


[image: ]










[image: ]












Also by Robert Brustein


The Theatre of Revolt


Seasons of Discontent


The Play and Prose of Strindberg (editor)


The Third Theatre


Revolution as Theatre


The Culture Watch


Critical Moments


Making Scenes: A Personal History of the Turbulent Years at Yale


Who Needs Theatre


Reimagining American Theatre


Dumbocracy in America


Cultural Calisthenics


The Siege of the Arts: Collected Writings 1994–2001


Adaptations of Drama


The Father, by August Strindberg


The Sea Gull, by Anton Chekhov


The Cherry Orchard, by Anton Chekhov


The Master Builder, by Henrik Ibsen


When We Dead Awaken, by Henrik Ibsen


Six Characters in Search of an Author, by Luigi Pirandello













[image: ]















Dedicated to the Company of Actors









Copyright © 2005 by Robert Brustein


Hardcover published in 2005 by Basic Books


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


Paperback published in 2007 by Basic Books


All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information, address Basic Books, 387 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10016-8810.


Books published by Basic Books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge MA 02142, or call (617) 252-5298 or (800) 255-1514, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Brustein, Robert Sanford, 1927–


    Letters to a young actor: a universal guide to performance / Robert Brustein.


       p.    cm.


    Includes index.


    ISBN-13: 978-0-786-73402-3


1. Acting—Vocational guidance.    I. Title.


    PN2055.B78    2005


    792.02'8'023—dc22


2004023438


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

















11


ProloguePrologue


Dear Young . . .


But what shall I call you? If we are going to spend time together as writer and reader, you must have a name. Are you male or female, gay or straight? What generic title can appropriately identify the variety of genders and types you represent? Faced with a similar dilemma, Shakespeare made Rosalind take the name of Zeus’s cup bearer, Ganymede, after she had put on tights and traveled to the Forest of Arden in As You Like It. And Viola, in Shakespeare’s other major pants role, decided to call herself Caesario after a similar metamorphosis from feminine to masculine in Twelfth Night. Shakespeare’s plays are full of sexual ambiguity (so is his poetry—in the Sonnets, he calls his patron the “master-mistress of my passion”). Perhaps it will be simplest just to call you by the name Chekhov used in his letters to Olga Knipper, the woman who later became his wife: “Dear Actor.”


Well, then, dear young Actor, permit me to play a part, too—your guide in this book—and walk you through your career on the stage; we’ll begin at the very beginning, when you first thought about becoming an actor, move through college and advanced training to your first steps as a performer, then, finally, arrive at your evolution as a fully fledged member of the acting profession.


I have made this trip with hundreds of young people since I first started training actors at the Yale School of Drama in 1966. I look forward to renewing that journey with you.

















I.I.


STARTING OUTSTARTING OUT
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Inching into the ProfessionInching into the Profession


Where shall we start, dear Actor? Perhaps with the question everybody asks at one time or another: Why act? Why, indeed. Those who achieve wealth and fame in the theatre are in a distinct minority. Most actors are obliged to make enormous sacrifices to work in the profession. Is it worth the sacrifice? What are the advantages? Why become an actor at all?


We will answer some of these questions as we go along, but let’s begin where every actor begins, that is, the moment you were bitten by the theatre bug and encountered the pleasures and terrors of being on a stage. A lot of us had this experience in elementary school, when we were asked to stand up and recite a poem, or in summer camp, when coerced into a play. How can you forget the first time you dressed up and pretended to be someone else? How can you forget, having finally memorized your assigned scene or speech or song, facing your first audience and seeing their faces gleam with expectation while you trembled with fear and blurted out your lines? And how can you ever forget that first delicious burst of applause?


Let’s take a moment to consider that applause. Many actors recall the sound of people clapping as the event that determined the course of their lives. The notion that something you did before an audience, even as a child, could elicit such an audible expression of gratitude is bound to invade your consciousness and make you feel important in an entirely new way. Your parents may tell you every day of your life that you’re wonderful. But for many years to come you will try to recapture that doting view before audiences of strangers. Applause is an experience that has become part of your destiny.


Yes, there is vanity involved in following the theatrical profession. A lot of it. But what is wrong with seeking approval and endorsement through your own professional achievements? Is that any less commendable than acquiring power, wealth, and influence in the corporate world? Admittedly, your major objective may be your own personal satisfactions, but the arts are among the few places where you can achieve satisfaction by giving others pleasure as well.


Everyone has a different memory of his or her first moment on stage. My first acting experience was the result of being unable, at the age of five, to pronounce the letter l. My parents, worried about a child who “ricked a rorrypop” and “ried down to go to sleep,” made me take lessons designed to overcome my lazy l. These were offered at an institution known as “Elocution School” (I called it “Erocution School”). What my innocent parents didn’t know was that Elocution School was actually a drama school for kids, the stage being in such disrepute in those days that drama teachers had to disguise children’s theatre as a form of speech therapy.


After a lot of drilling in rote phrases such as “the lion leaped over the long lagoon,” I eventually managed to solve my l problem. But at the same time that I was improving my elocution, I was performing roles in plays. The warm reception I received for these performances, even from my parents, who would have been horrified to think their child could ever consider an actor’s life, were my first realization that certain kinds of work were also species of play. This—along with the pleasure of the stage and the visceral thrill of the applause—may be the reason a drama is the only art form called both a work and a play.
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The Pleasures of ImitationThe Pleasures of Imitation


Another early avenue to the acting profession is the desire to be another person, a realization that generally occurs after watching others. It is a natural impulse and happens when you admire something so much that you want to imitate it. Through imitation, we acquire language, learn how to walk, and recognize the world around us. That is why the most basic acting exercises are based on pretending to be something else—a prowling animal or a stationary clock, a growling lion or a whirring hair dryer.


Most actors born in the twentieth century first learned to imitate movie stars. But for centuries before that, young people were attracted to a theatre career because they worshipped the stage idols of the day—Richard Burbage and Will Kempe in Shakespeare’s time; David Garrick and Mrs. Siddons in the eighteenth century; Edmund Kean and Edwin Booth in the first half of the nineteenth century; Eleanora Duse and Sarah Bernhardt in the late nineteenth century; John Barrymore and the Lunts in the early twentieth.


Barrymore, for example, with his aquiline profile and emphatic snort, initiated a whole cottage industry of heroic acting in the 1920s and 1930s (Fredric March, Ian Keith, and John Carradine all owed him something), especially after triumphing as Hamlet on Broadway and in the West End. As a young actor, my idols were Laurence Olivier and Robert Newton, especially after I saw them respectively as Henry Plantagenet and Ancient Pistol in the 1944 English movie version of Henry V. It was the first time I realized that Shakespearean verse, rather than simply being words designed for rote memorization in high school English classes, came out of the mouths of real people. Every role I performed for a decade after would be flavored either with the clipped nasality of Olivier or the flamboyant eye-popping of Newton. I then discovered that although imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, it is the least original form of acting.


After Marlon Brando broke into the American consciousness as Stanley Kowalski in both the stage and movie versions of Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire, virtually every male wannabe actor in America was mumbling his vowels, seething with proletarian rage, glowering and walking around town, regardless of the weather, in torn tee shirts. You can see Brando’s influence on Paul Newman, Steve McQueen, Jack Nicholson, Robert De Niro, James Dean, and Ben Gazzara; and even on young actors such as Joaquin Phoenix, Sam Rockwell, and Josh Hartnett today.


Hamlet calls actors “the abstracts and brief chronicles of the time,” a phrase that perfectly captures their capacity to embody and reflect the style of an entire period. Some actors even have the potential to change the style of an entire period; this was quintessentially true not only of the young Brando, but also of the young James Dean, and today, to a lesser extent, of Tom Cruise, Sean Penn, and Johnny Depp. When Christopher Walken played Caligula at Yale in the early 1970s, scores of undergraduates in New Haven began imitating his loping walk, his eccentric speech, even the clothes he wore.


While widely copied, performers have always been considered unconventional in style and moral behavior. They can mesmerize adoring audiences while scandalizing politicians and moralists, not to mention their mothers and fathers. Remember the outrage that greeted Janet Jackson when she exhibited her breast at a football game on national television? Think of it! Exposing little children to such profanation—as if an exposed female breast were not the very first object a newborn sees. But this ability to concurrently draw down admiration and dismay is central to the performer’s appeal.


“Don’t put your daughter on the stage, Mrs. Worthington,” Noel Coward writes in a well-known musical admonition. I would guess that many of you have experienced some of the parental disapproval suggested in that satiric lyric, even though social resistance to a theatrical career has diminished somewhat during the past fifty years. Economics are still part of the problem. An actor’s career is a crapshoot, and the odds are long that you will turn up a seven or an eleven on the very first throw. Parents have feared their children will be dependent on them beyond their teen-age years, and few consider life in the theatre to be either a good investment or moral choice.


Actors don’t keep the same schedules as normal people. They sleep late and stay up late, turn night into day and day into night. Although they work extremely hard when they are employed, they are often out of work, and a Puritan society considers idleness the devil’s stepchild. Even in an age of relative sexual permissiveness, actors, women in particular, are still considered promiscuous, attitudes that stem from the days when the only females allowed on stage were orange girls and prostitutes.


Based on the behavior of a handful of habitual users, actors are also considered notorious addicts. John Barrymore made a career out of his weakness for John Barleycorn. So did W. C. Fields, who always carried a bottle of gin, disguised as a bottle of grapefruit juice, in his rucksack (inspiring his priceless remark, “Who put this grapefruit juice in my grapefruit juice?”). More recently, another epic boozer, Elaine Stritch, created a one-woman show about how she overcame her addiction to alcohol, and that splendid actor Robert Downey Jr. has been in and out of rehabilitation centers for years. And just as Barrymore, an incomparable Shakespearean on stage, was always best at playing alcoholics in the movies, so Stritch can be a terrific stage drunk (not so long ago in a Broadway revival of Edward Albee’s A Delicate Balance); and Downey is unequalled in capturing the lonely despair of the hopeless cocaine addict (as he did in the movie Less Than Zero).


Because of their celebrity, actors are obliged to lead their private lives in public, and this is why the mistakes of the few are often seen as the misdeeds of the many. Still, there is probably some truth to the charge that actors are more likely to be less abstemious than ordinary mortals. When you’re coming off the tense excitement of a taxing performance, the last thing you want after the curtain falls is to drink a glass of water and go to bed. The local bar is the modern equivalent of the Mermaid Tavern, where Will Shakespeare and Richard Burbage often traded stories (and girlfriends) over a round of drinks. (That particular establishment was located on Clink Street, and its famous brawls could explain why the term clink became a synonym for the hoosegow). On the other hand, the more bibulous actors of my acquaintance often struggle valorously to control their habits, realizing, no doubt, that immoderate behavior will eventually affect their performances on stage. And the great majority of actors are as balanced and healthy as anybody in the audience.


This question of moderation, dear Actor, is also related to the issue of stamina. You need a lot of strength to survive the pressures of the profession, and you shouldn’t even consider acting unless you have the capacity to endure its heartaches and disappointments. For a long time, I have been convinced that one of the most important criteria for theatrical success is the capacity to stay the course, no matter how discouraging things get. I have known actors loaded with talent who did not have the will to endure rejection and disillusionment; and I have known far less gifted actors who have succeeded as a result of pure stubbornness and pluck.


My observations suggest that those who are too sensitive often lose out to those blessed with bigger calluses on their souls. There is some truth to that. But don’t underestimate your capacities for overcoming adversity. Just as Chekhov was always exhorting his brother Alexander to get some iron in his blood, so I would advise you, dear Actor, if you’re truly serious about being a professional actor, not to drop out because your skin is too thin. Rather, try to stick to your central purpose and, in doing so, learn how to bear the rejections and rebuffs that come your way.


Your best model in literature is Nina in Chekhov’s The Sea Gull. Nina suffered poverty and disappointment and self-doubt, but she finally came to know that endurance is what counts:


In our kind of work, whether we’re actors or writers, the important thing is not fame or glory, not what I used to dream about, but learning how to endure. . . . If I have faith it doesn’t hurt so much, and when I think of my calling I’m no longer afraid of life.


Remember that speech, dear young Actor, for those words will see you through.
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An Actor’s CallingAn Actor’s Calling


Chekhov’s Nina refers to her “calling” rather than to her “profession” or her “job.” What does she mean by this word? She has simply recognized that to be an actor is tantamount to becoming part of something larger than herself. We rarely use terms such as “calling” much any more; they sound suspiciously like the language employed by monks and nuns, of anchorites who mortify the flesh with scourges and hair shirts. In an age of celebrity, we are much more accustomed to seeing the fashion defer to individuals than to watching individuals subordinate themselves to a consuming purpose.


Yet, not many years ago, Ibsen was writing a lot of plays about the importance of a calling because he believed, as did Kierkegaard, that “he who forfeits his calling, forfeits his right to life.”


Indeed, the corpus of modern drama is remarkable for how many plays deal directly with the tension between the private individual and the public mission, between selfishness and the selfless calling. This may be why the actor has become such an iconic figure of our time. Nobody exemplifies more prominently this particular split in the human soul between inner-direction and other-direction; nobody represents better the wide range of options available to every human being.


And nobody is a more accurate reflection of a given time. The actor is like a mirror into which everyone desires to gaze. If you achieve a really phenomenal success, your performances will be carefully scrutinized on and off the stage or screen. Actors, especially star actors, now serve the same function for us as the Olympian gods served for the Ancient Greeks; and, like debased versions of Homer, gossip columnists and tabloids record the myths of the powerful and legendary. Zeus’s amorous escapades with Leda or with Alcmena, for example, have morphed into the imbroglios of Ben Affleck and Jennifer Lopez or into accounts of Madonna’s various affairs and religious conversions; and in the same manner, Mary Astor’s diaries once exposed to the world her various dalliances with actors and writers. Marriages, divorces, adulteries, births, and deaths involving Hollywood celebrities receive the same banner headlines as wars, revolutions, earthquakes, and famines. And if a star runs afoul of the law, as Robert Blake and Michael Jackson have, then the journalistic heavens open and pour down black rain.


This burden is a lot for one person to handle, and many an actor has wilted under the strain. The late great Marlon Brando, who had grown so elephantine that he could only be photographed if he was obscured in shadows and half light, was clearly someone whose distaste for his own celebrity had resulted in a pathological eating problem. This disorder was no doubt linked to his cavalier attitude towards acting. He famously refused to memorize his lines, preferring to take long pauses while his eyes wandered lazily towards the cue cards. He talked about his profession as if it were a mug’s game (his autobiography, Songs My Mother Taught Me, would have been better titled Why I Hate Acting). Instead of graciously accepting the Academy Award he won for The Godfather, for example, he sent a Native American to the podium to reject the Oscar statuette in protest against Hollywood’s failure to treat Indians with respect. Richard Gere accepted his Academy Award on behalf of the Dalai Lama of Tibet. Others, glancing towards heaven, thank dead parents or God, or those living surrogates for God and parents, their agents. Few manage to give the impression that the art of acting itself can be a significant source of gratitude and pride.


If you look at the way actors embrace their calling in England, you will see that something is seriously missing here in the American acting scene. It is true that respect for the actor is much higher in England than in America (and I am not counting our movie stars, who attract more idolization than respect). In England, one can become a knight or even, as Laurence Olivier did, a peer of the realm, after a lifetime of distinguished theatrical achievement. In our country, the highest public distinction an actor can receive is a presidential medal at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C., and that award is usually made on a condition of political loyalty to the current administration.


Still, even in England, actors can sometimes feel contempt for their profession. There is a poignant moment in John Osborne and Anthony Creighton’s Epitaph for George Dillon during which the title character remembers when he was in the Royal Air Force during World War II, and one of his mates asked him his profession:


“Actor,” I said. The moment I uttered that word, machine-gun fire and bombs [falling] all around us, the name of my calling, my whole reason for existence—it sounded so hopelessly trivial and unimportant, so divorced from living, and the real world, that all I could feel was shame.


This kind of shame is no doubt shared by many actors uncertain about their profession, and that may be a reason why some Academy Award winners like to make acceptance speeches about their social and political commitments rather just thank the Academy. Deep down, they must believe that acting is an art so “hopelessly trivial and unimportant,” or “so stupid, so ridiculous, so false” that it is divorced from the real world.


But as soon as an actor starts thinking of the profession as “the business,” then it is inevitable that he or she will be more preoccupied with material rewards than with artistic satisfactions. Most people don’t have that choice. Most professions are oriented either towards service or towards profit. In acting, the options are blurred. Many doctors, more interested in their stock investments than in the latest medical discoveries, may prefer studying Investors Weekly to reading Lancet. But their first obligation is still to heal their patients, or at least “to do no harm.” Priests, ministers, and rabbis are sometimes worldly and ambitious, but their accountability is first to their God and their congregations. By contrast, some businessmen may be extremely philanthropic and some lawyers may do a lot of pro bono work, but they are in professions where the name of the game is profit. Actors are about the only ones who can choose between monk and plutocrat, maverick and mogul; who can go around in either sneakers and Levis or Armani suits and Tiffany jewelry.


So if one of the career options before you leads only to artistic fulfillment and spiritual satisfaction, another only to mass approval and material gain, you can hardly be blamed for choosing the latter. Everyone—your parents, your peers, your friends, your agent—will say you’re a fool not to take the highest-paying offer, even if that sometimes means what Shakespeare called “a waste of spirit in an expense of shame.”


The question remains not so much how you can pay your respects to God and Mammon both, but how you can pursue your career without losing dignity and self-respect. It is not going to be easy. In the unlikely event you do become a star, the public will believe it owns you. Your private life will become raw material for scandal magazines, your public outings meat for camcorders and digital cameras. You won’t be able to go to a rest room without being followed, and although that may please your vanity at first, it will soon become a torment. Every star takes his life in his hands the moment he ventures out in public to be greeted by “adoring” fans.


But in contrast with the incivility often displayed towards actors, there are also expressions of genuine gratitude for what they bring into people’s lives. Let me tell you what Stella Adler once wrote after seeing the YRT company perform Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida. First, she praised the cast “for their total sense of giving us all they had—all their richness and spirit.” She went on: “And by the time they lined up to bow, I understood there is no more noble man in the world than the actor.”


The nobility Stella Adler speaks about is not always evident in the sometimes tawdry world of the performer. The long rides by bus or train or plane; the sometimes dreary stopovers; the all-night restaurants and one-night cheap hotels; the peeling dressing rooms with their unemptied wastebaskets. Chekhov’s Nina speaks of these trials in The Sea Gull, and O’Neill’s James Tyrone’s relentless touring schedule is one of the reasons his wife, Mary, became a drug addict. On the other hand, there is no question that, at his or her best, the actor is the vessel through which we witness the most extraordinary things of which humans are capable, whether heroic or villainous. These qualities are often embodied in the characters they play—Orestes, Jocasta, Medea, Lear, Brutus, Iago, Macbeth, Hamlet, Coriolanus, Mirabel and Millamant, Willy Loman, Blanche Dubois—people who murder and create, marry and procreate, conquer and suffer, decline and fall, rise and transcend. That preeminently human quality is also evident in the courage the actor displays just by getting up on stage. Supported only by talent he bares the inner torments of the character, and, inevitably, something of the actor’s soul as well.


Many actors fear, however, that in assuming so many identities they may lose, or not even develop, one of their own. This is the dilemma of Luigi Pirandello’s actor-heroine in his play To Find Oneself (Trovarsi). Seeking her essential but elusive personality, she discovers that it lies not in her self but in her art, in the various roles she has played. An actor lives before a mirror and absorbs the numerous reflections being thrown back. The theatrical disguises Pirandello’s heroine assumes in front of an audience are what constitute her real identity. “It is true only that one must create oneself, create! And only then does one find oneself,” the play tells us. In short, the very act of creation becomes a noble act of rebellion against existence. Actors are superior precisely because they know they use disguises. They are not only the sum of their own actions, they are also the sum of the roles they play.


So do put your daughter on the stage, Mrs. Worthington. She may not always make a decent living there, but she will be part of an ancient and honorable mystery, and it is on the stage that she will most likely be able to find herself.
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The Anti-Theatrical PrejudiceThe Anti-Theatrical Prejudice


The late Shakespearean scholar Jonas Barish once wrote a book aptly called The Anti-Theatrical Prejudice, a history of the intolerant way in which the stage has been regarded since the earliest times. Dear Actor, prepare to meet and perhaps suffer this prejudice many times in your career. The earliest expression of the syndrome can perhaps be found in Plato’s Republic, when the philosopher expresses his distaste for “imitation.” If a chair is not as “real” as the idea of a chair, then the pictorial or histrionic representation of a chair is two degrees removed from reality. And so it is with poets, playwrights, and actors, all of whom Plato would banish from his ideal republic as “liars.”


Their association with fakery, sham, and pretense may be a reason why actors, like the stage itself, have usually flourished on the fringes of society. Elizabethan theatres, for example, though extremely popular, were banished to the South Side of the Thames. Actors were identified by law as “Rogues and Vagabonds,” and for centuries not even allowed decent burial in Christian graveyards. The Puritans sniffed that the theatre was a cesspool of iniquity (they were particularly incensed about boys playing women’s parts, an act of transvestitism expressly forbidden in Deuteronomy). One of the first things the Roundheads did upon achieving power in England in 1642, after cutting off the head of Charles I, was to close all the theatres. Even after the Restoration of the Stuarts to the throne in 1660, Puritans such as Jeremy Collier were inveighing against The Immorality and Profaneness of the Stage. You can still hear the sound of those disapproving voices today.


Indeed, this distaste for imitation, if not for immorality, pervades the halls of academe, particularly in the humanities, where many professors believe that dramatic literature is better understood in the study than on the stage. But although some professors prefer to hear the play in their heads, no dramatic work can be fully realized until it is produced on stage and wrapped in the fleshly clothes of corporeal actors. William Shakespeare himself seemed totally indifferent about whether his plays were published or read (he included no more than a handful of stage directions in the acting texts). For Shakespeare, publication was something more appropriate for his sonnets. He had been dead for several years before two of his fellow actors, John Heminge and Henry Condell, collected all his works into publishable form in the First Folio.


Many academicians, on the other hand, would prefer not to see the work of playwrights they admire staled upon the stage. The stage being common and vulgar, the classroom and the library are more appropriate places for studying great works. That Shakespeare was the son of a glove maker and never went to college has led to the recent growth of Shakespeare Authorship Denial, that cottage industry of the over-educated who believe that creative genius is bestowed only on scholars holding a Ph.D. or on members of the peerage.


The distinguished Yale scholar, Harold Bloom, is not among those who question Shakespeare’s authorship. But Bloom has often expressed the conviction that the best Shakespeare productions are the ones that remain unacted. “I am so weary of badly directed Shakespeare,” he once moaned in typical Bloomsian despair, “that I would rather attend public readings than performances of the plays, if only such readings were available.”


I once suggested publicly, only half in jest, that Bloom was not only our leading Shakespearean critic but perhaps a very good actor as well. His melancholy air, his mournful heavily-lidded eyes, and his exquisite gloom, coupled with a certain rabbinical authority, made him ideal casting for all those roles that Charles Laughton and Zero Mostel were no longer around to play, chief among them Sir John Falstaff. Although Bloom pretended to dismiss this idea, he actually became quite intrigued by it.


A few years later, when the director Karin Coonrod wanted to give a public reading of The Henriad (she called it The Falstaffiad) with Bloom in the part of Falstaff, I jumped at the chance to produce it at the American Repertory Theatre. The reading featured many members of our company, including me as Pistol. And Bloom did a rendering of the part that evoked its tragic dimension as resonantly as any Falstaff I had seen. The experience evaporated his prejudice and converted him to the theatre. Since then, he has toured his Falstaff to New York and elsewhere, and joined the company of actors.


Theatrical prejudice is not limited to scholars. The New Yorker’s excellent movie critic, David Denby, once wrote an article called “Theaterophobia,” the very title signifying a profound distaste for the stage. In a tour of Broadway theatres over a period of a few months, he concluded that theatre was a monumental waste of time. (It is significant that he never went to off-Broadway or to a resident theatre.)


But who can blame him or anyone else for turning off the theatre? For one thing, it can be a very uncomfortable place to sit, too airless or overly air-conditioned, with too little leg room and no space for your arms. The amount you pay for a couple of Broadway tickets might be more profitably spent on a couple of shares of IBM. Play-going can be an insufferable bore where, at times, you feel as if you were trapped in a wind tunnel with no hope of egress. Even the worst movie sometimes seems more tolerable than a bad play, because movies at least leave you alone with your fantasies. And if you want to leave, no one is watching.


So one can understand how the anti-theatrical prejudice evolves. It is up you, dear Actor, and all our colleagues in the profession, to create the kind of experiences that will wipe it away.

















II.II.


GETTING THEREGETTING THERE
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How to Act in CollegeHow to Act in College


All right, dear Actor, let’s assume you’ve reached college age. How do you satisfy your passion for acting? I would warmly recommend four rigorous years of undergraduate study in the liberal arts before you enter the profession. Instead of leaping blindly and hopefully into a theatrical career at the tender age of seventeen or eighteen, first give yourself a good education in the humanities.


Today, a lot of young people skip the entire education and training process and plunge directly into show business. Some may decide to drop out of school after a year or two, as Jane Fonda did after her freshman year at Vassar in 1957, and start making the rounds. I was Jane’s instructor at the time and nothing I said could persuade her to take her finals in the event she might want to return.


I still believe that Jane Fonda, good as she is, would have been a much more accomplished actor, capable of a much greater variety of roles, had she finished college. So will you. So was Jodie Foster at Yale, Natalie Portman at Harvard, and Brooke Shields at Princeton. The American theatre needs educated actors, and the more you can buttress your performing activities with humanistic knowledge the more fulfilling your future actor’s life will be. You will probably want to major in theatre if your school offers such a concentration (some don’t). But that is not essential. Even if you choose to pursue a BA in drama, or a BFA in a professional program such as that offered by Carnegie Mellon or Boston University, I strongly urge you to study other subjects as well, and to balance your professional classes with courses in dramatic literature.


OEBPS/images/half.jpg
letters to a young actor





OEBPS/images/9780786734023.jpg
“A beauty

Letters to a Young
Actoris full of
Brustein’s first-hand,
hands-on wisdom
combined with his

wonderful good

Letters

nature and
generous spirit. to a
This all-around \/() un g

man of the theater

Actor

loves actors.”

CHRISTOPHER

WALKEN






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Robert Brustein

letters to a young actor

a universal guide to performance

BASIC

BOOKS

A Member of the Perseus Books Group
New York





