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Daena directing students in her class. 
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An improvisational moment in Daena’s class.

Daena Giardella

Daena Giardella coaches a student.

All photos are by Damian Hickey.

 

My journey as an acting teacher and coach grew directly from my passion as an actor. I love everything 

about the process of acting on stage – the freedom, the creativity, the exhilaration of investigating 

a character idea and transforming it into a living human being in whom the audience can recognize 

itself.  The acting process feels like a microcosm of our birth to life to death evolution that allows 

the actor to learn something about herself that she did not know before she encountered this new 

character, script, or story. For me, the best way to nurture this creative process is to have an open 

laboratory for exploration that allows the actor to experiment, take risks, stumble, and discover.  I 

enjoy being on both sides of that process as both an actor and a director or teacher. As an actor, my 

passion has been the creation of numerous solo theatre performances that focus on themes from the 

zeitgeist of current events in a format of structured improvisation where I play multiple characters 

in a speciic story.

My impulse to offer ongoing improvisation and acting workshops began in 1980. I was inspired to 

create dynamic laboratories for the imagination where actors, writers, directors, and dancers as well 

as people from other professions could learn, explore, and invent together. Over the years I have had 

the privilege of collaborating with over ten thousand students both here and abroad. 

When I teach students in my workshops the skills of acting and improvisation, I am calling upon my 

own instincts as an actor, while simultaneously sensing what each person needs to learn in order to 

express his fullest potential. It’s a thrill to see people grow and discover their creativity, freedom of 

expression, and ability to be in the moment! In my workshops we explore both comedic and dramatic 

material scenes, characters, and monologues. While improvisation has often become associated 

with comedy, I have always been interested in improvisation as an acting form that can give honest 

expression to the whole range of human emotion and stories from the profoundly dramatic to the 

wildly funny. I often work with actors, writers, and directors who are developing original plays, 

rehearsing one of the classics, or preparing for an audition. The improvisation laboratory is an ideal 

environment to lesh out a character or experiment with story ideas.

Most of us lose touch with our spontaneous selves. There are many factors that contribute to this 

erosion of spontaneity. In our fast-paced and very structured lives there seems to be little space 

for freedom from external constraint. First, most of our everyday institutions of human interaction 

including our educational, family and work settings often do not necessarily reward spontaneity. 

A key method for surviving a dysfunctional family or tough early classroom experience is to train 

oneself not to stand out, to carefully plan what we will say or do, to leave no room for the unexpected 

because this might invite criticism. 
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