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 INTRODUCTION: WHAT GIVES AN ACTING VETERAN STAYING POWER?


  A gifted actor leaves his indelible, individual mark on hearts and souls and finds truth in every role, is courageous enough to open himself up to every emotional vulnerability, to become a walking wound, and then uses his personal suffering to illuminate artistic truth. His career is usually brief, but is often memorable.

  A smart actor uses skill and empathy to divine the same emotional truth in every role. He is practical enough to know how to convey his interpretation to an audience and let his role go once he’s breathed great life into it, and he uses his clear-eyed, practical worldview to find another great job tomorrow. His career usually lasts for decades and is often legendary.

  Which of these two actors would you most like to be?

  If you’re choosing to read this book, I feel pretty sure I can put my money on the latter example. And good for you: longevity is your goal, not fleeting acclaim at any emotional or physical cost. You want to do work of significance and quality, of course, but you also want to pay your mortgage, eat well, and plan your financial future. For many actors, the road to these practical concerns is often too bumpy; the sad reality is too many truly talented actors flame out by focusing so intently on honing their emotional skill set that they never develop the business skills and people smarts necessary for a life in acting.

   Yet, setting yourself, and your career, up for years of concrete professional success actually isn’t that difficult. It requires, more than anything else at the outset, the simple willingness to use your common sense, even when you’re captivated by the joy of developing a character, the magic of glorious material you get to embody in a fantastic play, and the rush a great review will give you. Those elements of your job are fabulous, yes, but they’re utterly transient, too. Although, if you’re savvy, you’ll be able to land yourself a million magic moments—a string of great characters to work on, loads of excellent plays to be a part of, and many amazing notices—if you’re realistic about your craft, your goals, and the fact that you need to look at show business as just that—your business.

  This book is intended to serve as a practical guide for making a consistent living doing meaningful work you love. To make this happen, you need to develop and maintain some absolutely essential qualities and use these qualities as a force field around you. If you do it right, you’ll effortlessly give off an authentic vibe of self-assurance and intelligence to everyone you meet in the business (which is an extremely attractive quality), and you’ll easily make good choices when it comes to watching out for your own best interest. You won’t be dependent on agents, casting directors, managers, or directors to tell you who you are, or should be, as an actor; you’ll know innately, and then the team you work with will compliment you, not control you.

   The following qualities will always stand you in good stead as an actor seeking to survive and thrive:

  
    	The wisdom to develop a professional game plan. No, it’s not presumptive to assume you’ll rock your career so hard you can work until retirement age. This should be your aim, and you should never apologize for knowing you’re good enough to achieve it.

    	The right training. An actor leaning too hard on natural ability gives himself away very quickly. You need to keep learning and evolving with the right classes, on a constant, career-long basis.

    	The proper work ethic. You can’t be flaky. You have to be willing to do your best on every job you book, every day. Then you’ve got to get that next role and do it again. And again. No laziness or short cuts.

    	An understanding of your “brand.” An acute awareness of how others in the business see you allows you to shoot, realistically, for parts you are perfect for, thus guaranteeing yourself steady employment. You can also use this understanding of your “brand” later in your career to reinvent yourself completely with maximum impact.

    	A team player outlook. Are you easy, fun, and considerate professionally? If not, you need to become so, pronto—think of all the actors you’ve detested working with and ask yourself where they are now.

    	Financial smarts and awareness. So many actors make the fatal mistake of avoiding or ignoring money matters. That’s why they end up with no savings because a business manager fled the country with their earnings, or working a Wendy’s drive-through back home in Ohio. You need to be on top of every last cent you make—know where it is, or where it’s going, at all times.

    	
 Learning which jobs to take—and which jobs not to take. If you grab every (bad) job you’re offered, your reputation will suffer in the long run. I once read an extremely apt quote by the incomparable Meryl Streep: “Never run for a bus; there’ll always be another.” It’s about balancing the need for a paycheck with the selection of roles that are worth your talent, and yes, this can be done.

    	The importance of choosing the right team. The people who are going to sell you and advise you—your agent, manager, and lawyer—must be vetted carefully. They need the experience to be able to put you up for appropriate work, and personally, they need to be reputable people you, and others in the business, trust. Settle for nothing less.

    	Adjusting as the business adjusts. You need the objectivity to see yourself through changes as you grow and age (like fine wine, hopefully) and shift your expectations and tactics accordingly.

  

  To help you do this, I offer you the sterling examples and expertise of ten remarkable actors who have acted for years, are renowned for their abilities, are respected by their peers, and are brilliant at business. Through their profiles, and the advice they so generously offer throughout this book, you can glean both inspiration and a concrete plan of action that you, in your own career, can use now and forever—career wisdom to stick in your head and that you can use to sustain yourself every single day. These actors are:

  
    	
 OLYMPIA DUKAKIS. Ms. Dukakis won the 1987 Best Supporting Actress Oscar for her memorable role in Moonstruck and is universally respected as one of the theater world’s most gifted actors and teachers. A native of Lowell, Massachusetts, she studied at Boston University, worked extensively in the theater with her brother Apollo and husband Louis Zorich (both highly respected professionals as well), and is a highly revered acting coach; her stage credits include Curse of the Starving Class, Social Security, and her one-woman show Rose. Her films include (in addition to Norman Jewison’s Moonstruck) Herbert Ross’s Steel Magnolias, Woody Allen’s Mighty Aphrodite, and Sarah Polley’s Away from Her. In addition to the Academy Award, she has won an Obie, Drama Desk, Golden Globe, Los Angeles Critics’ Circle Award, Los Angeles Film Critics’ Award, and the National Board of Review Award. She’s directed extensively and written her autobiography, Ask Me Again Tomorrow: A Life in Progress.


    	CHARLES BUSCH. Mr. Busch is one of the theater’s most prolific and innovative comedic/dramatic masters, as an actor and craftsman. He’s created scores of memorable roles for both himself and other gifted performers; plays and musicals he’s written include Vampire Lesbians of Sodom, The Tale of the Allergist’s Wife, The Tribute Artist, Pyscho Beach Party, Die Mommie, Die!, Theodora, She-Bitch of Byzantium, Flipping My Wig, You Should Be So Lucky, The Divine Sisters, Shanghai Moon, Taboo, and The Lady in Question. His awards and accolades include a Tony Award nomination for The Tale of the Allergist’s Wife and Best Performance Award at the Sundance Film Festival for the film version of Die, Mommie, Die! His television credits include the series Oz. He is universally acknowledged as a living theatrical legend.

    	
 ALAN WILDER. Mr. Wilder is a widely esteemed and influential theatrical pioneer who has been a key member of Chicago’s Steppenwolf Theater Company since 1976. At Steppenwolf, he’s appeared in more than sixty classic and ground-breaking productions including Balm in Gilead, The Grapes of Wrath, Curse of the Starving Class, Glengarry Glen Ross, and The Tempest; he’s toured with Steppenwolf to New York, London, Dublin, Toronto, and Melbourne. He’s also acted at venues including the Guthrie in many more productions including Julius Caesar and Picasso at the Lapin Agile. A true multimedia artist, his film credits include Home Alone and A League of Their Own, and his TV credits include Frasier and Murphy Brown.


    	JOAN BENEDICT STEIGER. Ms. Steiger’s career began at the age of seven when she performed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music; she studied dance at the Rome Opera Ballet School in Italy and acting with Robert Lewis and Stella Adler. Her stage credits include Promises, Promises, The Beauty Queen of Leenane, Collected Stories, Leona, and her one-woman show The Loves of My Life. A veteran of television’s Golden Age, she distinguished herself on The Steve Allen Show and Candid Camera; later, she appeared in a memorable role on General Hospital. She also worked frequently on acting projects with her late husband and treasured collaborator, stage and film icon Rod Steiger.

    	
 IRMA SANDREY. Ms. Sandrey is tremendously respected as one of the theater’s most accomplished and sage acting coaches; she’s taught at the Less Strasberg Institute in New York City since 1976, and was Mr. Strasberg’s protégée. Additionally, as a dancer, she was the protégée of George Balanchine and has performed as an actor with scores of legends who share her talents, including Al Pacino and Harvey Keitel. A lifelong member of the Actors’ Studio, Ms. Sandrey’s motto, “I believe classes are for life,” has enabled her students to become some of the best performers working in the theater and in film today.

    	WENDY LEHR. A phenomenally gifted intellectual and artistic powerhouse, Ms. Lehr, a 2013 McNight Distinguished Artist Award winner, is artistic emeritus of the Saint Paul Conservatory for the Performing Arts, having designed the conservatory’s lauded training program for actors. A veteran actress who has graced stages in the Twin Cities for decades, Ms. Lehr’s stage credits include On Your Toes, Grey Gardens, and The Glass Menagerie, and she’s performed with the National Theater of Canada. Her accomplishments as a teacher are highly respected throughout the industry, as is her dedicated involvement with her students as they embark on acting careers post-training.

    	JAMES CRAVEN. Mr. Craven’s genius at creating truthful and original characters has won him wide acclaim. His work with the country’s best companies include extensive achievements in Minneapolis with the Penumbra Theatre Company, as well as with the Guthrie, Kansa City Repertory, and Arizona Theatre Company. His close collaborators have included August Wilson (he originated roles in many of Mr. Wilson’s works), and his stage credits include Fences, The Piano Lesson, Gem of the Ocean, Get Ready, Zooman and the Sun, and Grandchildren of the Buffalo Soldiers. He is the recipient of the 2005 Spenser Cherashore Fund Award and a 2007 McKnight Fellowship.

    	
 NICK WYMAN. Mr. Wyman’s multi-talents have allowed him to perform as one of Broadway’s most beloved musical theater actors and also serve in his current post as president of Actors Equity Association, a position he’s held since 2010. A graduate of Harvard University, he appeared on Broadway in My Fair Lady with Sir Rex Harrison, originated a role in Phantom of the Opera, and has also wowed audiences on the Great White Way in Les Miserables, Catch Me If You Can, and Grease, among many other productions. Mr. Wyman’s business acumen and deep desire to help actors achieve greater professional stability and achievement has endeared him to performers around the country.

    	MICHAEL G. HAWKINS. One of the country’s most versatile and hardworking musical theater veterans, Mr. Hawkins has built a stunning body of work and is looked up to by aspiring actors in both Los Angeles and New York. A founding member of California’s Musical Theatre Guild, his stage credits include Peter Pan, The Sisters Rosensweig, Sweeney Todd, La Cage aux Folles, The Music Man, Chicago, Guys and Dolls, and Merrily We Roll Along. The winner of six Drama-Logue Awards, he’s performed at the Hollywood Bowl and on TV in programs including Cheers, Murder, She Wrote, and Newhart.


    	
 TANNA FREDERICK. The youngest actor featured in this book has already accomplished decades of amazing work. Performing since age seven (averaging five stage shows a year throughout her childhood), Ms. Frederick is the valued collaborator of director Henry Jaglom, having starred in his films Bollywood Dreams, Irene in Time, and Queen of the Lot; she staged Mr. Jaglom’s script A Safe Place at Los Angeles Theatre Company, and her additional stage credits as an actor included Danny Glover’s production of Toussaint for the Love of Freedom, and Always . . . But Not Forever. A graduate of the University of Iowa, she founded the Iowa Independent Film Festival and has won Best Actress Awards at both the Fargo Film Festival and Montana Independent Film Festival. She is an independent thinker with impressive reach as both an actor and a producer/director.

  

   These actors know their strengths, have planned and executed their work with extreme care, and pull no punches when it comes to talking about their trajectory to success. Read on, and learn how you can use their journeys to inform your own.


  
 PART ONE


  
CHARTING

  YOUR COURSE



  
 Chapter One


  Your Identity as an Artist

  Self-awareness will always be your most powerful tool as a working actor.

  It seems simple enough—after all, you know yourself already, right? You know what you want out of life and have been doing your best to work toward getting exactly that, I’m sure. You understand that a career as an actor is fraught with lean years, pitfalls, dealings with shady characters, doing material you don’t always believe in 100 percent—and you’ve already accepted all these challenges in pursuit of your dream. That’s a very admirable and brave decision to make.

  Even in going forth with the knowledge that acting is what you want to do, though, and accepting the fact that it won’t be an easy path to forge, chances are you haven’t analyzed your desires, abilities, strengths, and weaknesses thoroughly enough to decide what kind of acting career you aspire to and what action you need to take to sustain success when you find it. Don’t feel bad about this—very few actors are this systematic because they believe that they don’t really have enough control of what will happen to their careers in the long run anyway. It probably seems like pie-in-the-sky dreaming to presume that you yourself could be captain of your own ship as an actor and steer yourself onto a course of stability and longevity given the changing and often confusing whims of so many power players you meet in the business.

   You know what, though? You can do it. You can break down the elements of your identity as an actor by being completely non-emotional and honest with yourself, seeing yourself as others currently see you as an artist and person, admitting how you want them to see you, and figuring out the steps you need to take to make such an impactful, positive, creative, and personal impression that you’ll start booking jobs, building a great name for yourself, and impressing contacts that will pay off for years. This book is here to help you do it as clearly and concisely as possible, too. Can’t wait to get started? Good!

  Let’s begin by talking through ten crucial qualities that wise, enduring actors bring to the table at every point of their careers. The successful actors contributing their wisdom to this book all have ten of spades and have generously shared their own artistic beginnings, as follows, to illustrate this. The interesting thing about the elements you need as an actor, as our actors are about to discuss, is that often as an actor you might acquire one of these qualities unconsciously through a certain creative experience or exposure or through interacting with someone who really influences you. Once that essential quality has rooted itself in your bones, though? It’s the ultimate lightbulb moment. You know you’ve learned something that’s changed you for the better, you’ll never forget it, and you’ll use it to carry yourself to a new career level. Here are the qualities to cultivate and preserve—they’ll shape the core of your identity as an artist.

  
 A STRONG SENSE OF INTENTION

  Intention and ambition are two traits often confused by actors at the beginnings of their careers, I think. Ambition can be defined as that boundless desire to make your mar—it’s like a booster rocket that launches you off the ground. Booster rockets fall off once you get a little trajectory going, though, and that’s where intention keeps you ascending higher. Intention is concrete resolve, a decision you make to achieve specific goals as your career progresses. And then you figure out what steps you have to take to do them.

  Olympia Dukakis didn’t dream of being an actress as she grew up in Lowell, Massachusetts. When she did end up making the choice to act, however, she was mindful of where she was going and how to get there.

  Olympia explains: “How I became an actor had to do with a lot of things, circumstances that kind of rolled around.

  “Apollo Dukakis, my brother, directed something with me in it when I was in college, and I was really happy doing that—I loved it. I actually trained as a physical therapist and worked in that field for two years, but I still loved acting. I started pursuing it and got involved with an acting company that was established at The Charles Playhouse in Boston, and things just started to happen from there.

  “I roamed around meeting people in the business, and headed to New York. My intention was to play parts that had real substance, and along the way, I met great people. Like Joe Papp—I went down to see him at the Public Theater, and was soon working there, and of course I did Shakespeare in the Park.

  “Peter Kass, my acting teacher, truly mentored me in my early days. He’d taught at NYU for fourteen years, and in class, he would watch you, and when you got stuck in a swamp he showed you the perfect way to pull yourself out! One day out of the blue he said to me, ‘Olympia, I’m going to focus on teaching advanced students from now on—you teach the beginners.’ Why he thought I’d be a good acting teacher for anybody was beyond me, but I agreed to do it for him. I learned how to teach acting by imitating Peter; he was such a great teacher, observing him was the best education I could have.

   “When it came to transitioning my work from theater to film, I just thought, Okay, I’ll just figure this out. I can do it. I think any good actor who’s been on the stage can work out that adjustment—of course, for film acting, you’re learning new technical skills, but in terms of the performance you’ll give, you’re drawing on the same points you do preparing a role for the stage. It all comes down to, how do I want to approach this character in terms of the story, what do I want within it, what do I want from the other characters in the piece— that’s the same no matter what medium you’re acting in.”

  What’s so great about the way Olympia describes these early experiences is her very deliberate approach to moving from point A to point B and beyond. She actively determined she wanted to do work of substance; she simply decided she would figure out the technical differences between stage and film acting and make them work in her favor. That’s the sheer definition of an actor’s intention—figuring out what you have to do next and applying yourself to doing it right.
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