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Praise for The Art of Auditioning


“There are few people I’ve met who love actors more than Rob Decina. Here he lays out a practical, step-by-step guide to auditioning . . . concise, thorough, and perhaps most importantly; full of encouragement and empowerment for the actor.”


—Tom Pelphrey, actor, Ozark, Mank, Outer Range


“Rob conveys some of the deepest truths that an actor at any stage of their career needs to hear and acknowledge. He is encouraging and, most importantly, empowering the artist—an invaluable gift in our industry.”


—Jade Eshete, actor, Billions, Really Love,
Dirk Gently’s Holistic Detective Agency


“Rob knows and loves actors, and thoroughly understands the process of acting and auditioning from both sides of the camera. This book provides a comprehensive roadmap that allows the actor to take the driver’s seat in their own auditioning process in ways that are practical and extremely empowering.”


—Murray Bartlett, actor, The White Lotus, Tales of The City, Looking


“Rob Decina’s no-nonsense, straightforward approach insightfully and brilliantly fuses basic acting techniques with audition preparation and execution. His common sense thinking and insider’s point of view make for compelling reading for the developing actor.”


—Mark Saks, five-time Emmy-nominated
casting director, The Good Wife, Evil, Madam Secretary


“This new book continues to be . . . indispensable . . . this book is a must read for any actor wanting to be on television.”


—Robert Attermann, CEO, A3 Artists Agency


“Rob is a casting director that sincerely advocates for the success of the actors he auditions. He fights to help find the best unique version of the performance each actor has to offer by providing them with his complete attention, specific adjustments, and nuanced tools, so that when you leave his office you feel you’ve had a complete experience with the material you were working on. This generosity of spirit and enthusiasm toward the craft makes Rob a casting director I deeply respect and look forward to working with every time.”


—Justine Lupe, actor, Succession,
The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel, Mr. Mercedes


“Rob Decina’s priceless, real-world pointers are rarely taught in school. He is a true champion of actors, as evidenced by the troves of insight and expertise he shares so generously here.”


—Elizabeth Alderfer, actor, United States of Al, A.P. Bio, Disjointed


“Acting classes are great but are rarely taught by someone so intimately familiar with the casting side of the biz. Rob’s book isn’t just theory, but actionable advice from someone who knows what they’re talking about. He explains the differences between performance and audition, and the best way to spend your most valuable resource as an actor: time.”


—Kevin Sussman, actor, The Big Bang Theory


“In this book, Rob Decina gives clear answers to the ‘hard to ask’ questions! This book is a game changer in fully understanding the ins and outs of our industry.”


—Kiah McKirnan, actor, Mare of Eastown, Night Sky


“Rob Decina demystifies the plight of the auditioning actor, turning each step in the ever-so-ephemeral process into something tangible. He illustrates a clear, positive technique to empower and encourage, bringing ownership and fulfillment back into the actor’s hands. This book should be at the top of any television hopeful’s to-read list.”


—Kennedy McMann, actor, Nancy Drew
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Introduction


Writing doesn’t come easy for me. I have worked on this edition many times over many years. Adding a little here and there and then feeling overwhelmed and giving up. I am much better at talking about auditioning than I am at writing about it. I am not good at typing and my spelling is terrible. As I make the final touches on this, we are all struck by COVID-19 and have been working from home for some time. Maybe this is the final push needed to complete this. The entire landscape has forced in-person auditions to be replaced by self-tapes and virtual auditions. The positive of this situation is I can explore that here. The hope is that by the time this is published we will be back to a pre-COVID process—although I suspect many elements will remain moving forward.


A lot has happened in my own career and in the industry since this book was first published in 2004. After spending ten years as the casting director of the CBS daytime drama, Guiding Light, the show was canceled in 2009 and I found myself unemployed. Casting that soap was a great job for me. I started a family while on that show and bought a house while on that show. I was able to teach at various studios and colleges during that time. I had autonomy with regular hours (something rare in the business). I was able to give many young actors their first job in television and eventually I was allowed to direct. For the last two years, I was casting and directing at the same time, and I brag that I’m the only one in daytime history to hold that distinction. That may or may not be true.


I had left a primetime casting associate job at Warner Bros. Television to work at GL and many agents and industry friends warned me to not get comfortable there. That I should be looking to move on at some point. I laughed them off—I was making good money at a good job, and I was enjoying it. However, those people who were advising me were partly correct. Not that I should have left, but that I should have at least looked and kept myself out there, kept myself relevant. I didn’t care about those things. I was happy to fly under the radar, and I thought the show would run forever. I mean, it was on for seventy-two years when it went off the air and I thought it would go another seventy-two. Surprise: it didn’t! I was left to find work as a casting director, and it was like starting over. I was competing for work with others who had amassed great credits. I was show-less at a time where the industry was very slow in New York. To make matters worse, no one cared about my pre-daytime, primetime experience. Even I had to look myself in the mirror and admit my resume didn’t really hold up anymore. Over the next few years I cast some indie films and a non-union re-creation show. I probably lost money on those jobs. I did some audition coaching and wouldn’t even charge enough to cover my expenses. I knew I had to reinvent myself and for the next few years I bounced around in producing/developing/casting jobs in the nonfiction space. I wasn’t happy. Specifically I wasn’t happy because I wasn’t working with actors. That was my passion. That’s where I got my enjoyment. Being in the room with acting talent is where I found value in myself.


In 2015, I had the opportunity to join the staff of a new primetime drama as a casting associate. I actually saw the job listing and stared at it for a week before I made the call to apply. What took me a week? Ego. It was the associate position, and I was concerned that I would be going back to a title I had held seventeen years earlier. How dare I think I was even in a place to be worried about anything like that? I was insecure, and I was protecting a career I didn’t have anymore. My wife encouraged me to explore the job, and eventually I knew I needed to do what I had to do to get back in the game. Within the first five minutes of being in the audition room, I knew I was back, because I knew I was happy. Eventually I was rewarded with a shared casting director credit on that show and was asked to take the remaining seasons over by myself. What a gift. That of course opened the flood gates of work. Casting pilots and shows for the CW, Netflix, and others. I was able to be the NY casting person on some films and eventually all this led to my current position. It also allowed me to do some teaching again, putting the book to the test and influencing this edition.


However, back in 2015 I learned something very quickly. The industry had changed so much. Technology had made the process more efficient, and the expectations from producers and directors had been raised as well. Live auditions were being replaced with on-camera auditions. In some cases the callback stage was obsolete. The process became so fast. The need for self-tapes and Zoom meetings has not only expedited the process but has created a greater isolation than before.


For those who have read the first edition, please know the core Audition Technique that I wrote about has stayed the same but I have discovered some “short cuts” to streamline the preparation and give the actor some faster options to choose from. I have also learned more about the craft and art of auditioning itself. If I could have a new subtitle for this book it would be, “What I Learned, Where I was Right, and Where I was Wrong.” These are the things I will discuss in this edition as well as the aforementioned wonderful technical advancements the industry uses today.


If you have read the first version of Art of Auditioning: Techniques for Television, you will learn from my personal journey and new adjustments. If this is the first time you have heard of this book, you will appreciate it with fresh eyes. I have now been casting for over twenty-five years. I am as confident as I have ever been in this technique: putting actors in a place to get results in the audition room. I am confident in the short form I will explain to help expedite the process. I get this confidence from all the actors I have seen discover things in themselves and the technique for the first time. This is another thing that makes me happy.


I first wrote this book because I realized the audition process is somewhat of a mystery to most actors. Truth be told, when I first started it was a mystery to me too. I discovered that auditioning is a job interview for actors. It is a job interview that has inherent restrictions and limitations. Working within those limitations is the key to a successful audition. That is what this book will cover: the limitations, the challenges, the choices, and the mistakes that actors and casting directors make.


This book will discuss my “philosophy” of auditioning as well as a practical and challenging audition technique. The philosophy or mindset has become an aspect I talk to actors about all the time. I will delve into this more and how to use this for self-tapes. I will explain in detail my specific audition technique—one that I feel is helpful for actors looking to get ahead and stand out. This will be the heart of the book. I will be honest and direct while describing the traps that actors fall into. My hope is that this book will empower the actor and help guide him or her from the first meeting/audition to the callback and through the screen test process. The technique’s focus is the television audition, but I am confident it can be used for the film audition as well. The additions to the technique will be about simplifying it and getting to the heart of the conflict. As I have gotten older, I am less patient on process and more result-driven. This is a good thing here.


Please remember that I am one casting director, with my own opinions. My opinions may greatly differ from those of my peers or your previous teachers. In some areas I am sure there is repetition. What is important is that you trust what I am saying and give it a practical application in the real world. If it doesn’t work for you, fine; if it does work for you, even better. Perhaps only a portion of the technique will be applicable for you, while for others, the entire technique may be accessible.


I am writing this book as a source of encouragement. Over the last several years I find myself in a mentor role. Trying to help not only the young actor but the aspiring casting director, as well. I enjoy this. I love the craft of acting. I love casting. I understand actors, and I want actors to succeed. As a casting director, I need actors to succeed. You are the solution to my daily challenge of casting roles (getting actors jobs). That’s what this book is about: how to book the job. Keeping that job is another book!


Lastly, I feel I should mention that I am speaking for myself and not on behalf of any production or company I am currently working for, have worked for, or were working with at any point while adding to this edition over the years. I will never share any personal or confidential information. If I tell a story, I will embellish it to make my point. I never use anyone’s name.




CHAPTER 1


This Is a Business


I know it is ironic to start a book with the word “Art” in the title with a chapter with the word “business” in it, but this is very intentional. That intention is to highlight how important I feel this has become for the actor to embrace.


Television is a business. Network television is about selling commercial time. Commercial rates are based on the show ratings. Streaming television is about getting subscribers. These are both money-based entities. Money = business. There is nothing wrong with this. Businesses are designed to make money, not lose it. All of this money/business stuff is not important for you as an actor other than to understand that you play a part—no pun intended—in this business model. So what is valuable for you is to (1) understand that and (2) take on a businesslike mindset for yourself and your career. I believe in this 1000%. You must go into business for yourself.


ACTING IS A BUSINESS, A BUSINESS OF ONE


What I mean is that you need to embrace the idea that you are in business for yourself (the business of one—you!). You are the CEO and the entity all in one. Agents and managers will be on your business team. However, the most important element of this is to have a business approach to everything. If the producers are in business/are professional and so are the directors, writers, studios, networks, etc. then you as an actor can not only be about the “Art.” It would be great if it could only be about the art, but television is not about artistic freedom or expression for the actor; it is about using your artistic understanding and instrument to do a job. Your job is your role in that given project. Your job is also about your approach to securing that role.


The professional mindset is the element I would really like to focus on. When you realize you are in business for yourself, then every decision you make about your career and training goes into your business and making you more professional. Yes, you will invest money in your business, in classes and headshots to name a few, but the professional behavior is really what is most important to everyone else in the business. That starts with casting directors. When you take a businesslike approach to the art, you will inevitably make stronger decisions that come across as professional to others.


Side note: when I talk about “Business of One” I am excluding a discussion about if the actor should form an LLC—a real business with tax implications. Many actors do indeed do this, but it is out of my lane to discuss. I suggest you consult an accountant about when the right time for you to do that is. Enough on that; let’s get back to the art—I mean the business. I mean both.


TIME MANAGEMENT


When I speak to agents and managers about their new clients and where they are struggling, they all pretty much say the same thing: time management. Time management is a concept that I never thought I would talk about with actors but it makes a lot of sense. Personally, a lot of my own success is based on time management. Juggling multiple projects at a time you need to be organized. This is part of what makes me professional and is a simple element that actors can embrace for themselves. For example, if you are lucky enough to have several auditions in a given week, you must manage your time and decide how long you will spend on each audition. Your reps do not want to hear that you “didn’t have time” to work on all the auditions you had. I can always tell when an actor comes to an audition and they are not really prepared. Actors will sometimes admit they didn’t have time to work on it as much as they wanted to. This is unprofessional and a waste of time. The smart, business-minded actor would have divided their time better or asked to reschedule the audition to be fully prepared.


Being late to an audition is not professional, especially if the reason you are late is because you “got lost” or “didn’t realize how long it would take to get here.” So to me the businesslike actor would have figured out the distance and time beforehand so this wasn’t an issue. A 12:30 audition means you are ready to go at 12:30, not that you are arriving at 12:30. It’s the little things that stand out, and with simple time management the actor can be more successful and come across as very professional. Both success and professionalism go hand in hand. There is an exception for everything. Being a little late is not the end of the world. There is always unexpected traffic or subway delays, but you want to manage your time so you are not always late or unprepared, so when it happens unexpectedly it is understandable and not a habit. Think about my mindset. If a given actor is always late or unprepared, how do I have confidence that they will not be like that if they book the job? Should I assume they will, all of a sudden, become professional after they book the role? Or will they also show up to set not prepared or late? The actor creates the perception of themselves. That should start with a professional, businesslike mindset.


YOUR JOB-JOB


More businesslike mindset: Figure out your money job or, as I like to say, your job-job. I realize I am speaking to the younger actor here as the experienced actor will have figured this out by now. You must lock up the job that will give you flexibility and some finances to pay for your life so you can pursue this. I am not going to list all the jobs available, but I will suggest one that I know many do not think about. Become a substitute teacher. Full disclosure, I did this the year between undergraduate and graduate school. You only need a college degree versus having to be certified to teach to be a full-time teacher. The schools call you in the morning to work that day. If you want to work, you say yes. If you have a gig, you say no. The school day is over in the early afternoon, giving you the majority of the day for auditions, classes, etc. In addition, you will get some teaching experience and make the same, if not more, than what you would make at a restaurant shift. You will never have to ask anyone to cover a shift for you too. If you are business savvy, you will ask your reps to schedule all of your auditions in the afternoon so you can sub in the morning. Think about it.


THIS IS A RELATIONSHIP-DRIVEN BUSINESS


This is a relationship-driven business. The more you are in it, the more relationships you develop and the smaller the world gets. The first time you audition for a casting director is really the first day of your business relationship. The next time you audition is a continuation of that relationship. If the casting director likes you and likes your work, talent, and professionalism, they will continue that relationship.


Casting directors will also have a relationship with your representation. Those relationships can last years and are built on trust. There are also new casting/representation relationships being built all the time. Those relationships develop into audition opportunities for you.


Actors will also have a business relationship with their representatives. Those relationships are also built on trust, professionalism, communication, and talent. It is a triangle of relationships which all develop over time and result in audition opportunities and hopefully booked jobs: actor–casting director; casting director–agent/manager; and agent/manager–actor. It is your job to nurture all of those relationships.




CHAPTER 2


Auditioning and the Craft of Acting


Auditioning and acting are two different things. Here’s the truth: A great actor does not make a great auditioner. An actor who can audition well is not necessarily a good actor. Can you be great at auditioning and be an interesting actor? Of course—this is what you should be striving for. But remember, you are trying to book the job in the audition, and that’s what we will focus on in this book.


ACTING IS A CRAFT


Acting is a craft—one that must be studied, practiced, and developed. It is an ongoing process of learning and maturing. I believe that the actor who understands the craft is better prepared to audition than the actor who is only looking to become famous and doesn’t take the craft seriously.


A first audition is an opportunity to display your potential in a role, to show how you might play that character if given the opportunity to apply your craft. So, the audition becomes about an actor’s approach to applying craft within the limitations of an audition. Audition technique does not take as long to master as the craft itself, but my philosophy begins with the belief that you must appreciate the craft to develop the audition skills. Most importantly, you must understand that they are indeed separate skills.


So, you must study the craft of acting before you can approach the art of auditioning. The craft is what you will rely on in your career and in the day-to-day challenges that an actor will face on a job. The audition is a display of that craft. It is where the craft and the business of trying to get an acting job on television meet. If you are reading this book and you have yet to begin your journey into studying and understanding the craft, I urge you to consider taking classes first. You can read this book, apply technique, and perhaps even book a job, but you will eventually need the craft of acting to get you through the challenges on the set, with a script, and in the work you do with other actors, directors, and producers. If you do not have the proper background, you will be faking it. You can fake it for a while, but not forever. There are no shortcuts to a sustained career.


So, read the books by the great teachers and study at the best schools. Get yourself ready for an incredible journey into learning the skills of acting. Then, take those skills and learn a technique that will allow you to display aspects of your skills for a specific role, in a given opportunity. That opportunity will be your audition. This technique will offer you options to best prepare for the opportunity and to showcase your unique acting skills.




CHAPTER 3


An Audition Is Not a Performance


An audition is not a performance. I have heard people refer to it as a mini-performance. It is not a mini-performance either. A performance is the furthest thing from what an audition should be. At least that is what your mindset should be. Remove the idea that it is a performance. It is also not a scene or a workshop opportunity. It is not class. It is a job interview where actors are going to be evaluated for their acting talent and their appropriateness for a given character.


In my opinion, most actors come to an audition with the idea that they have to put on a performance. This is not the best approach, because it is nearly impossible to accomplish. The key to auditioning, specifically in a first audition, is to show potential. The way you show potential is by setting up realistic and obtainable goals. You must recognize the limitations inherent in a first audition for a role, and then set your goals accordingly.


Some changes over the years: I used to hold all my first auditions in my office while sitting behind my desk, reading with the actor while evaluating at the same time. The auditions were not on camera. Things have changed since then. In the episodic world of casting things happen so fast now. I may need to cast twenty roles in a two-week time period for a one-hour drama. Digital technology has allowed us to be more efficient. Now, all my first auditions happen in the tape room. Every actor goes on tape (we should probably not use this term anymore either since it’s not tape—it’s digital). Everyone gets recorded. Most actors get one take at an audition unless they show immediate potential. If potential is there, they will get an adjustment and a second or third take. It is almost like getting a callback right in the room during the first audition. So, I used to discuss preparing an audition for the limitations of an office, but now you must prepare an audition for the limitations of going on camera. The challenges are still the same, but the key is to learn how to use the camera to your advantage instead of using the reader to your advantage. I am a CD who will read with the actor and operate the camera at the same time. So the on-camera audition is about connecting with the material and letting the camera do the work. It is not about doing a performance and the camera catching that performance. It cannot be a performance because it is not a scene with two people acting equally with individual objectives with the purpose of telling a story. Always remember the other person is a reader and not a scene partner.
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