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UNLOCKING AUTHENTIC
PERFORMANCE: THE INTENT TO
LIVE BY LARRY MOSS

In the world of acting, few texts resonate
as  deep ly  w i th  bo th  seasoned
professionals and aspiring newcomers as
The Intent to Live by Larry Moss. This is
not  merely  a  how-to  manual  for
delivering  l ines;  it  is  a  profound
exploration  of  what  it  means  to  be  a
truthful,  vulnerable,  and  fully  alive

performer.  For  decades,  actors  have
struggled  with  the  elusive  balance
between  technique  and  raw emotional
honesty. Larry Moss, a celebrated acting
coach who has guided some of the most
recognizable names in Hollywood, offers
a  pathway  that  bridges  that  gap.  His
p h i l o s o p h y  c e n t e r s  o n  o n e
transformative  idea:  that  the  actor’s
primary  job  is  not  to  pretend,  but  to
bring their full, authentic self into every
moment on stage or screen. This article
delves into the core principles of Moss’s
work, exploring why The Intent to Live
L a r r y  M o s s  h a s  b e c o m e  a n
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indispensable guide for anyone serious
about the craft of acting.
Whether you are a student of  method
acting,  a  fan  of  Meisner,  or  someone
simply curious about the psychology of
performance,  understanding  Moss’s
approach  can  fundamentally  shift  how
you view storytelling. He does not ask
you to become a character; he asks you
to illuminate the character through your
own  humani ty .  In  an  era  where
audiences crave genuine connection, the
lessons embedded in this work are more
relevant than ever. This comprehensive
guide  will  walk  you  through  the  key
tenets  of  The  Intent  to  Live  Larry
Moss,  offering  insights  that  extend
beyond  the  stage  and  into  the  very
fabric of human communication.

WHO IS LARRY MOSS? THE MAN
BEHIND THE METHOD

To fully appreciate The Intent to Live,
it  is  essential  to  understand  the  man
who wrote it.  Larry Moss is  not just  a
theorist;  he  is  a  practitioner  with
decades of hands-on experience. He has
trained  some  of  the  most  celebrated
actors  of  our  time,  including  Oscar
winners and nominees such as Leonardo
DiCaprio, Hilary Swank, and Helen Hunt.
His reputation in the industry is built on
a simple yet powerful premise: acting is
not  about  showing  off,  but  about
showing  up.
Moss’s teaching career spans over thirty
years, and he has worked extensively in
both  theater  and film.  He studied  under
legendary  figures  like  Sanford  Meisner
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and  Stella  Adler,  absorbing  the  best
elements of various schools of thought.
However, Moss distilled these traditions
into  something  uniquely  his  own.  The
Intent  to  Live  Larry  Moss  is  the
culmination  of  this  life’s  work—a book
that reads less like a textbook and more
like a conversation with a wise mentor.
His voice is direct, compassionate, and
unflinchingly  honest.  He  challenges
actors  to  abandon  their  ego  and
embrace  the  discomfort  of  t rue
vulnerability. For Moss, the goal is not a
perfect  performance,  but  a  living,
breathing  moment  of  human  truth.

THE CORE PHILOSOPHY: LIVING
TRUTHFULLY UNDER IMAGINARY
CIRCUMSTANCES

At the heart of The Intent to Live is a

deceptively simple idea: acting is the art
of  living  truthfully  under  imaginary
circumstances.  This  phrase,  often
attributed  to  Sanford  Meisner,  is  the
foundation upon which Moss builds his
entire  approach.  But  Moss  takes  it
further. He insists that an actor cannot
borrow emotions from a catalog of tricks.
Instead, the actor must use their own life
experience,  their  own  pain,  joy,  and
desire, as raw material for the role.
Moss  argues that  the biggest  obstacle
for  most  actors  is  fear—fear  of  being
judged, fear of being boring, and fear of
being  emotionally  exposed.  This  fear
leads  to  what  he  calls  "indicating,"
where an actor performs a caricature of
an emotion rather than the real  thing.
For  example,  in  a  scene  requiring
sadness, a poor actor might simply frown
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and  lower  their  voice.  A  Moss-trained
actor,  however,  would  connect  to  a
personal memory of loss, allowing that
genuine  feeling  to  inform  their  eyes,
their breath, and their physical presence.
This is what Moss means by "intent to
live." It is a conscious decision to remain
open, responsive, and present, moment
by moment.

The Importance
of "The Want"
One  of  the  most  practical  tools  Moss
provides is his focus on the character’s
objective, or "the want." He teaches that
every  scene  boils  down  to  a  simple
question: What does this character want
right now? And more importantly, what

am I willing to do to get it? This is not
about  intellectual  analysis;  it  is  about
visceral  drive.  In  The Intent  to  Live
Larry  Moss,  he  emphasizes  that  the
actor must identify a genuine, personal
need  that  aligns  with  the  character’s
goal. If the character wants to win back
a lover, the actor must tap into their own
memory  of  desperate  longing.  This
approach transforms a static scene into
a dynamic event.  The audience is  not
watching  someone  recite  words;  they
are  watching  someone  fight  for  what
they  need.

KEY CONCEPTS FROM THE
INTENT TO LIVE

Moss breaks down the craft into several
key areas that are essential for any actor
to  master.  These  concepts  are  not
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taught  in  isolation  but  are  woven
together  to  create  a  holistic  practice.
B e l o w  a r e  s o m e  o f  t h e  m o s t
transformative ideas from the book.

Emotional
Preparation and
the "Private
Moment"
One  of  the  most  powerful  tools  Moss
offers  is  emotional  preparation.  He
advises actors to spend time before a
scene  connect ing  to  a  personal
experience  that  evokes  the  emotional
temperature required for the work. This

is  not  about  forcing  a  specific  emotion,
but about creating an inner environment
that  al lows  the  emotion  to  ar ise
organically. Moss calls this the "private
moment"—a  time  when  the  actor  is
completely alone with their thoughts and
feelings, without judgment. This practice
helps  the actor  enter  a  scene already
alive, rather than waiting for the scene
to wake them up.
In The Intent to Live Larry Moss, he
warns  against  the  danger  of  "cold
readings"  where  actors  jump  into  a
scene without this inner preparation. He
insists that the work of the actor begins
long  before  they  step  on  stage.
E m o t i o n a l  p r e p a r a t i o n  i s  n o t
manipulation;  it  is  permission.  It  gives
the  actor  the  courage  to  be  messy,
unpredictable, and fully human.
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Active Listening
and the Art of
Reacting
Moss  places  a  heavy  emphasis  on
listening.  In  fact,  he  believes  that
l istening  is  more  important  than
speaking. Many actors fall into the trap
of waiting for their turn to talk, mentally
rehearsing  their  next  line  while  their
scene  partner  is  still  speaking.  This
destroys  the  illusion  of  reality.  Moss
teaches that  if  you are truly  listening,
your  response  wi l l  be  f resh  and
spontaneous. This is where the magic of
performance lives.

The  concept  of  "active  listening"  is
central  to  Moss’s  teaching.  He  insists
that the actor must be affected by what
they  hear.  If  your  scene  partner  says
something surprising,  your face should
register that surprise before you speak.
If they hurt you, you must allow that hurt
to  land.  This  makes  the  performance
dynamic and unpredictable, even for the
actors  themselves.  In  The  Intent  to
Live Larry Moss,  he reminds us that
the audience is not watching the person
speaking; they are watching the person
listening.

Overcoming
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Judgment and
Self-Criticism
Perhaps the most challenging aspect of
Moss’s  philosophy  is  the  demand  to
silence the inner critic. He dedicates a
significant portion of his book to the idea
of "getting out of your own way." Most
actors  are  hyper-aware  of  themselves.
They worry  about  how they look,  how
they sound, and whether the audience is
bored.  This  self-consciousness  is  the
enemy of  truth.  Moss  argues  that  the
actor must learn to trust their impulses.
If a laugh comes at the wrong moment,
le t  i t  come.  I f  a  tear  fa l l s  a t  an
unexpected time, let it fall. The actor’s
job is not to control the performance, but

to surrender to it.
This  surrender  is  terrifying  for  many,
which is why Moss’s book is so valuable.
He  offers  practical  exercises  to  help
actors release the need for approval. He
encourages them to fail spectacularly in
rehearsal  so  they  can  find  the  freedom
to succeed in performance. The "intent
to live" is, in many ways, the intent to be
imperfect.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS FOR
THE MODERN ACTOR

How does  one  apply  the  principles  of
The Intent to Live Larry Moss  in  a
practical, day-to-day sense? The book is
filled with exercises and techniques that
are designed to be used consistently, not
just when preparing for a big audition.
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Breaking Down a
Script
Moss  provides  a  clear  framework  for
script analysis. He advises actors to first
read  the  script  purely  for  pleasure,
without analyzing it.  Then, they should
go back and identify "beats" (moments
of  emotional  shift).  For each beat,  the
actor must ask: What is my objective?
What is the obstacle? What tactics will I
use to overcome that obstacle? This is
not  dry academic work;  it  is  detective
work that breathes life into the text.
He  also  encourages  actors  to  write  in
their scripts—not just notes, but personal
associations. If  a character mentions a
beach, the actor might write a memory

of their own best day at the ocean. This
anchors the fictional world in the actor’s
real life. In The Intent to Live Larry
Moss, he calls this "personalizing." It is
one of  the most  effective ways to  make
a character feel alive.

Auditioning with
Confidence
Auditions are the bane of every actor’s
existence,  but  Moss  offers  a  liberating
perspective.  He says  that  the audition
room is not a test; it is an invitation to
act.  Instead  of  trying  to  impress  the
casting director, the actor should focus
on building a  genuine connection with
t h e  r e a d e r  o r  t h e  c a m e r a .  H e
encourages actors to treat the audition
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as a performance, not a plea for a job.
This shift in mindset is powerful. When
an actor is committed to "living" in the
room, rather than "proving" themselves,
their work becomes magnetic.
He also reminds actors that rejection is
not  personal.  It  is  simply  a  mismatch
between  the  actor’s  energy  and  the
vision of the director. By detaching from
the  outcome  and  focusing  on  the
process, the actor can maintain their joy
and resilience.

WHY THE INTENT TO LIVE
ENDURES AS A CLASSIC

It  has  been  several  years  since  Larry
Moss published his book, yet it remains a
s t a p l e  i n  a c t i n g  c l a s s e s  a n d
conservatories  around  the  world.  Why
does The Intent to Live Larry Moss

continue  to  resonate?  Because  it
addresses the deepest hunger of every
artist:  the  desire  to  be  seen  and
understood.  In  a  world  that  often
rewards cynicism and detachment, Moss
champions vulnerability and connection.
The book also stands out because it is
holistic.  Moss  does  not  separate  the
actor  from the person.  He knows that
you cannot access deep emotional truths
if you are not taking care of your own
mental health. He encourages actors to
live rich,  full  lives—to travel,  to fall  in
love, to have their hearts broken. All of
this experience becomes fuel for the fire
of  performance.  In  this  sense,  The
Intent to Live is not just a book about
acting;  it  is  a  book  about  living  with
purpose and passion.
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Influence on
Contemporary
Acting
Moss’s influence can be seen in the work
of  many  modern  actors  who  prioritize
raw  authent ic i ty  over  po l ished
technique.  His  students  are  known for
their  ability  to  disappear  into  roles
completely,  leaving  no  trace  of
"performance."  This  is  the  highest
compliment in Moss’s system: when the
audience forgets they are watching an
actor  and  simply  believes  they  are
witnessing a life unfold.
Furthermore,  his  principles  have  been

adopted by directors, writers, and even
public  speakers  who  understand  that
connection is  the ultimate goal  of  any
communication. The "intent to live" is a
universal  principle.  Whether  you  are
delivering  a  monologue  or  giving  a
presentation  at  work,  the  same  rules
apply:  be  present,  listen  actively,  and
allow your genuine self to emerge.

CONCLUSION: A CALL TO
AUTHENTICITY

In  a  culture  saturated  with  filters  and
curated personas, The Intent to Live
Larry  Moss  is  a  revolutionary  call  to
authenticity.  Moss reminds us that the
most  compelling performances are not
the ones that are technically perfect, but
the ones that are emotionally true. His
work is a gift to anyone who has ever felt
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the  fear  of  being  on  stage,  and  a
challenge to anyone who has settled for
being  merely  adequate.  The  book
teaches that acting is not a career for
the faint of heart;  it  is a discipline for
those willing to excavate their own soul
in service of a story.
Whether you are an experienced actor

looking  to  reignite  your  passion,  or  a
beginner  taking  your  first  steps,  the
wisdom of Larry Moss is a reliable guide.
The "intent to live" is a choice you make
every time you step into the light. It is
the choice to be brave, to be vulnerable,
and to be fully alive. And as Moss himself
would say, that is the only choice that
matters.


