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Praise for
The Actor’s Guide to Self-Marketing

“As a graduate of the CBS Diversity Program, Howard University graduate, and former publicist, Carla Renata whole-heartedly understands that how one represents one’s brand and how others receive it are essential to an actor’s success in this industry. The Actor’s Guide to Self-Marketing will be indispensable for industry newbies and seasoned pros.”

—Tiffany Smith Anoa’i, executive vice president, Entertainment Diversity, Inclusion and Communication, CBS Entertainment

“Carla has a unique ability to connect with actors to help them understand not only the importance of branding, but specifically what their brand is. It’s often a revelation to many talented aspiring actors who have given little to no thought or tools into marketing and branding themselves as artists.”

—Grant Kretchik, head of BFA Acting at Pace University School of Performing Arts

“The entertainment industry has fundamentally shifted during the digital age of social media, and as an actress, being able to market myself across multiple platforms is more important than ever. Luckily for me, I have Carla Renata to turn to for insights, guidance, and a tangible plan to turn my passion into a profitable personal brand. This book is a must-read for any actors seeking to take control of their own careers and make a name for themselves from New York to LA and beyond.”

—Candy Washington, actor, writer, brand/social media influencer

“The term ‘brand’ is too generic, and Carla Renata is anything but. What she has done for my work—personally as a casting director and teacher, as well as with my students—is outline specific steps to eliminate any gaps between self-perception and the what the industry may discern, allowing the artist to get clear and comfortable on who he/she is and share that unique voice fiercely with the world through one’s work, life, and marketing. I’m so excited the rest of the world gets to read all about it and work it out for themselves.”

—Caroline Liem, casting director

“Carla Renata brings an amazing amount of freshness and creativity to the branding landscape for actors! The tools, techniques, and strategies she teaches have not only enhanced her personal acting career and creative business, but the careers of numerous other actors and artists. Her positivity is infectious! She keeps it real with love and compassion. I am thoroughly excited about The Actor’s Guide to Self-Marketing and can’t wait to recommend it to all my artist clients!”

—Thérèse Cator, filmmaker, spiritual leadership coach, founder of Sisterhood Rocks


[image: images]


Copyright © 2019 by Carla Renata

All rights reserved. Copyright under Berne Copyright Convention, Universal Copyright Convention, and Pan American Copyright Convention. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Allworth Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Allworth Press books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Allworth Press, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

23 22 21 20 19 5 4 3 2 1

Published by Allworth Press, an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc. 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018. Allworth Press® is a registered trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

www.allworth.com

Cover design by Mary Belibasakis

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Renata, Carla, author.

Title: The actor’s guide to self-marketing: how to brand and promote your unique image / Carla Renata.

Description: New York, New York: Allworth Press, an imprint of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc., [2019] | Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2018033773 (print) | LCCN 2018043553 (ebook) | ISBN 9781621535607 (eBook) | ISBN 9781621535515 (paperback:alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: Acting—Vocational guidance.

Classification: LCC PN2055 (ebook) | LCC PN2055 .R46 2019 (print) | DDC 792.02/8023—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018033773

Print ISBN: 978-1-62153-551-5

eBook ISBN: 978-1-62153-560-7

Printed in the United States of America


Dedicated to all those actors who march
to the beat of their own drum . . .


The mind is everything. What you think, you become.

—Buddha


CHAPTER 1

Publicizing the Impossible

As a young public relations associate, I sometimes complained about not being able to figure out how to best publicize a particular client or having no idea of how to go about obtaining media coverage for that person or corporation. All publicists at one time or another find themselves facing this task. My PR peeps know what I mean. The dull clients, the clients who are oversaturated in the media, the clients who’re working on projects that you can’t quite let the media in on or the client who notoriously blows off press days or shows up so grossly tardy that the entire junket has to be rescheduled. One day my boss, frustrated with my constant bellyaching, gave me an article simply entitled “Publicizing the Impossible.” The main thing I took away from that article was that no matter what one is hoping to promote, it is imperative to look for that one thing that makes it unique. You must identify a quality that no one else has. That quality can then be transformed into a story, a new image, or a thing with universal appeal.


“There is a vitality, a life force, a quickening that is translated through you into action, and because there is only one of you in all time, this expression is unique. And if you block it, it will never exist through any other medium and be lost. The world will not have it. It is not your business to determine how good it is, nor how valuable it is, nor how it compares with other expressions. It is your business to keep it yours clearly and directly, to keep the channel open. You do not even have to believe in yourself or your work. You have to keep open and aware directly to the urges that motivate YOU. Keep the channel open.”

—Martha Graham to Agnes de Mille



This one ideal was a huge turning point for me as publicist and an even larger one for me as a working actor. Like so many young actresses, instead of embracing what I had that was unique, I emulated individuals whose careers I admired.

Debbie Allen, Whoopi Goldberg, and Carol Burnett were women whose spirit I often sought to imitate. So much so, that once, after I completed a scene from Ghost, my acting teacher bluntly said, “We already have Whoopi Goldberg. Why don’t you try just being Carla? I need you to be you.”

Cut to me some time later: Having worked out like a fiend, I ended up looking like an action superhero with curves and a six-pack. Beaming with pride over a new body and new headshots, my confident, enthusiastic self sprinted to my talent agency with newly found enthusiasm.

To my surprise—and disappointment—my agent took one look at the new photos and said, “Carla, why are you killing yourself to look like everyone else when you could make a killing as a character actress?” Needless to say, this was not the response I had anticipated. Disappointed, I grabbed my headshots with my head hung low, got on the A train, and retreated back to my Harlem brownstone to wallow in self-pity.


“What you think is what you become.”

—Buddha



The moral of the story is that my agent saw me in a way I did not see myself. Although at the time I was a singing, dancing chorus girl and understudy on Broadway, the agent saw me as a character actress, which had been the furthest thing from my mind. Yet, some years later, I would become the only African American actress to appear repeatedly on four separate network sitcoms in one season, not once but twice! Quite a feat! My point? I wasted many years trying to be someone else.

When I finally embraced what was special and unique about me I finally began to have a successful, consistent career across the board, on Broadway, television, voice-overs, and commercials.

WHAT MAKES ME AN EXPERT?

You can scour the Internet on any given day and find thousands of experts on any given subject. I too, have taken many of these available classes and workshops. I’ve witnessed the many hopeful actors who hoped to walk away from these events with even simply a nugget more than when they crossed the threshold, perhaps grab an opportunity to audition, ultimately get cast, or secure representation.

It’s clear what makes most of them experts. Many of these workshop facilitators are casting directors, producers, and directors well known within the industry. Their opinions, coupled with years of experience with actors and below-the-line talent, make much of the information shared in these workshops invaluable. What isn’t always clear is how many of them are currently at the top of their game.

Are these professionals currently casting at a studio or working as an independent entity? Did they cast major motion pictures, television shows, etc.? Or, are these people who were once at the top of their game and now attempting to make a quick buck off of actors who are green or desperate for information on how to get ahead in an industry that is cutthroat?

Another thing to take into account when putting faith into these classes is the issue of how current and timely the information is that they’re imparting. Many times, the ideals and advice that are being disseminated reach back twenty years, as the instructor has fallen out of touch with how the industry currently operates.

Shortly after arriving in New York to pursue a career as an actress, I participated in two workshops. The first was given by a very well-known commercial casting office that charged $175 for a three-hour workshop.

At some point during individual evaluations, the facilitator looked at me and proudly exclaimed that I would not have a career in commercials because people of color just don’t represent the P&G demographic needed to sell product.

I was encouraged to leave the class as they were certain that the information they would be sharing would not apply to me. This professional had just told me they deemed me to be someone who wouldn’t and couldn’t get cast and therefore wasn’t worthy of being in their workshop.

Can you imagine? This person was supposed to be a professional! A professional whose only task was to assemble actors for the clients to select in auditions. Perversely, I was being told that as a woman of color, I would not be made an available option for the client so that in effect, they were deciding on the chosen P&G demographic.

This professional may have been an expert, but that expertise was biased, unfair, and insulting. I’m pretty sure that I’m not the only actor that experienced this injustice, nor the last.

One workshop facilitator actually suggested that actors cold-call agents as an aggressive method in obtaining an appointment to discuss possible representation. WRONG!!! My agents literally only phone if I have a confirmed booking.

Every second they spend with me or anyone else on the phone takes away from the work they can accomplish for me and their other clients. I was told that for every twenty-minute phone call, they could send more than twenty emails concluding business for multiple clients.

So, you can see why I say some of the information shared in these workshops is a little antiquated. I’m a former publicist who is currently a working actor.

My shared anecdotes won’t be about how the industry worked twenty years ago, but rather will reflect my understanding of what we go through as we try to secure a gig in the trenches right now. The current milieu and all its realities are not lost to me.

Nor is the concept of how to craft an image and brand, how to make it stick, and how to make it work to your advantage. The knowledge shared comes from personal mistakes and victories along the way.

Having been a working actor for more than twenty years performing in Broadway shows, commercials, voice-overs, background vocals, video game talent, soap operas, dramas, and sitcoms, my experience as a former publicist coupled with the fact that I am a successful working actor affords me a unique perspective with valuable knowledge to impart in regard to branding strategies for actors.

As a brand influencer and online film critic, it’s my job to be aware of the rapidly evolving world of social media, trends, apps, and branding, and also knowing where and how to make the best use of these.

In addition to my Backstage Expert column that appears in the actor trade publication Backstage and is based on my Branding Buddha workshops—Unique Image Branding. The Branding Buddha/Unique Image Branding workshops were established to usher the acting community into the twenty-first century by defining and specializing its digital footprint.

To date, this program has been implemented and shared with students at some of the most prestigious universities in America, such as UCLA, Pace School of Performing Arts in New York City, and California Thespian Workshop. It also landed me an honorary seat on the California Education Theatre Alliance board, among other accolades.

The Curvy Film Critic was born out of a lack of presence of female critics of color. As a woman of color, a huge film fan, and part of an ethnic group that makes up more than 40 percent of the moviegoing public, I believed passionately that it was time our voices were heard regarding all film—not only black films. On the heels of that column, I have reported from the red carpets of the Academy Awards, as well as multiple film festivals including Sundance and Tribeca. I am also a host/correspondent for Black Hollywood Live/Afterbuzz TV.

In addition, I am a member of the prestigious African-American Film Critics Association and the Los Angeles Online Film Critics Society, and I host Black Tomatoes along with fellow critic Scott Menzel for Black Hollywood Live, or BHL Online.

So, when you ask what makes me an expert on the subject of marketing your image, or how I’m able to pass you a little more knowledge than you had before you cracked open this book, I say, I am simply one of you—with a few more hyphens, branding formulas for how to publicize, market, and brand your image to the industry with precision, enthusiasm, and humor.

MARKETING VS. PUBLIC RELATIONS

Unless you have worked at either a marketing firm or a public relations firm, you are most probably not aware of the difference between the two. As a former publicist, let me break it down for you.

Public relations assist the public in relating to your brand. Publicizing the Impossible means discovering what is unique about you and how to hone and craft that image into a brand that will serve you well within the industry.

A former client at my old firm happened to have the same name as a highly respected fashion magazine. So, when I would call to pitch, media reps were often confused and assumed I was phoning to pitch or calling from that publication. It was imperative, moving forward, that an image be cultivated to secure media coverage with no doubt as to whom I was referring to. I decided to focus on the number of female groups that existed at the time. How many of them sang a cappella? How many of them were fashion forward? How many of them came from the Bay Area or the West Coast?

While reading the trades one morning, I ran across an article where I had what Oprah refers to as an “aha moment.” I realized that instead of focusing on what was impeding my progress, I needed to shift my focus onto what was unique about my client.

That was a no-brainer. My client’s unique quality was that they were the only female singing group that could sing a cappella and dance, and boasted a tremendous individual fashion style. Oh! And, yeah! They were all stunningly beautiful.

The only other group I could think of that came close to that description was The Supremes. So, I went out on a limb and pitched my clients as “the 90s version of The Supremes.” The offers for feature spreads, interviews, and fashion shoots could not be stopped!

My clients went on to be nominated for nine Grammys, headlined at Radio City Music Hall, had a feature track on a motion picture soundtrack, and crossed over from the R&B charts to the Pop charts. Eventually, they had a spread in the magazine that shared their name.

Another client found himself at the center of controversy from a single that appeared to “attack the police.” His song garnered major negative press and our firm had the task of defusing the situation. On a gamble, we pitched to a major television news outlet for his voice to be heard on the subject and his side understood. This was a risky move as, at that time, Tipper Gore (the US vice president’s wife) was on a mission to destroy the rap music genre.

When our client guested on the show, he appeared confident, eloquent, and well-spoken. Due to that savvy interview, the crisis was averted and we were able to project the client in a fresh light with an opportunity to craft a brand-new image and pitch.

Let’s now turn to the ad agency, involved with marketing. The brand and image has been set and now a plan of attack for sales is developed. For example, Tide focuses their campaigns on how much better they can clean your clothes and linens than their competitors. In their ads, they go out of their way to let you know all the reasons you should buy their product. You are enticed and drawn in with humor, the beauty of a commercial, or the fact that their options include fragrances, no fragrance, and so on.

You see, Tide already exists, and Procter & Gamble and their ad agency focus on all the different ways to sell it. Do you see how marketing and public relations join at some point and are similar in propelling the product and yet different?

Bringing this back to you, you are one of millions of actors and actresses wanting to be noticed. It is the package and how you sell it that will get and keep you in the revolving door of being a “working” actor.

How do you do this? By firmly defining and branding your image and conquering the masses that will buy into what you are selling.

First, we need to establish who you are at your core. How and where did you grow up? Was it a small town, a metropolitan area, or a farm? Do you come from a large or small family? Are you the youngest, the oldest, or a middle child?

Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Is your hair naturally curly or straight? Do you even have hair? Do you have facial hair? A baby face? Do you have an impossible name to pronounce? Are you ethnic? Are you the girl/guy next door? A character actor or a lead actor?

If you don’t know the answers to these questions, then this next chapter is going to blow your mind!

WHAT IS A BRAND?

After I’d sent them a postcard, I was called in to a high-profile soap opera in New York. One of the questions the Casting Director (CD) asked me is what kind of roles I saw myself playing. It’s a loaded question, really. As actors, we have such huge egos that most of us literally think we can play anything.

But the truth of the matter is that though we would like to believe that, most of us are cast based on how others perceive us. Part of finding our niche brand, to be brutally honest, lies not only in our personal self-assessment, but on how others assess us.

One of the things I encourage my students and clients to do is to participate in a little exercise revolving around adjectives. As crazy as this sounds, this exercise is crucial to establishing what your brand is.

Immediately, I can just see their minds racing as they try to remember if they even know what an adjective is.

Simply put, it’s a descriptive word that is not a noun. When you watch Jimmy Kimmel Live! or any talk show, the introduction of the guest is sure to contain some adjectives. You usually hear something like, “Our next guest is a vivacious action star whose new film [name of film dropping] opens in theaters on Friday; please welcome [name of guest]!!!!”

The word “vivacious” would lead you to believe that this actress is spirited and, joined with “action,” that she can hang with the boys. You see what I mean?

So, to craft your unique brand, the first thing I ask is for you to grab a list of five adjectives from the following sources:


• Yourself—The way we see ourselves is NEVER the way others see us. So, it’s always eye-opening to see how our reflection stands up to how others see us.

• A Relative—One would think that relatives would be biased in their opinions, but they will actually surprise you with what they come up with and why. Whether we want to admit it or not, our family and where and how we grow up massively colors who we become as artists.

• A Teacher or Mentor—Their assessment can be the most interesting of all. Oftentimes, they see in us what we don’t or won’t see in ourselves.

• A Stranger—This opinion is completely unbiased as they have nothing to gain or lose. Ultimately, this set of adjectives is the one that colors and assists most in crafting the brand.

• Your Best Friend—Of all the opinions, this one could be the most biased or unbiased of the group, depending on what type of friends you have. Are they afraid to tell the truth for fear of ending the friendship, or are they more invested in telling the truth regardless of the consequences?



You will probably find that three to four adjectives will continue to pop up. Why is this exercise important or necessary? It’s important because of the simple fact that when someone sees you for the first time, you are leaving them with an impression of who you are. Like the old adage says: You never have a second chance to make a first impression. That impression is what one tends to use to judge who you are, what your style is, and what type of person they think you might be. It is the same impression that one has when you walk into an audition room. Therefore, it is imperative that the vision of the person who walks into that room matches the image in the headshots, online.

Now, take it a step further and brainstorm with the following prompts:


Where did you grow up: small town or metropolitan area?

It has been proven time and time again that one’s environment has a strong influence on what type of person they become. The mentality of a person who grew up in the Midwest or a small town is vastly different from that of one who grew up in a faster-paced city. My move from St. Louis to Washington, D.C., proved a culture shock requiring that I relearn how to navigate through life in order to survive.

Who were you closest to growing up?

Everyone has someone in their family that they emulate and imitate out of admiration. For me, it was a combination of my grandmother, my mom, and my cousin Sandy. My grandmother was tough and blunt and did not suffer fools gladly. My mom was kind, gentle, and supportive; the ultimate Mama Bear, but brutally honest. My cousin Sandy was gorgeous, smart, and nearly perfect. She had that Halle Berry natural beauty thing going on. The combination of all these women is what I aspired to, and I was extremely close to all of them in my formative, young adult years.

Who are you closest to now?

As the years went by, the person whose impact on my life remained the strongest, for better or for worse, has been my mom. She grounds me, challenges me, and forces me to see the good, the bad, and the ugly of every situation. As actors, we all need someone in our life that keeps us real 100 percent of the time.

Do you want to be a lead or a character actor?

Establishing your lane will save years of struggle and unrealistic expectations. Being a lead or character actor is contingent on several factors including skill, looks, talent, drive, and opportunity. If your journey begins to lean in one direction more than another, listen and follow the yellow brick road. Everyone aspires to see themselves as beautiful, fit, and fabulous, but not everyone can play the ingénue or leading man. Some of us are the postal worker, the nurse, or the lawyer. At the end of the day, what you really want to be is a working actor.
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