention, acting is the essential core that binds these elements together. Acting in musical theater is not 

merely about delivering lines; it’s about embodying a character, conveying emotions, and ensuring that 

the audience remains engaged with the story, whether the actors are speaking, singing, or dancing. In this 

article, we will explore the importance of acting in musical theater, its unique challenges, and how it 

enhances the emotional and narrative aspects of the performance. 

The Unique Nature of Acting in Musical Theater 

Acting in musical theater is distinct from acting in traditional plays. In a non-musical play, actors 

primarily rely on dialogue and physicality to tell a story. Musical theater, however, requires actors to 

seamlessly transition between spoken dialogue, songs, and choreographed dances, all while maintaining 

their character and ensuring that the narrative continues to move forward. This integration of different 

performance elements places special demands on actors. 

In musical theater, songs often serve as emotional high points, where characters express feelings that go 

beyond spoken words. This is where acting becomes particularly important. Even though a character is 

singing, the actor must still be fully immersed in the role, using facial expressions, body language, and 

vocal inflections to convey the appropriate emotions. For example, in Les Misérables, when Éponine 

sings “On My Own,” the song isn't just a beautiful melody; it's a deeply emotional soliloquy in which 

Éponine pours out her unrequited love for Marius. The effectiveness of this moment relies heavily on the 

actor’s ability to make the audience feel Éponine’s heartbreak. 

Similarly, dance sequences, such as those in West Side Story, often serve as extensions of the characters’ 

emotions and inner conflicts. In such cases, acting through dance requires performers to maintain the 

emotional intensity of their character while executing complex choreography. The dance is not just about 

technical prowess; it’s also about storytelling. In West Side Story’s “Dance at the Gym,” for example, the 
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tension between the Jets and the Sharks is palpable, even though the characters aren’t speaking. The 

actors’ movements and interactions within the dance communicate the rivalry and animosity between the 

two gangs, making the scene an integral part of the narrative. 

The Actor-Singer: A Dual Responsibility 

In musical theater, actors are often referred to as “actor-singers” or “actor-dancers” because they must be 

proficient in multiple disciplines. However, what sets apart a good actor-singer from a great one is the 

ability to merge singing with truthful acting. In a standard play, the actor can focus solely on delivering 

lines convincingly. In a musical, however, actors must ensure that their singing is emotionally resonant 

and that their character's motivations are reflected in their vocal delivery. Every musical number is an 

extension of the narrative, and it is the actor’s responsibility to ensure that the song does not feel like a 

performance break but rather a continuation of the character’s emotional journey. 

A perfect example of this can be found in Dear Evan Hansen. In the song “Waving Through a Window,” 

the actor playing Evan must convey a range of emotions - from isolation to frustration to yearning - all 

while delivering a technically challenging vocal performance. The song is central to Evan’s character 

development, and its success hinges on the actor’s ability to make the audience believe in Evan’s struggle 

to connect with the world around him. Without the emotional depth provided by strong acting, the song 

would lose much of its impact. 

Characterization Through Song 

One of the most powerful aspects of musical theater is its ability to use songs to reveal a character's inner 

thoughts and emotions. In traditional plays, the audience may learn about a character’s internal struggles 

through monologues or dialogue. In musicals, these moments are often expressed through song. Acting in 

these moments is crucial because the actor must convey complex emotions while adhering to the rhythm 

and melody of the song. 

Take the character of Elphaba in Wicked, for example. Her defining song, “Defying Gravity,” is not just a 

show-stopping number; it is a pivotal moment in her character arc. Elphaba's decision to embrace her 

power and reject societal expectations is conveyed not only through the lyrics but also through the actor’s 

portrayal of her transformation. The physicality, facial expressions, and vocal intensity all combine to 

create a powerful moment of character development. Without a strong acting performance, the song 

would not resonate as deeply with the audience. 

Emotional Resonance and Connection 

Acting in musical theater allows the performers to forge a deep emotional connection with the audience. 

This connection is what makes musical theater such an impactful art form. When actors bring authenticity 

and emotional truth to their performances, it creates an immersive experience that transcends the stage. 

In Hamilton, the emotional impact of songs like “It’s Quiet Uptown” relies heavily on the actors’ ability 

to convey grief and reconciliation. The song follows Alexander Hamilton and his wife Eliza as they 

mourn the loss of their son. The lyrics are deeply moving, but it is the actors’ performances that make the 

moment truly heartbreaking. Through their subtle facial expressions, body language, and vocal delivery, 

the actors make the audience feel the weight of their sorrow. The song becomes more than just music; it 

becomes a shared emotional experience between the performers and the audience. 

Similarly, in Rent, the song “One Song Glory” is a moment of vulnerability for the character Roger. The 

song reflects Roger’s desperation to leave a lasting legacy before he succumbs to illness. The actor must 

balance the technical demands of the song with the emotional weight of Roger’s situation. A strong acting 

performance in this moment can make the audience empathize with Roger’s fears and aspirations, 

deepening their connection to the character. 

Challenges of Acting in Musical Theater 

Despite its many rewards, acting in musical theater also presents unique challenges. One of the most 

significant challenges is the need for stamina and consistency. Musical theater actors must maintain their 

vocal and physical energy throughout multiple performances, all while delivering emotionally resonant 

performances. This requires a high level of discipline and training. 

http://www.innovatus.es/
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In addition, musical theater actors must navigate the technical aspects of performance, such as hitting 

precise vocal notes and executing choreography, without sacrificing emotional truth. This balancing act 

requires actors to be highly skilled in multiple disciplines. A common challenge is ensuring that acting 

choices are not lost in the spectacle of musical numbers. Even during large ensemble pieces or highly 

choreographed moments, the audience should still be able to connect with the individual characters and 

their stories. 

Moreover, the heightened reality of musical theater can make it difficult for actors to strike the right 

balance between theatricality and authenticity. In some cases, musical theater characters may be larger-

than-life, requiring actors to embrace exaggerated gestures and expressions. However, even in these 

moments, it is essential that the acting remains grounded in the character’s emotional truth. Achieving 

this balance is one of the key challenges of acting in musical theater. 

Conclusion 

Acting is the heartbeat of musical theater, transforming songs and dances into emotionally rich and 

narratively cohesive experiences. While the music and choreography may capture the audience's 

attention, it is the actors’ performances that breathe life into the characters and the story. Through acting, 

musical theater becomes more than just a series of performances; it becomes a journey that resonates with 

audiences long after the final curtain falls. 

The role of acting in musical theater is not merely to entertain but to engage, move, and inspire. It is 

through the combination of acting, singing, and dancing that musical theater achieves its full potential, 

offering a unique and powerful form of storytelling that continues to captivate audiences around the 

world. 
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