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			Steve Buscemi

			Casting is everything. Getting the person that you imagined is this character and then seeing what they bring to it.
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			Preface

			When I first arrived in Los Angeles, I was like so many of you—full of hope, slightly terrified, and determined to figure out how this industry works. I had done some acting, watched my dad work as a producer, and spent years absorbing everything I could about the business from the inside out.

			And still, I had so many questions.

			No one tells you how the casting process actually works. Or how to read a room. Or what matters in a headshot versus what everyone thinks matters. So after more than a decade of working as a casting director in both television and film—running auditions, coaching actors, helping friends and family navigate the business—I realized it was time to share what I’ve learned.

			This book is straight from the casting room. Real advice, real tools, and real stories from someone who’s spent thousands of hours watching auditions, giving notes, and helping actors book the job. You’ll learn what works, what doesn’t, and how to stand out in all the right ways.

			You belong in the room—maybe even on the silver screen. Let’s get you there.

			Darya Balyura, CSA

			www.DaryaBalyura.com
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			Introduction

			SO YOU WANNA BE A STAR?

			Gary Oldman

			Wanting to be a good actor is not good enough. You must want to be a great actor. You just have to have that.

			So you wanna be a star? Good. That ambition is the first thing every working actor has in common: the drive to make it happen.

			But talent alone won’t get you there. This business rewards preparation, professionalism, and knowing how to present yourself in a way that makes casting directors, agents, and producers take notice. I’ve spent years sitting on the other side of the table, watching actors walk in and out of audition rooms, and I’ve learned exactly what separates those who book the job from those who don’t. That’s what this book is about: to help you understand what really works so you can stop guessing and start working like a pro.

			I’m writing this from Hollywood, after years working in casting and the showbiz industry. Over time, I kept hearing the same questions from aspiring actors, so I decided to put my answers together in one place. My hope is that what you read here will help you navigate this business a little faster and a little smarter.

			What separates the working actors from the wannabes? Whether you call it the “it” factor or that “special something,” it’s hard to define, but you know it when you see it. I’ve always had a natural instinct for spotting future talent—those lucky enough to have that spark as performers. People have told me for years I should write a book, and that flattery, combined with my love of helping others achieve their dreams, finally convinced me to do it.

			People often say, “If only I knew then what I know now.” When I came to Los Angeles, I knew nothing, just like most of my friends in the industry when they started. Sure, I had taken every class I could as a kid—acting, singing, modeling, dance—but there’s no substitute for real on-the-job experience. Many professionals swear by it, and I agree.

			One of the things I’ve enjoyed most in my career is teaching acting workshops. I loved sharing what I learned sitting in audition rooms with producers and casting directors. My goal was always to pass along what I’d seen and heard to help both new and experienced actors cut through the nonsense.

			There are plenty of excellent books by acting teachers, but very few written by people like me—the ones sitting on the hiring side of the table. I’ve been in rooms with the big decision-makers, listening to exactly why an actor did or didn’t get the job. That’s why I always encourage actors to intern or volunteer as readers—you’ll see firsthand what works, what doesn’t, and most importantly, why.

			I’ve also spoken with agents and managers about why they choose to represent new talent—or why they don’t. These are things actors always want to know, and it’s why I felt compelled to share this information.

			As a kid, I used to organize talent shows starring my sisters and our friends for anyone willing to watch. I guess that was the casting director in me even back then. Those early experiences taught me something important: the business side of acting matters just as much as the talent.

			Do you know how to market yourself? You might be thinking, “Darya, I’m an actor. I just want to act.” But this is a business. Talent is the core of your craft, yes, but it takes many pieces working together to build a successful career.

			These are the things I’ll be talking about in this book.

			I’ll also share simple mistakes actors make in casting rooms—mistakes that can make or break an audition. Those mistakes often separate the professional from the “green” actor (industry slang for someone inexperienced). I’ve seen seasoned professionals bomb auditions and brand-new actors blow everyone away.

			I remember a sharp actor from one of my guest teaching classes who booked constantly. When I asked his secret, he said his acting coach gave him simple but brilliant advice: “Go in to do the job, not to get the job.” That’s auditioning in a nutshell.

			Always do your homework. Be in control of your career instead of letting your career control your emotions. This is a job just like any other job. Educating yourself and understanding who you are as an actor is one of the smartest moves you can make.

			And don’t think a pretty face alone will get you hired. That might land you a reality show or two, but eventually you’ll be back at a 9-to-5 job if you rely on looks alone.

			Not that all reality shows are bad—some, if chosen wisely, can help you get noticed and open doors. But you need to know how to use that opportunity strategically.

			If you love acting and can’t imagine doing anything else, you owe it to yourself to look back someday and say you gave it everything you had.

			And the fact that you’re reading this book tells me you’re smart enough to explore the casting side of the business—the side that gets you hired. You’ll walk into auditions better prepared, calmer, and with a clearer understanding of what’s really happening in the room.

			So let’s dive in together and unravel the sometimes confusing, often fascinating world of casting—the side of the movie business that can get you hired and make you a star.
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			YOUR CASTING PACKAGE

			Audrey Hepburn

			Nothing is impossible; the word itself says, ‘I’m possible!’

			In this chapter, we’ll talk about everything you need to be a well-prepared actor when auditioning—the tools that get you noticed and in the room. We’ll go over what makes a headshot stand out and how to get the most from your photoshoot. You’ll learn how to structure a clean, professional resumé and what absolutely needs to be on it. We’ll also cover how to build a reel that highlights your strengths and catches a casting director’s attention. These are the essentials that make up your casting package—the materials that open doors and get you auditions.

			Your Headshot

			Your headshot is your calling card. It’s the first thing a casting director sees and the quickest way they decide whether you belong in the room. Before they look at your résumé or watch your reel, they glance at your photo and make a judgment in seconds.

			A great headshot gets you noticed.

			A bad (or outdated) one gets skipped without a second thought.

			MAKING YOUR HEADSHOT WORK FOR YOU

			A headshot is the industry-standard 8-by-10-inch photograph of your face, framed from the shoulders up. Casting directors and producers rely on headshots as the first—and often decisive—tool in determining whether you are right for a role.

			Your headshot must always reflect your current appearance. Update it immediately if you look older, have gained or lost significant weight, or have made noticeable changes to your hair’s length, style, or color. Arriving at an audition looking different from your headshot wastes valuable time for everyone involved. In some cases, actors have been asked to shave facial hair on the spot because their headshots no longer matched their appearance. Producers expect to see exactly what they are hiring, and auditions move quickly.

			A clean, natural look is essential. Keep makeup light, hair simple, and backgrounds uncluttered. The standard format is an 8-by-10-inch photograph with your name printed in the bottom left corner. Look directly into the camera, but avoid stiffness; your eyes should appear relaxed and engaged, suggesting a quiet confidence or subtle intrigue. Never select a photograph in which you appear uncomfortable.

			[image: ]

			Avoid props, hats, glasses, or unusual hairstyles unless they represent your everyday appearance. Children’s headshots may allow for a slight touch of personality—such as a bow tie or a playful braid—but for adults, simplicity and professionalism are paramount.

			Your headshot is often more important than your résumé. Casting directors and producers review hundreds of submissions, and a poor or outdated headshot can eliminate you from consideration before your experience is ever seen. Ensure that if you are passed over, it is because you are not the right type for the role—not because your headshot failed to present you at your best.

			Jay Ellis

			Every artist is a walking business. Your marketing tools are your headshots and your reel. That’s what people see that’s what your out there pushing trying to get a rep and that isn’t easy.

			Choosing a Photographer

			Work with a professional photographer who makes you feel at ease. Comfort shows in your expression, and the right photographer will know how to draw that out. Ask if they will meet with you or speak by phone beforehand; you want to feel a natural rapport. Study their portfolio, look closely at the range of expressions they capture, and ask other actors for recommendations.

			The lens reveals everything. A forced smile or guarded expression will be obvious, just as a relaxed, genuine look can light up a photo. Think of the best candid pictures you’ve seen of yourself—those were usually taken by a friend when you felt completely comfortable. The same ease is what you should feel with your photographer.

			Every photographer has a distinct style. Take time to notice what appeals to you. Dana Patrick, for example, is a popular headshot photographer in Los Angeles whose work is immediately recognizable. Her photos often place actors slightly off-center, sometimes cropping the edges of the frame, and carry a clean, glamorous quality with a soft white wash. This is only one example, but it illustrates how a photographer’s style influences the way you will be seen.

			The priority is authenticity. Casting directors want to see you, not a heavily retouched version of you. If your skin is smoothed to perfection in a photo but you walk in with visible texture or blemishes, it undermines your professionalism. Choose a photographer who knows how to bring out the best in you without altering who you are. A great headshot is not about perfection—it’s about presence, confidence, and believability.

			Preparing for a Photoshoot

			Preparing correctly for your headshot session is just as important as choosing the right photographer. The camera captures every detail, and even small missteps can affect how you are perceived. Follow these guidelines to ensure you arrive ready to look—and feel—your best.

			Arrive with clean, well-groomed hair styled the way you normally wear it. This is not the time to experiment with a new look. Casting directors want to see how you truly appear day-to-day. If you typically wear your hair down, wear it that way; if you keep it pulled back, style it neatly. For men with facial hair, trim or shave carefully according to how you usually present yourself. If you are considering both clean-shaven and bearded looks for different roles, schedule time during your session to shoot both options.

			Your skin should look fresh and healthy. Moisturize lightly on the day of the shoot to create a natural glow. Avoid heavy foundation or excessive powder; professional retouching can handle small blemishes, but caked-on makeup often looks harsh under studio lighting. Aim for a polished version of yourself, not a made-up version.

			Clothing is critical! Avoid logos, busy patterns, stripes, or bright white fabrics as they distract from your face and often photograph poorly. Strobing patterns or bold color combinations can confuse the camera focus, washing out your skin tone. A bright scarf over a white shirt, for instance, will almost always overpower your face. Actors with darker skin tones can sometimes pull off brighter colors, but even then, the safest choice is subtle, solid hues that enhance your features.

			Choose colors that complement your eyes, hair, and skin tone. Soft blues, greens, and jewel tones often photograph beautifully. Bring several wardrobe options: at least three or four tops with different necklines and colors. A simple crewneck or v-neck is ideal; anything too fussy draws attention away from your expression. Keep jewelry minimal or skip it entirely unless it is a natural part of your daily look.

			Pack neatly and arrive prepared. Bring a comb or brush, blotting papers or a matte powder to reduce shine, and any small grooming items you may need for quick touch-ups. Actors with longer sessions should consider bringing water and a light snack; staying hydrated and comfortable helps maintain your energy and expression throughout the shoot.

			The goal is to capture the real you—relaxed, confident, and ready to be cast. Every choice, from your hairstyle to your shirt color, should help direct attention to your eyes. That is where a great headshot connects.

			Consider Your Casting Type

			Before you schedule your headshot session, take time to consider your casting type, or, how you are perceived the moment you walk into a room. Be honest with yourself, and if necessary, ask a trusted friend or mentor for an objective opinion. You may feel like a serious, intellectual type, yet others might instantly read you as bubbly and fun-loving. Everyone projects a certain energy and look before saying a single word, and your headshot must capture that.

			Urfi Javed

			Somehow, casting directors tell me that I don’t have that innocent face to play a lead on TV. I only get negative roles to play.

			Remember, in a photo, we don’t hear your voice or see your mannerisms. A clean-cut face with a charming smile may suggest an upscale professional, even if you have a thick regional accent that tells a different story in person. Understanding both how you see yourself and how others see you will help you find the balance as well as the roles you are most likely to book. Challenge yourself as an actor, yes, but also be realistic. Casting directors make quick decisions based on first impressions. If you are consistently sent in for roles that don’t align with your personality or energy, you will waste opportunities.

			Strong, versatile actors can sometimes transcend their type. Charlize Theron is a prime example. Casting director Ferne Cassel took a risk when she cast Theron—known for her classic beauty—as the real-life serial killer Aileen Wuornos in Monster. It was a bold, against-type choice that paid off because Theron had the skill and commitment to disappear into the role. But casting directors only take such creative risks on actors they can trust to deliver. Your job, especially when building your career, is to clearly define your type first.

			Avoid the mistake so many beginners make: submitting headshots in multiple, exaggerated “costume” looks. Profiles filled with five dramatically different characters—nerd, doctor, sexy girl, farmer, homeless person—look amateurish and unprofessional. It also sends the wrong message to casting, as if you think they lack the imagination to picture you in different roles. No experienced working actor presents themselves this way.

			If you are just starting out and working within a budget, a professional photographer is ideal, but even a well-composed iPhone photo can work temporarily if taken by someone with a good eye for lighting and framing.

			At minimum, every actor should have two headshots:

			
					Theatrical headshot, used for film and television roles, emphasizing depth, personality, and emotional range.

					Commercial headshot, used for commercials and advertisements, lighter in tone, approachable, and friendly.

			

			These two shots are the foundation of your marketing as an actor. Get them right, and you give casting directors exactly what they need to picture you in the right roles.

			Theatrical headshot

			The theatrical headshot is used for television and film auditions. It should feel natural and authentic, with a subtle depth that hints at your range as an actor. A great theatrical shot draws us in, makes us pause, and leaves us wondering what you are thinking. Your eyes are the key—they must hold emotion and purpose. Casting directors should be able to see multiple layers of mood in a single expression, imagining you in different roles without ever hearing you speak.

			Think of this headshot as telling a story in one frame. A calm, thoughtful intensity often works better than an obvious

			Commercial headshot

			
			
			
			
			Photoshoot Advice from a Model

			
			
			
			
					Light in your eyes. Imagine you are looking at a candle flame—this gives your eyes a spark of life instead of fear or stiffness. Relax your mouth and let the expression happen naturally.

					Think interesting thoughts. Your face comes alive when you are genuinely engaged. Don’t force expressions or contort your features. Instead, think about someone who makes you feel happy, strong, or deeply connected. Your eyes will do the work for you.

					Use light wisely. If shooting outdoors, stand in a shadow but face the sunlight—it will bounce a natural glow onto your face. Overcast skies are excellent for soft, even lighting. Avoid outdoor headshots unless you are working with professional lighting or shooting near large studio windows that mimic that effect.

					Wear timeless clothing. Choose classic pieces that can’t be tied to a specific fashion trend. Stick to neutral or muted tones, avoiding bright colors. If you have striking eye colors, like blue-green, wear soft grays or colors that subtly echo your eyes without overpowering them.

					Work with proven professionals. Surround yourself with people who are already successful. Those who only talk about success rarely deliver results.

					Build life experience. Travel, meet people, and live fully. The more experiences you have, the richer your emotional range will be—and that shows in your photos.

					Don’t wait for perfection. Take action. Many people told Vera she was too young, too pretty, or too inexperienced to succeed in business. She ignored them, worked hard, and built her brand while those same people stayed exactly where they were.

			

			
			Resumé

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Name and contact information. Center your name at the top. Below it, list your agent’s or manager’s contact details. If you are not yet represented, list your own professional email and phone number. Never include your home address or Social Security number—this is both unnecessary and a safety risk.

					Professional email. Use a clean, professional email address. Casting directors take note of unprofessional details, even something as small as a silly email handle.

					Physical details. Do not list weight, hair color, or eye color unless you are a minor. For actors under 18, a date of birth is required because production must track the number of hours a child can legally work. Height should also be included for minors and listed accurately on your IMDb page.

			

			
			IMDb

			
			
			
			
			FILM AND TELEVISION CREDITS

			
			
			
					LEAD. One of the primary characters driving the story.

					SUPPORTING. A secondary role with lines, such as a best friend, doctor, or colleague, supporting the leads.

			

			
			
					SERIES REGULAR. A lead or primary character appearing in most episodes; often paid even when not appearing.

					RECURRING. A character appearing in multiple episodes but not every week.

					GUEST STAR. A significant role with multiple scenes or speeches within a single episode.

					CO-STAR. A smaller role, often a single scene, with one line to several sentences of dialogue.

			

			
			
			
			
			Listing Commercials

			
			
			
			
			Listing Credits

			
			
			Resumé Hardcopies

			
			
			Beginner Resumé

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Experienced Resumé

			
			
			
			Reels

			
			
			
			
			What to Include

			
			
			
			
			
			CLIP SELECTION & FORMAT

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Reel Tips

			
			
			
					Short, clean, and to the point.

					Made up of clips from recognizable projects.

					Marked with a simple banner at the beginning of each clip with the name of the show—smart and easy for casting to follow.

			

			
			
					Actors who couldn’t decide which clips to use from a major series and just included several in a row from the same show.

					Reels that were too long. A reel should be no longer than two minutes, especially for beginners. Casting doesn’t have time to watch a mini-movie.

					Showing five similar scenes in a row when the resumé already tells us you recurred on a specific show.

			

			
			
			Quality

			
			
			
			Make Your Reel Stand Out

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Representation

			
			
			
			Agent vs Manager

			
			
			
					Agents sell you and handle the business—contracts, billing, payment, and making sure your name appears where it should in credits.

					Managers help guide your career and your day-to-day life.

			

			
			
			
			Securing Representation

			
			
			
					Strong training (graduating from a top school like Juilliard gets attention).

					A solid networking connection. Sometimes it’s as simple as being recommended by someone trusted—maybe you were a studio head’s nanny for five years, or you’re related to someone well-known.

			

			
			Rep Showcases

			
			
					Legitimacy matters. Check the names of the people attending. If you don’t recognize their work, they probably won’t be able to do much for your career—or it might even be a scam.

					Costs vary. Some showcases are free; others charge a fee. Paying never guarantees you’ll sign with anyone.

			

			
			Questions to Ask a Manager or Agent

			
			
					 What age range do you see me as being cast?

						What kind of roles do you see me playing?

						How do you feel about actors self-submitting for projects?

						Do you recommend any classes, photographers, agents (if looking)?

						Any feedback on my performance?

						How often do you prefer actors check in with you after signing?

						Do you have anyone currently on your roster who is similar to me?

						What length of contract (normally requested by beginner tier reps) are you working with when signing an actor?

			

			What Gets You in the Room

			
			
			That’s a Wrap!

			
					Update your headshot immediately if your look changes. Producers expect to see exactly what they’re hiring.

					Keep your reel professional, short, and only include your best work. A bad clip can hurt you more than no clip at all.

					Your resumé should be clean and selective. Quality credits over quantity.

					Build relationships wisely. Choose representation that fits where you are now, not where you hope to be next year.
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