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INTRODUCTION: THE QUEST FOR
AUTHENTICITY ON STAGE AND
SCREEN

Every  actor,  at  some  point  in  their
career,  faces  the  same  fundamental
question: How do I stop pretending and
start truly living inside a character? The
journey  from  technical  competency  to
authentic, moving performance is one of
the  most  challenging  in  the  arts.  It
requires  not  just  skill,  but  a  deep
psychological  and emotional  shift.  Few
g u i d e s  h a v e  a d d r e s s e d  t h i s
transformation with as much clarity and
compassion  as  the  legendary  acting
coach Larry Moss. His seminal work, The
Intent to Live: Achieving Your True
Potential as an Actor, has become a
cornerstone text for performers seeking
not just to mimic life, but to inhabit it
fully. This article explores the profound
teachings of Larry Moss, unpacking how
his philosophy can help any actor move
past  insecurity  and craft  performances
that resonate with genuine human truth.

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE
PHILOSOPHY OF "THE INTENT TO
LIVE"

At  its  heart,  The  Intent  to  Live:
Achieving Your True Potential as an

Actor is more than a manual of acting
techniques;  it  is  a  call  to  emotional
courage. Moss argues that the greatest
obstacle  to  a  powerful  performance  is
not  a  lack  of  talent,  but  a  lack  of
wil l ingness  to  be  vulnerable.  He
contends that the actor’s primary job is
not to "act" but to live truthfully under
imaginary  c i rcumstances.  Th is
philosophy shifts the focus from external
results (getting the laugh, crying on cue)
to  internal  process  (being  present,
listening, and responding authentically).
The "intent  to  live"  means committing
moment by moment to the character's
desires, fears, and hopes as if they were
your own.

From Technique
to Truth
Many actors become trapped in "acting
exercises" – they can perform a perfect
emotional breakdown on command, but
the  audience  feels  nothing.  Moss
emphasizes  that  technique is  only  the
scaffolding.  The  real  building  is  the
actor's soul. He draws heavily from the
teachings  of  Stella  Adler  and  Sanford
Meisner,  but  adds  his  own  layer  of
psychological insight. He teaches that an
actor  must  first  do  the  deep  work  of
understanding  their  own  psychology  –
their own "emotional bank" – before they
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can convincingly portray another human
being.  This  is  where  achieving  your
true  potential  as  an  actor  begins:
with radical self-honesty.

The Role of
Emotional
Preparation
One  of  the  most  powerful  sections  of
Moss 's  book  covers  emotional
preparation.  He  explains  that  actors
often wait for inspiration on set, which is
unreliable.  Instead,  Moss  teaches  a
disciplined method of  using one's  own
life experiences – not to imitate them,
but to use them as a trampoline into the
character's  world.  He  insists  that  you
cannot "play" an emotion; you must play
an action. The intent to get something
from  another  person.  When  an  actor
truly intends to achieve a goal (to win
love,  to  avoid  pain,  to  dominate),
emotions arise organically. This principle
is the bedrock of the Larry Moss method.

KEY TECHNIQUES FROM "THE
INTENT TO LIVE"

Moss  provides  a  toolbox  of  practical
exercises  designed to  break  down the
barriers  between  the  actor  and  the
character.  These  techniques  are  not
g i m m i c k s ;  t h e y  a r e  r i g o r o u s
psychological workouts. Below are some
of the most transformative approaches
found in the book:

Text as a Springboard: Moss
advocates for exhaustive text
analysis, not as a cold intellectual
exercise, but as a way to discover
the character's super-objective
(their deepest driving need). Every

line is a tactic, and understanding
that transforms dialogue into a
chess game of human desire.
Finding the "Normal" in the
Extreme: A common struggle for
actors is making extraordinary
characters relatable. Moss shows
how to find the ordinary, mundane
aspects of even a serial killer’s
inner life. This prevents
melodrama and invites the
audience in.
Sense Memory with a Twist:
While many teachers use sense
memory (recalling physical
sensations), Moss uses it
specifically to access emotional
states. He does not ask "How did
you feel?" but rather "What did
you see, smell, hear?" — trusting
that the specific sensory detail will
unlock the feeling.
The "As If": This classic technique
is refined by Moss. He cautions
against using "as if" to
intellectualize the emotion.
Instead, he guides actors to find
the need that is analogous. “What
do I need from this person that is
so urgent it feels like life and
death?”

The Intent to
Live in Practice:
A Scene Study
Imagine an actor preparing a scene from
a  classic  drama.  The  character  must
confront a parent who abandoned them.
A  beginner  might  try  to  "feel  angry."
Moss would stop them immediately. He
would ask: "What are you trying to make
your  parent  do?  Admit  their  guilt?
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Apologize?  Suffer  as  you  suffered?"  The
intent becomes the action: "I intend to
make you see my pain." Now, the actor
is  not  performing  anger;  they  are
actively  trying  to  achieve  a  specific
outcome.  The  anger  becomes  a
byproduct. This shift from playing a state
to playing an action is the core of The
Intent to Live: Achieving Your True
Potential as an Actor. It removes the
pressure to "feel"  and replaces it  with
the freedom to "do."

OVERCOMING COMMON ACTING
OBSTACLES

Every actor battles inner critics: fear of
judgment, stage fright, or the terrifying
feeling  of  "not  being  enough."  Larry
Moss  addresses  these  head-on.  He
dedicates  entire  chapters  to  the
psychology  of  performance  anxiety,
which he views as a creative block that
stems from the actor’s separation from
their  own  humanity.  He  encourages
actors to stop trying to be "good" and
instead focus on being truthful.  When
you are truly committed to the intent of
the  scene,  self-consciousness  melts
away  because  you  are  no  longer
watching yourself;  you are engaged in
the fight for your character’s goal.
Moss  a lso  d iscusses  the  t rap  of
"anticipation." Many actors rush ahead in
their minds, worrying about the next line
or the director's reaction. He teaches the
discipline of staying in the moment. This
is not a new-age concept but a practical
skill.  He  offers  exercises  like  "the
repetition"  (from Meisner)  to  train  the
actor to respond spontaneously to their
partner,  rather  than  relying  on  a  pre-
planned performance. This vulnerability
is  f r ightening  but  essent ia l  for
achieving  your  true  potential .

HOW THE BOOK HELPS ACHIEVE
YOUR TRUE POTENTIAL

The title The Intent to Live: Achieving
Your True Potential as an Actor is a
promise.  Moss  does  not  claim he  can
make you famous, but he can make you
a  better  actor,  and  perhaps  a  more
integrated human being. He argues that
the skills of acting – empathy, listening,
vulnerability  –  translate  directly  into  a
richer life offstage. By learning to access
your  authentic  self  in  a  scripted
situation, you learn to access it in real
relationships.

Building
Confidence and
Authenticity
Confidence,  for  Moss,  is  not  about
arrogance. It is the quiet knowledge that
you have done the work. He provides a
structured  path  for  this:  rigorous
preparation  frees  the  actor  to  play.
When  you  have  analyzed  the  script,
done your emotional prep, and set your
in tent ions ,  you  can  t rus t  your
instrument.  This  confidence  allows  you
to  take  risks,  to  make  unexpected
choices,  and  to  listen  deeply  to  your
scene  pa r tne r .  The  resu l t  i s  a
performance  that  feels  alive  and
unpredictable – the true mark of an artist
who has found their potential.

APPLYING LARRY MOSS’S
INSIGHTS BEYOND ACTING

While  the  book  is  specifically  for  actors,
its wisdom is universal. Professionals in
sales,  public  speaking,  teaching,  or
leadership  can  benefit  from  Moss’s
philosophy. The idea of having a clear
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intent to live  applies to any situation
where  you  need  to  communicate  with
impact.  When you stop "presenting"  a
persona  and  start  sharing  a  genuine
need,  your  connection  with  your
audience  becomes  electric.  Moss
teaches  that  we  are  all,  in  a  sense,
performing our lives. The question is: Are
we performing from a script  we didn’t
write, or are we writing the script with
our full, authentic selves?

Life as
Performance:
The Ethical
Dimension
Moss is careful to note that acting is not
about  manipulation;  it  is  about  truth.
Using  these  techniques  to  deceive
others in real life would be a violation.
But  using  them  to  understand  others
better,  to  listen  more  deeply,  and  to
communicate more clearly – that is the
gift  of  his  work.  The Intent  to  Live

encourages us to treat every interaction
as an opportunity to be fully present, to
fight for what we need, and to honor the
humanity of those we meet. This is the
high calling of the actor,  and the high
calling  of  any  person  striving  to  live
authentically.

CONCLUSION: A LASTING LEGACY

In an industry often focused on fame and
superficial  charm,  Larry  Moss’s  The
Intent to Live: Achieving Your True
Potential  as  an  Actor  stands  as  a
beacon of substance. It demands that we
do the difficult inner work required to be
truly alive in our art. Whether you are a
seasoned  professional  or  a  beginner
stepping  onto  a  stage  for  the  first  time,
this  book  offers  a  roadmap  to  a  more
honest,  powerful,  and  fulfilling  creative
life. The journey is not easy, but Moss’s
guiding  principle  remains:  Your  raw,
imperfect,  willing  self  is  your  greatest
asset. The only thing you need to do is
commit to the intent to live. When you
do,  your  true  potential  is  no  longer  a
distant  goal;  it  becomes  the  every
moment  reality  of  your  craft.


