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  AN OVERVIEW OF LOS ANGELES

  As an actor, even if you have never visited Los Angeles, you probably have already heard a lot about it. Think for a moment. What images pop into your mind? Besides earthquakes and an occasional riot, you are probably conjuring pictures of Hollywood, studios, bright lights, and movie stars. And let’s not forget limousines, palm trees, Beverly Hills mansions, and paparazzi. What about movie premieres, Rodeo Drive, Rolls Royces, and the Sunset Strip? Yes, these are all valid images that have come to symbolize one aspect of Los Angeles, also known as the City of Angels, or simply, La La Land.

  You’d have to be a hermit to miss them. Every day people around the globe see, hear, and read about life in L.A. Just turn on the news. Chances are, at some point, you will be treated to a small slice of juicy Hollywood gossip. If you’re tuned into a tabloid TV show, then you’ll probably get a whopping portion! Open a magazine or newspaper. Somewhere inside lurks a tell-all report on your favorite celebrity or the latest rundown of a high-profile court case. Or go to the movies. There’s a strong probability that those palm trees, that street corner, or that sandy beach can be found somewhere in Los Angeles.

  So whether you realize it or not, you have had more exposure to L.A. than probably any other city in the world. However, it is important to realize that much of the imagery—the famous people, the beautiful scenery, the extravagant lifestyles, the glamour—while truthful, has been sensationalized to some degree. You will find that, like any other big city, Los Angeles has its own unique personality with both enjoyable and aggravating qualities, and actually many down-to-earth characteristics.

  Being an actor, you will quickly notice that the greatest aspect of Los Angeles is that it’s the mega-metropolis for work in the arts. It is here that all the major studios and independent production companies are busy churning out thousands of feature films, television programs, commercials, and music videos in Hollywood and its surrounding areas every year. In addition, tremendous opportunities exist in theater and dance throughout the vicinity. There are hundreds of performing arts theatres in Southern California alone! And if that’s not enough, you will find a significant presence of the art, music, and modeling industries as well. So grab your paintbrush, string that guitar, and head on down the catwalk! No other place has so much to offer actors, artists, musicians, and models. Hollywood is truly a magnet for artists of all kinds!

  You ought to know that “Hollywood” refers to both a general vicinity (although there are no defined boundaries, and it technically doesn’t exist) in Los Angeles and to the entertainment industry as a whole. Around 1910, the motion picture business was born in what is now considered Hollywood, and for many decades it served as the center for all show business-related activities. Hence, Hollywood became synonymous with show business. Today studios and entertainment firms can still be found in the Hollywood area, but many have expanded into neighboring areas. Nevertheless, the term “Hollywood” is still used, mostly by the media, to refer to the industry, which in reality often has little to do with Hollywood, the area.

  Besides Hollywood, there are many other well-known regions that make up Los Angeles. Some of these include the cities of Beverly Hills, Malibu, Santa Monica, Burbank, Studio City, and Pasadena—to name a few. In all, there are eighty-eight incorporated cities and approximately 140 unincorporated areas linked by more than a dozen freeways within the five districts that comprise L.A. County! It really is an enormous place! And most of its nearly ten million inhabitants find it extremely helpful—almost a necessity—to have an automobile (more on this in chapter 3). This inevitably leads to frequent traffic congestion, which has tested the patience of many. Fortunately for actors, the entertainment industry is somewhat localized in Hollywood, West Hollywood, the Westside, and the Eastern San Fernando Valley, though these areas are still hardly within walking distance of one another.
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  One interesting thing about Los Angeles is that it has many different telephone area codes, such as 213, 310, 323, 626, 818, and a few others! With the advent of fax machines, voicemail, pagers, and especially cell phones, more telephone numbers were needed.

  Undoubtedly, most would agree that one of the best features of Southern California, or the “Southland,” is the superb weather. One can generally anticipate year-round comfortable temperatures. During summer, temperatures usually range between eighty and one hundred degrees, and the air is dry. During winter, temperatures drop to between fifty and seventy degrees. Thus, you will never have to shovel snow off of your driveway in Los Angeles. From late April through October, it virtually never rains, and only does so sporadically during the remainder of the year; so expect lots of California sunshine. The only time you might need your heavy-duty galoshes is from late December through March, when rainstorms historically can pummel the region. But be sure to bring your entire wardrobe anyway. You never know what you might need for an audition.

  For many people, the usually incredible weather outweighs L.A.’s negative attributes, which include smog, crime, wildfires, winter floods, and an occasional earthquake. Smog is a problem that has slowly been improving, though it still can be quite significant during the summer. Strict emissions regulations for automobiles were enacted in recent years, which have helped curb the problem; however, a majority of regions still succumb to moderate or poor air quality. One can literally see a brown cloud hovering in the sky from many locations. To avoid the smog, some seek out the coastal communities, which are bathed by cooler, cleaner ocean air year-round.

  As in most major cities, another negative aspect of life in L.A. is crime. Back in the 1990s, car-jackings were on the rise, although they seem to have diminished significantly when such crimes became federal offenses and companies began selling increasingly popular tracking devices for automobiles. One simply has to use common sense when it comes to safety in L.A. for cars and all aspects of life (i.e., lock your doors, don’t walk alone at night, be cautious of strangers). The same safety rules apply in L.A. as they would in any other major city.

  While any large urban area can expect predictable problems, such as pollution and crime, no one can deny that in the past, L.A. had been hit harder with other difficulties than most cities. Terrible riots erupted in 1992, devastating floods and fires struck in 1993, a major earthquake shook in 1994, and even more floods rose in 1995. And of course, L.A. residents experience a few raging wildfires every couple of years in the mountainous areas.

  On the positive side, these events tend to bring the people of Los Angeles together. They have shown that love, compassion, and a willingness to assist rests within the hearts of many. And despite these calamities, many Angelenos still count their blessings. Most are willing to cope with these disturbances in exchange for comfortable weather, close proximity to beaches, exciting city life, and, of course, show business.

  In terms of human relations, Angelenos are perceived to have a more relaxed and liberal approach to life. In this transient town, acceptance and tolerance of others is more common than in other parts of the country, though it would be crazy to suggest that problems are nonexistent. Here you will find people from every imaginable background pursuing their own unique lifestyles. Nothing is too unusual for L.A.

  This melting pot of many different people, including considerable Hispanic, Asian, and African-American populations, as well as many other subgroups, makes for a unique cultural and culinary experience that cannot be duplicated in many other cities. Here I bet you will find more Thai restaurants than McDonald’s. Additionally, there is no shortage of Mexican, Japanese, Chinese, Indian, or American cuisine. Whatever your palette desires, the people of L.A. will provide.

  Another nice quality of the residents, specifically the actors, is that many are big dreamers. They easily could have pursued careers in their hometowns or in smaller cities, but chose L.A. because they are dreamers. They are a particular breed of people, filled with optimism, spontaneity, and an ability to imagine greatness. They have somehow come to believe that in Los Angeles just about anything is possible. And they’re right. If there is one truth about Los Angeles beyond all the hype and the hoopla, it is that anything and everything can happen, and does all the time.

  But beware: Big dreamers also tend to have big egos. It has been said that some people in L.A. are plastic, superficial, and narcissistic. This, of course, can be said about people anywhere. But in Hollywood, the quest for fame and fortune can sometimes overtake the individual. For some, the car they drive or the clothes they wear become more important than the people in their lives and life itself! And while there’s nothing wrong with driving a fancy car or wearing nice clothes, just be sure that your focus on “making it big” doesn’t leave you dazed and confused about what really counts in life.

  When you do make a ton of money, and hopefully are still a balanced person, there will be plenty of ways to spend it. By taking a drive around town, you’ll notice that a tremendous amount of money is made in the entertainment industry not only by performers, but by agents, directors, writers, and producers as well. Go for a ride in Beverly Hills and Bel-Air. You’ll see a multitude of luxury automobiles and elegant homes throughout. The same is true for the Hollywood Hills, Brentwood, Pasadena, and Malibu. Next, take a stroll down Rodeo Drive. All of the top fashion designers have storefronts with clothing and jewelry worth more than most people’s cars. For trendier shopping, head on over to Melrose Avenue. You’ll find a hipper crowd and a more eclectic environment. Finally, steer over to Malibu to see sprawling oceanview estates. You will realize that there is a large pie out there, and a piece of it may as well be yours.

  To every newcomer, Los Angeles can seem like an intimidating place. It is easy to get lost in such a large and diverse city, not only physically but emotionally, so it will be important to get your feet on solid ground. Unfortunately, many people come to this town with unrealistic plans. They have little money saved, no understanding of how to proceed, and no strategy to survive. Desperation often follows when stardom doesn’t happen in a few weeks or months. Many leave disappointed and feeling like a failure, others repeatedly call on friends and relatives to finance their venture, and still others join a small homeless population, sometimes standing at intersections begging for money. You don’t want to do any of those things.

  The following chapters will show you the best way to start an acting career in Los Angeles. They will show you how the business works and help you to develop a strategy that will allow you to play the game successfully.

  For additional information on L.A.: The L.A. Chamber of Commerce (213-580-7500 or www.lachamber.org) sells relocation packages. Included are maps, a renter’s guide, an apartment and home buyer’s guide, job information, and a community choice book with information on schools, shopping, weather, and cost-of-living.

  In addition to the L.A. Chamber of Commerce’s vast resource of information, here are some more great websites that can answer virtually any question you can come up with about the basic mechanics of Los Angeles life:

  Los Angeles County Government Website

  www.lacounty.gov

  This official government site provides vital details on everything from Los Angeles geography, to the way business is practiced in the city, to arts and recreation specifics, to social services, to the municipal transportation system—and that’s just scratching the surface.

  Los Angeles Almanac

  www.laalmanac.com

  A treasure trove of maps, crime stats, health essentials, and important info about environmental concerns like local weather and earthquake preparedness. This site is also packed with fun facts and trivia, like its “Mysterious L.A.” section. Here’s the place to get the real skinny on the Curse of Griffith Park, Los Angeles Bigfoot sightings, and whether vampires really haunt Hollywood streets at night!

  Los Angeles Tourist Info

  www.latourist.com

  OK, you’re definitely not a tourist, but as an L.A newbie, you’ll still appreciate the detailed info this site can provide you. Everything you need to know about hotels, attractions, shopping, and local bargains.

  Los Angeles City Info

  www.lacity.org

  The city’s well-organized municipal info site, featuring vital alerts and messages from the mayor, complete city calendars, and site-specific neighborhood resources.

  Los Angeles Community Info

  www.libertyhill.org

  This terrific community service site can really help you get a true feel for L.A. culture and its most crucial issues. Focusing on “L.A. without the glitter,” the Liberty Hill organization drives community leadership on issues such as the environment, LGBTQ equality, and poverty and economic justice. Important and illuminating!
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  A BASIC UNDERSTANDING OF HOW ACTORS GET WORK

  Before you embark on an acting career in the entertainment industry, you first need to learn the nuts and bolts of the business.

  This will help you in developing your strategy for survival, by giving you a concise understanding of what to anticipate along the way. There is much information to take in, but for now, a brief summary follows with more detailed information to come later in the book.

  Most new actors arrive in Hollywood with little knowledge of how the system operates. They expect that getting cast on a show or movie will be as easy as it was in high school or college, where a handful of people showed up for open auditions, and one of them got the part on the spot. Others buy into the great myth that people are simply “discovered” off the street and made into mega-stars overnight. To these people, I lovingly say, “Wake up!” While stories of instant and seemingly easy stardom from Hollywood’s early days have been told many times, it is extremely rare and unrealistic in today’s world. Hollywood does not hire actors or create stars that way. Most successful actors in Hollywood have worked long and hard for years trying to establish themselves. Generally, they have followed certain steps and have understood how the game is played.

  Aside from having friends and relatives who will hire you, which, by the way, happens frequently, as a new actor in town you will typically have to follow a standard cycle to gain professional, or paid, employment.

  It All Starts with You, the Actor

  Before you get the ball rolling, you’ll need to examine your skills, talents, background, and credits. As with any profession you are seeking to enter, it helps to have experience and/or training. Maybe you’ve got experience from high school, community theatre, or college. Maybe you’ve been in a commercial in your hometown, you’ve won a beauty pageant, or you’ve been a model or dancer. Anything related to the field of acting or entertainment will help you.

  If you have no credits, it will be a good idea to start with some training right away. This will not only help you develop your craft, but also show you are serious about it. It’s true, some of today’s stars haven’t had one acting lesson in their lives, but the vast majority have. Even working actors study regularly. Therefore, consider studying regardless of your background.

  Once you’ve determined you have some talent, and hopefully some experience, then it’s time for professional assistance.

  You’ll Need an Agent or Manager

  While it will be extremely important to pursue acting jobs on your own, you will need to have an agent or manager representing you if you want to have a professional acting career. I can’t stress how important this is if you want to be taken seriously in Hollywood.

  An agent acts on your behalf to arrange auditions and interviews with casting directors, and he or she then negotiates your contracts when you are hired. Agents do not actually get you the job; you have to do that with your talent. Some actors forget this. Powerful and respected agents can be persuasive and in some instances help to obtain work for their clients, but you realistically can’t count on their influence alone, especially if you are a newcomer.

  Regardless of how established you are, the standard agent fee is 10 percent of the money you earn from your acting work—a modest fee for all the work they do. Agents and ways to obtain them will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 10.

  Managers assist in career planning, development, and strategy. They complement the efforts of an agent by arranging additional auditions and meetings with casting directors and producers. They are typically hired by established actors. However, some newcomers have had luck in securing a manager who believed in them when agents would not. Managers usually take 15 percent of your paycheck, sometimes even 20 percent.

  In order to hook up with a legitimate agent or manager, you typically have to be a member of the Screen Actors Guild/American Federation of Television and Radio Artists—more commonly known as SAG-AFTRA. This formidable union, representing the interests of film, TV, and radio performers, were originally two unions founded back in the 1930s—they merged in recent years in order to provide even better services for actors in terms of negotiating wages, enforcing employment contracts, and ensuring proper working conditions, benefits, and professional protection. There are some agents and managers who take non-SAG clients, but the majority won’t. If you are seriously considering a professional acting career, then you will need to become a member, since most paying jobs in this town are union. Unfortunately, getting into SAG is a little tricky. You can’t just show up and slap down your initiation fee. You have to become eligible, and to do so is a Catch-22. To qualify, you must work a union job and be paid union wages; however, you are not supposed to work union jobs unless you already are in the union. It’s seems rather crazy, but there are ways to sneak in, and they will be discussed later in the book in chapter 6.

  Off to Auditions!

  After securing representation with an agent or manager, hopefully he or she will be arranging auditions for you on a regular basis, as you continue to pursue auditions yourself. Some weeks you may have five or more auditions; others you may have none. It varies a lot.

  Auditions can take place at any time during the day, though usually they transpire during business hours. They can be located anywhere in L.A, but typically they happen somewhere in Hollywood, the Westside, or the Valley. Usually you’ll get a day’s notice to prepare for an audition, but on occasion your agent will call and ask you to be ready in just a couple of hours. Therefore, you’ll need tremendous flexibility in your schedule. (This is why so many actors historically have worked as waiters late at night.)

  The Casting Director

  Once you’ve driven across town to your audition, maintaining balance and composure amidst the traffic and heat of L.A., you’ll swiftly go inside and wait to be seen by the casting director. Newcomers have all kinds of scary images of casting directors, but in reality, they are surprisingly normal people who are hired by producers to cast, or assemble, a particular project. Their job is to find the best actors for all the roles in the production (though the lead roles are usually pre-cast from lists). To accomplish this task, they do one of two things: They call on a pool of actors whom they already know, or, if they have time, they submit their casting needs to the Breakdown Services to get submissions from agents. The Breakdown Services are a daily rundown of what is currently being cast for television, films, commercials, and Equity theatre. Only agents and personal managers can receive the full list. (Currently, actors can go online at www.BreakdownServices.com and get a subscription; however, the listings are typically a very limited version of the entire list of opportunities available.) Everyday, the breakdowns are delivered via fax or email to agents, who in return submit headshots and videotapes, when available, of suitable actors for consideration.

  The audition process is an art in itself, one that you will continually practice and improve upon. While many actors, given a few weeks, can deliver a superb reading of a script, fewer can do the same when given only twenty-four hours’ notice. Therefore, ways to develop a more clear and confident approach to the audition process will be explained in great detail in chapter 13.

  Once a casting director has auditioned a group of actors—anywhere from twenty-five to a hundred people, or up to a thousand or more for larger roles in movies—he or she selects the most appropriate and has them come back to read for further evaluation. This situation is termed a “callback.” Most times a handful of actors are called back; other times ten or fifteen might be called back. Regardless, they all return and eventually meet the director and/or ad agency executives if it’s for a commercial.

  The Director

  The director has the job of artistically navigating and conducting the course of the movie, television program, or commercial being made. Directors are considered the men or women with the “vision” for the project. They take a script and turn it into real life, taking responsibility for every shot in the final product. Through thousands of creative choices, they bring their own particular flavor and mark to the film. Once the casting process has reached its final stages, they have a strong influence as to who will be hired, especially if the project is a film.

  The Producers

  Producers are the people who manage the entire project from start to finish—creatively, logistically, and financially. There are many producers on any given project, with each having specifically defined responsibilities, some major and some minor. Of all the producers, executive producers have the most clout because they often have a significant financial interest in the project, representing a studio, network, or their own independent production company. They ultimately hire everyone—actors as well as the director—and usually have the power to make the final decision on everything, especially in television projects.

  Getting the Part

  Because you are talented, intelligent, charming, and confident, you will hopefully book a job soon. Some actors “get the part” on their first audition in Hollywood; others go to fifty or one hundred auditions before they finally land something. The key is persistence. Generally, as a new actor, you are doing extremely well if you book one out of every ten auditions you attend. Therefore, be prepared. Such odds make it a very challenging process.

  Also, depending on the role, you might be called back several times before finally securing it. This can be very grueling, especially if the part ultimately goes to someone else. But you will know you are on the right track if you are consistently being called back on your auditions.

  With each job you land, you try to build on that success and become more and more well-known. As this happens, it will become easier to gain entry into casting directors’ offices for auditions. They will have seen your work and won’t have to be persuaded to meet with you. Some directors or producers may also specifically request you for parts. This process of establishing yourself usually is a lengthy one though, and it may span many years. But don’t be discouraged. Some young actors have made great strides during their first year by landing just one impressive role.

  Other Ways In

  You’ve just read the conventional way actors obtain work and you might be thinking that there has to be an easier way. A back-door entrance. A way to sneak in and avoid the system. Well, there is. Sort of. While you continue to pursue an acting career by auditioning, which is absolutely essential, there are several ways to increase your chances of success.

  Over the years many actors have attracted the attention of agents and casting directors in a variety of unconventional ways, successfully and unsuccessfully. Some have placed ads for work in the trade papers or painted their cars as billboards; others have pretended to be agents or managers and submitted themselves for parts. A few actors have even posed as messengers and driven through security gates of the major studios undetected to make late-night deliveries of their own headshots to the offices of casting directors. Many more have schmoozed their way into the Hollywood elite, attending party after party, networking a chain of high-powered acquaintances.

  I can’t say that all of these unconventional methods are positively proven to be effective, but schmoozing and networking do seem to have a high success rate in terms of helping to land work. This is based on the simple truth that people tend to hire people they know and like, as opposed to strangers they don’t know and might not like. People simply want to help and work with their friends. Therefore, the more of a friend you are to people in the industry, the greater your chances of success. But remember, I said “friend,” not a “I’m just being nice to you so that you’ll help my career” kind of person. People can spot those types a mile away.

  Some actors today are taking the bull by the horns by selling themselves on film directly to casting directors (or in some cases, sending unsolicited video directly to a director or producer). This practice is known as “self-submission”—and interestingly, a growing number of casting directors actually prefer to evaluate actors through this method. Here are the basics: an actor puts him/herself on film, reading from sides of a film script they’ve been provided with, or in some cases doing a self-selected scene that they feel shows off their acting skills in a most favorable and more generalized way.

  The great thing about a self-submission? You call all the shots—from the way you choose to interpret a character to the way you physically look on film. The tough thing about a self-submission? If you aren’t exactly what the casting director or film entity is looking for, you’ll be instantly dismissed, without an in-person chance to show you can make adjustments and take direction. Also, if the quality of your film is not great, it could reflect poorly on your true physical appearance (we’ve all taken atrocious photos, haven’t we?), and you’ll be misrepresenting yourself, without meaning to.

  Still, you may be asked to do a self-submission, or you may feel very strongly that making one yourself will indeed prove you’re perfect for a certain role. (This definitely can work—Hilary Swank was actually cast in her Oscar-winning role in the film Boys Don’t Cry through a video submission to director Kimberley Pierce, FYI.) If so, keep your submission simple—use subtle indoor lighting, stand or sit against a blank background, and wear a flattering, contrasting color to that background. Ask a talented actor friend to do an off-camera read for you so your dialogue work really pops. You can also hire a professional to plan and film your self-submission from start to finish—these services are starting to appear on a pretty regular basis all over L.A., and can usually accomplish the whole thing for under a hundred bucks. However you choose to proceed, play to your strengths as a performer—it will give you the confidence you need to ace the job. (More on self-submissions in Chapter 13.)

  Another wise way to get your foot in the door is by utilizing a good casting/employment website. We’ll also go into further depth on the usefulness of these resources in Chapter 13, but to get you thinking, check out a few of these very solid options for job seekers:

  Central Casting

  www.centralcasting.com—Since 1925, the background performer’s ace-in-the-hole when it comes to finding work that pays well.

  Backstage

  www.backstagewest.com

  The show biz bible provides excellent job listings for actors of all experience levels.

  The California Film Commission

  www.film-ca.gov

  This government resource lays out the ways the film business operates in the state of California in meticulous detail, and offers links to many good employment sites for actors, crew, and additional film professionals.

  As for digital/professional resources? Social media’s become a complete game changer, of course. Getting the word out with a tweet about your latest project might reach a very influential follower if you’re savvy; networking with Facebook friends can put you in the know about that role nearly nobody knows about yet. Chapter 12 is devoted completely to selling yourself the right way in today’s digital age, including ways you can utilize digital professional services if that route is right for you.
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  STARTING YOUR LIFE IN L.A.

  Because Los Angeles is such a gigantic city, finding a place to call “home” can at first seem overwhelming, especially if you don’t already have friends or relatives somewhere in town. There are literally hundreds of areas from which to choose, which makes throwing a dart at a map seem like an attractive solution! But don’t get frustrated. Being an actor, you probably will want to live somewhere near the action of the entertainment industry. Though it’s not essential, it’s nice to be around other actors and industry players on a daily basis to keep your interest piqued and focused, and your desire alive. Therefore, this chapter aims to show you where the entertainment industry is located and why you might want to live within its domain. It also covers the basics of renting a space, and discusses the benefits and drawbacks of owning a car in L.A.

  Where is the Entertainment Industry Located?

  It’s actually difficult to pinpoint exactly where the boundaries of the entertainment industry are. In the old days, Hollywood would have been the decisive answer. But with expansion of the industry, there are actually several major regions where actors and other industry people can be found buzzing around town.

  There are basically three areas where the vast majority of studios, talent agencies, and casting directors are located: (1) Hollywood/West Hollywood; (2) the Westside, which includes Beverly Hills, Century City, Westwood, West L.A., Brentwood, Santa Monica, Culver City, Venice, and Marina del Rey; and (3) the East San Fernando Valley, specifically Burbank, Toluca Lake, Universal City, Studio City, Sherman Oaks, North Hollywood, and Van Nuys. While the Valley is clearly defined, the Westside merges with Hollywood and West Hollywood. For the sake of simplicity, I’ve tried to separate all locations into three basic regions, but understand that the boundaries are not and cannot be precisely defined.

  The San Fernando Valley (more commonly known as “The Valley”—remember the ’80s movie and song Valley Girl?) is separated from Hollywood and the Westside by the Santa Monica Mountains, which are commonly referred to as the Hollywood Hills, or simply the Hills. This mountainous region is speckled with beautiful homes in many sprawling canyons, including Beachwood Canyon, Laurel Canyon, Coldwater Canyon, Nichols Canyon, Benedict Canyon, and Topanga Canyon, to name a few. If you have the money, contact a broker and purchase your palace in one of these canyons; otherwise, plan to move into one of the other more economically feasible regions for now.

  All of the regions have their own unique ambience, some more enticing than others. You ought to drive through each to determine which best suits your lifestyle. Once you find an area you like, be sure to check it out at night too, as some neighborhoods change for the worse at sundown. Also, be aware that even individual neighborhoods vary a lot from street to street. Often, a seemingly safe block can border an undesirable one. So make a thorough investigation into locating the safest, nicest, and most affordable housing available to you. A brief description of each of the regions follows.

  Hollywood/West Hollywood

  Mann’s Chinese Theatre! The Hollywood Bowl! The Walk of Fame! Yes, Hollywood is indeed filled with all of these famous landmarks and more, not to mention multitudes of tourists. You’ve seen or heard about these famous structures often in the media, but rarely do you hear about the real Hollywood. Beyond its glamorous image, Hollywood has more commonly come to be associated with crime, drugs, prostitution, and transients. It’s also known for some of the more eccentric types you’ll find walking the streets in L.A. If you take a drive down Hollywood Boulevard, you could see a real-life cast of unusual characters. Hence, some have nicknamed it “Hollyweird.”

  For a real good peek at Hollywood, seek out the ’90s movie Jimmy Hollywood, starring Joe Pesci and Christian Slater. It wasn’t a box-office hit, and it’s a little old school, but it gives a real good glimpse into life in Hollywood—the actual place—as much of it was filmed within its confines.

  Despite its negative aspects, you will still find many talent agencies, theatres, acting schools, and nightclubs, along with myriad tourist attractions in Hollywood. There is a definite urban feel, though it’s still a far stretch from New York City. Probably the best aspect is that the rent is lower on average than in most other locations. Because of it, Hollywood’s countless apartments have become home for many, many actors. Studios in the area include Paramount, Sunset-Gower, CBS, and Prospect.

  West Hollywood is filled with many popular nightclubs and fine restaurants, and has a trendy and hip feel to it. It’s where the actual “Melrose Place” is located (though it’s just a tiny street), with many unique clothing stores and artsy hangouts dispersed along Melrose Avenue. There are also many fine bookstores and antique shops, in addition to the Beverly Center, a huge shopping mall on the corner of Beverly and La Cienega (See-EH-neh-ga). Many entertainment industry people, including casting directors, agents, and public relations folks, have offices scattered throughout the vicinity. There are also many theaters, and, of course, many actors to be found. In addition, West Hollywood is known for its gay community.

  The Westside

  The Westside has an air of wealth, activity, and sophistication. Many of its residents feel that it’s the only place in L.A. where “life” happens. Heavily penetrated by the entertainment industry, it’s a popular place for actors of all levels. Cities in the Westside include:

  Beverly Hills. You’ll find Beverly Hills to be one of the nicer areas in Los Angeles. In addition to the rich and famous, many top talent agencies and production companies have established themselves here. Tall office buildings and elegant hotels line Wilshire Boulevard, and just north lie the elegant shops of world-renowned Rodeo Drive. You won’t have to look hard to see famous designers’ boutiques, Rolls Royces, and even celebrities along Rodeo Drive and its surrounding streets. North of Santa Monica Boulevard are mostly elegant and quiet neighborhoods occupied by many people who have been successful at one time or another in the entertainment industry. Most new actors have a hard time finding affordable apartments in Beverly Hills, though plenty of apartments exist (mostly south of Santa Monica and especially Wilshire Boulevard). As a result, many more established actors and industry players dominate the scene in this posh community.

  Century City. West of Beverly Hills, Century City essentially has an urban atmosphere because of a collection of some of the tallest buildings in L.A. (besides downtown L.A.). Located between Century Park East and Century Park West, they are home to a wide range of professional businesses, including numerous production companies and some leading talent agencies. Directly south, you’ll find 20th Century Fox studios. Below Fox and to the West, you will find upscale apartments, condos, and houses. Lots of established actors live around here, too.

  Westwood. Both a strong “city” ambience and a cozier collegiate atmosphere blend together in Westwood. A long string of luxury high-rise apartments line Wilshire Boulevard in this part of town, with the UCLA campus resting just north. In Westwood Village, you’ll find many movie theaters, popular restaurants, and several square blocks of shopping. Obviously, a lot of UCLA students live in the area in many of the apartments, but you’ll also find a fairly wealthy mix of retired and industry people living in condos, and, farther north, in the expensive homes of Bel-Air.

  West L.A. You’ll find a combination of old and new apartment buildings interspersed with businesses, warehouses, and a few high-rises. Bisected by the 405 Freeway, also known as the San Diego Freeway, it’s a busy area with both urban stretches and others dominated by single-family homes. Many find its greatest asset to be its close proximity to the beaches, freeways, and the entertainment industry. A wide variety of professional people live in this area, along with many actors.

  Brentwood. This classy neighborhood, made famous by O. J. Simpson back in the mid-1990s, is home to many celebrities as well as many lesser-known working actors. Located just west of the San Diego Freeway, it’s lined with many upscale and trendy restaurants, fine shops, and elegant homes. The southern portion, between San Vicente and Wilshire, is filled with hundreds of higher-end apartments. Though not heavily dominated by entertainment companies, it’s within close proximity to all the action, and therefore many actors live throughout the area.

  Santa Monica. This beach community has an inviting, friendly atmosphere. Elegant hotels and condominiums line much of Ocean Avenue, which overlooks the Pacific Ocean, and many comfortable, yet expensive, homes lie nearby. Two of its most notable attractions are the Santa Monica Pier and the Third Street Promenade, a lengthy outdoor mall that attracts many talented street performers. You’ll also find many, many restaurants and bars here. It’s a great place for entertainment and becomes crowded on the weekends.

  There are many nice apartment buildings in and around Santa Monica. Being a rent-control district, one would think great apartments could be acquired for cheap, cheap, cheap! Unfortunately, that’s not the case. Overall, you can expect to pay higher than average rent. (You might be able to find a steal once in awhile, but such an apartment is usually on the lower end in terms of quality and location.) Even though it’s a little out of the way from the heart of the entertainment industry, many actors prefer the area because of the cooler temperatures, the cleaner air, and the beach.

  Culver City. A tremendous array of people, including actors, live together in Culver City, ethnically, spiritually, and economically. You’ll find upscale neighborhoods, juxtaposed with average surroundings, and even seedier ones. It’s really a tossed salad, but overall the rents are more affordable than in other places. Much work in the entertainment industry transpires here, with Sony Pictures and Culver Studios in the neighborhood.

  Venice. A quaint and unusual beach community, it has attracted many actors and artists of all kinds. Densely packed, here you will find a wide range of residents, tourists, street performers, eccentrics, body builders, and rollerbladers on any given day strolling the boardwalk. In past years, several incidents of gang violence and crime have tarnished its image. But for the most part, it still flourishes with a diversified group of mostly artistic people, even though few entertainment firms are situated in the area. In terms of housing, you will find numerous apartment buildings, and, closer to the beach, a concentrated mix of houses, duplexes, and small apartments. Some of them are amazing!

  Marina del Rey. Home of the Marina City Towers, a series of luxury high-rise condos built by Howard Hughes that surround L.A.’s largest marina, Marina del Rey is another wealthy part of L.A. You’ll find plenty of expensive restaurants and popular nightclubs in this well-kept community. Many of the residents are retired or currently involved in the entertainment industry. You can be sure that most apartments or condos are fairly expensive here.

  The San Fernando Valley

  As a whole, the Valley is more of a family community and calmer than the Westside. However, it’s certainly not dead; parts of it are still bustling with activity. Ventura Boulevard, which runs the southern length of the Valley (about seventeen miles), is lined with hundreds of great restaurants, eclectic shops, bookstores, clothing outlets, and just about everything imaginable. The rest of the Valley is composed of thousands of apartment buildings, single-family dwellings, small office buildings, and shopping strips. High-rises are virtually nonexistent, except for a few lining nearby Ventura Boulevard. There are many places within the Valley in which actors choose to live, but the most popular ones are listed in detail below.

  Burbank. Many of the major entertainment firms (Disney, Warner Bros., NBC, and other smaller ones) can be found in Burbank. Surprisingly, it maintains a suburban feel. A fresh and clean place, it has both many single-family dwellings and apartment complexes. Besides the studios, its other major attraction is the Media Center, a large shopping mall just east of the Golden State Freeway, also known as the “5 Freeway.” Burbank is filled with many people who work in the entertainment industry in varying capacities.
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