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This book is dedicated to every young actor who has a dream, and to the playful, creative child in all of us.
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introduction

So you want to be an actor! Whether you’ve already done a lot of acting, or you’re only starting to think about stepping into the world of show business, this book can help you. The more you read, the more you’ll find out on all the things that professional actors know.

In these pages you’ll see what it’s really like to try to make your living as an actor. You’ll find advice about training and guidance about how to find work, and you’ll learn how to take care of yourself.

“Show business” is an accurate description of the world of the professional actor. As an actor, not only are you performing in one kind of show or another, you are also involved in and focused on the “business” aspect of your career: promoting and selling yourself as an actor, negotiating with others on several levels, and staying focused on the goals you want to achieve in your business of being an actor. This book will teach you what you need to know about the business aspects of an acting career, and it will help you learn how to promote yourself as an actor.

Several young actors shared their thoughts and feelings throughout the book in the “Talking about Acting” sections. It may help you to compare your own ideas with theirs as you consider a professional acting career.

Pursuing an acting career takes a lot of time, energy, focus, and money. It requires a lot of sacrifice, at least in the early stages of a career. So if you want to be a professional actor, you should do it because you love it more than anything else. If it makes you happy to perform, you’ll be more successful than if you only want to be a star. And you’ll discover there are many other ways to pursue your dream of acting without making a career of it.

However you do it, acting is fun. And whether you want to pursue a career on the stage, in film, or on television, or act simply for pleasure, I wish you lots of luck and good times!




chapter A

acting: an overview

Welcome to the world of acting! Whether you have an interest in every aspect of acting or just a particular area—such as TV or film—it will help you to know as much as you can about how show business works. You’ve probably heard the phrase, “There’s no business like show business” (from the 1946 Irving Berlin musical Annie Get Your Gun)—and it’s true. Show business is vastly different in many ways from other professions.

If you’re considering a career in acting, you’ll need a lot of information to make a choice that works for you. In some ways, an acting career is just like any other career: it requires training and studying, as well as focus and determination. In other ways, it’s very different. You’ll be going to auditions and interviews, competing with hundreds of other actors for a role, and keeping yourself in good shape. Some people’s personalities are well suited to the world of show business, and some are not. As you read through the book, you’ll find information that will help you decide if an acting career is right for you.

Many actors study for several years before they set out to become professionals—that is, to find jobs and make their living as actors. And even those actors who have gone through a training program and are already in the profession spend time each week improving their skills, polishing their talent, and keeping up with new plays and events in the world of show business. Pursuing a career as an actor means excitement and new experiences, but it also means hard work and dedication.

Let’s look at seven different fields in which you might find work as a professional actor.

THEATER

Live theater is the most basic and traditional way for an actor to practice his or her craft. When an actor is cast in a play, he’ll usually spend four to six weeks rehearsing with the director and the other actors. Opening night is a big event, when the actors usually do the play in front of an audience for the first time. For many plays there are previews—that is, when the play is performed for an audience a number of times before it officially opens. This permits the actors to see how audiences will respond to their work. Previews also give actors a chance to get comfortable in front of an audience before theater critics write their reviews of the show.

Most actors first gain experience performing in the theater before they begin to learn film or commercial skills. Working in front of an audience is a basic and necessary part of an actor’s training, even if he or she later moves into film or television. And some actors who become film stars still return to the stage during their careers. They believe that the stage offers a rich experience for the actor that can be missing from film work. There’s nothing in the process of making a film that can compare to the thrill of performing in front of an expectant, excited live audience.

TALKING ABOUT ACTING

Do you plan to pursue a career as an actor after high school or college?

Meg, age 13: I don’t really want to be a professional actor, because it’s such a competitive field. I’m not really cut out for that kind of thing. Acting is fun if you don’t have to worry: “If I don’t get this part, I can’t pay my rent.” That takes all the fun out of it.

It’s good to know exactly what you want to get out of acting. Once you know that, you can decide whether to pursue it as your profession or do some acting “on the side” while you establish another career. If you like acting because it’s fun, then it will be fun for you anywhere you do it. If you don’t like competing against others, then an acting career would probably be unpleasant for you. Just do some thinking about what you really want from it, and that will help you make the right decision.

New York is the major theater center in the United States. Most of the productions on Broadway are musicals. Off-Broadway theaters present more classics and new nonmusical (or “straight”) comedies and dramas. Off-off-Broadway theaters offer more varied fare: works by new playwrights, performance art, and other unusual theatrical pieces. The quality of production at these theaters can vary greatly.

Broadway is the most important area for theater in the country. Over the years it has become more and more commercial, which means that the majority of the producers are trying to put on shows that will dazzle audiences and become instant hits, sometimes at the expense of focusing on theater as a moving and thought-provoking artistic experience. When these very commercial shows are created, most of the work that is done aims at giving the producer the best chance of making enormous profits. Some people believe that, as a result, the variety of productions has lessened over the years. Sometimes the quality of the show may be affected.

What the commercialism of Broadway means for the young actor is that the possibility of performing on Broadway before an actor becomes extremely successful is now highly unlikely. Many of the actors who land the best roles in professional theater have already made a name for themselves in film or television. Broadway is one of the most difficult venues for a new actor to break into.

But the quality and amount of theater produced in most other places has grown. Los Angeles and Chicago have many theater opportunities, and actors can now make at least part of their living from acting in other cities such as Chicago, Seattle, Dallas, and Miami. Even cities such as Atlanta, Minneapolis, Denver, San Francisco, and Washington, DC, offer excellent opportunities for actors.

If you’re not close enough to a large city to investigate professional opportunities, there is probably a community (nonprofessional) theater near your home where you can take part in productions and try out for many different parts. In local theater, you can sharpen your skills and build up your list of credits. Many community theaters choose excellent, well-known shows and have very talented people involved in putting them on. If you plan to be a professional actor down the road, you can gain wonderful experience—and have great times—by being involved with a community theater.

FILM

Film acting is different from acting on the stage in a number of ways. Although the basic skills needed are the same, the actor’s performance in a film must be more subtle, or “pulled back,” in style. On the stage, an actor’s gestures and expressions must be large enough to “fill the house,” so that every member of the audience, even those in the last rows and top balconies, can see and hear the action. But in film acting, the camera magnifies every move the actors make, so they need to control their voices and gestures. On film, if you move your head even slightly to the side, or clench your jaw, the camera will pick up and magnify the movement. If you plan on doing any film work as an actor, you’ll need to take some classes in “on-camera” performance, along with your theater and acting training.

Another major difference between working in theater and in film is that, in theater, you rehearse the entire show for a period of time and then perform it repeatedly for the run of the production. But in filming a movie, you may work on the final scenes first and then shoot the middle of the film and then do the opening scenes last. It takes a lot of concentration in film acting to remember what you did in other scenes—you must focus your attention so that you can keep your work consistent through the film.

Unlike play production, the process of making a film or commercial usually begins early in the morning. The workday is long, and actors may be acting for only fifteen or twenty minutes out of every hour. The rest of the time is spent waiting for the crew to set up scenery or lights. Actors are often asked to do the same scene over and over again with slight changes. Because of this, the film actor’s concentration is different from the theater actor’s: his or her focus needs to last over a longer period of time on a film shoot. As a film actor, you’ll need to learn how to relax and save your energy between takes and then to deliver a full-energy performance on short notice.

A lot of the work a film actor does is “internal,” rather than the external expression of the theater actor. Because gestures and expressions are magnified by the camera, an actor has to be able to express the character’s internal life with the intensity and energy that he would normally put into amplified physical gestures and expressions on a stage. In other words, a film actor needs to “bump up the intensity” of the more internal aspects of acting, such as subtext. This is why it’s extremely helpful for actors to have both stage and camera training—the skills that are needed are very different. Many young actors look at performances on film and think that film acting looks very easy. But that’s the mark of a professional actor: working extremely hard, in great detail, to make what they’re doing look easy. Film acting actually requires a very high level of skill and ability.


Take: A single scene in a film, commercial, or TV show, shot from beginning to end, is a take. When everything is ready for the shot, the stage manager holds a clapboard in front of the camera. On it is written the number of the take. He or she will say, “Take One” (or “Take Two” for the second filming of the scene, and so on), and snap shut the clapboard. The clap it makes as it is shut helps the editor match up the image on the film with the sounds on the soundtrack.

Subtext: The silent “inner monologue” an actor creates for the character, which includes thoughts, wishes, and statements of feeling. We all have a “subtext” running through our minds most of the time, and creating an interesting subtext can produce a fascinating character, because the audience wants to know what’s going on in the character’s head.



COMMERCIALS

Again, commercial acting is different from theater and film acting. The skills required are similar to those used in film acting, but the point of a commercial is to sell a product rather than to tell a story. It helps if you are a good salesperson as well as a good actor. Commercials usually require an intensity of positive, confident energy.

Commercials are designed to make viewers feel that, if they buy the product, they will have more fun or their lives will be better in some way. So commercials usually promote good and happy feelings, rather than the conflict and struggle on which plays and films are often based.

Commercials in particular often use very specific types of characters: a business person, a “busy mom,” a young child, etc. Commercial work can be easier to come by if your look falls clearly within a commercial type.


Look: Many casting directors and agents tend to put actors into groups based on their appearance. This leads to a practice known as typecasting. As the term suggests, what type an actor appears to be is part of what lands him or her a job. The young mom, the doctor, the tough guy—these are familiar types that actors play again and again—if they have a certain look.



DAYTIME AND PRIME-TIME TELEVISION

Soap operas (daytime television dramas) and prime-time television shows require many of the same skills that film acting does. The major difference is that most of the stories are serial, or ongoing from one show to the next. That is, the story unfolds and develops over months or years as the program is broadcast. An actor needs to be able to sustain and expand his or her character over a long period of time. In this instance, consistency in character is an important skill. Regular viewers come to expect certain consistencies in character’s responses to events, and the line between keeping this consistency and not letting the character get boring can be a narrow one. Most actors who work regularly in this field are very highly skilled.


Soap operas are often called soaps, for short. Both terms refer to daytime television dramas. The term “soap opera” first came about because manufacturers advertised laundry soap during the commercials.

In an improvisation (or improv), two or more actors act out a short scene without knowing how it will go. They are given a theme or situation, and they make up the dialogue and actions as they go along. Improvisation helps actors learn to be creative.



As unfair as it may seem, an actor’s look is extremely important in most television work. You may want to watch some soaps or prime-time programs to see if you think your physical appearance would fit in on those shows. Even on comedy shows, most of the actors are very attractive. Of course, their comedy skills are highly developed also. If you’re interested in getting work on comedy shows, a class in improvisation can be helpful. (Improv classes can be loads of fun and very useful for actors in any field: learning to improv well can help an actor loosen up and drop inhibitions that might get in the way of a full artistic expression.)

It will help you to watch other actors and the roles they play so that you can see the different looks and types. Most casting directors will not cast “against type.” If the role calls for a tall, muscular 32-year-old, they won’t select an actor who doesn’t closely fit those specifications. Understanding this fact can save actors from making wasted efforts to get roles.

REGIONAL AND SUMMER THEATER

Regional and summer theaters are similar to each other because the actor usually has to move to wherever the job may be for the summer, or for the season. There are theaters in just about every region of the country, in big cities and small towns. A few of them will provide low-cost or no-cost housing when you work for them, but in many cases you’ll have to find a place to stay yourself.


Regional theater: Refers to professional theaters anywhere in the country outside of New York City. LORT (League of Resident Theaters) theaters are at the highest level of nonprofit regional theater; renowned member theaters range from the Actors Theatre of Louisville to the Yale Repertory Theatre. But there are also thousands of smaller professional companies outside of New York doing excellent work, and these companies may be more likely to take a chance on a young actor. “Regional theater” does not usually refer to community, or amateur, theater. “Amateur” theater simply means that actors are not paid professional wages but perform out of love for the art—so these productions can be just as good as those in professional theaters.



Regional theaters primarily employ professional actors, but occasionally they hire local actors for small roles. If there is a professional regional theater in your city or town, you might wish to call and ask if you can submit your headshot and resume (these are topics we’ll discuss later on). Another possibility is to find out if they offer classes for young actors. This can lead to the possibility of becoming involved in their productions.

Many of the plays or musicals that are produced at regional and summer theaters are “classics”—shows that have been performed over and over again through the years. (See chapter T, “39 Plays to Be Familiar With”). Plays that have recently been successful on Broadway and off-Broadway are usually included in the season. And some new plays also receive their very first productions—or premieres—in these theaters.

Regional and summer theaters offer actors a chance to perform in a number of different well-crafted plays and to work in a variety of styles. They can develop their skills and talent in different ways. Actors who work in these venues have the ability to play a number of different kinds of characters and usually develop a lot of variety in their work.
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Some summer stock companies perform in outdoor theaters.

In summer theaters (also known as summer stock), productions are often musicals and comedies. The pace of putting productions together is fast: each show may have only one week to rehearse before opening. At some theaters, the shows go up in repertory, with a new show opening each week. Because of this, summer stock will be excellent training for you as an actor. You will learn very quickly how to put a show together and make it work. And you’ll find out exactly how much concentration, energy, and work you’ll need to put in as a professional actor.


Repertory: At repertory theaters, several shows are chosen for the season. The actors rehearse the first show and then begin performing it in the evenings while they rehearse the second show during the day. Then the second show will be added to the evening performances. Rehearsals for the third show then begin during the day. There are plenty of stories about repertory theater actors who put on the wrong costume for the play that night, so if you find yourself working in rep, you’ll want to be careful to keep track of the shows!



INDUSTRIALS

An industrial is a type of show or training film that businesses produce for their employees. Perhaps they want to train machine operators to do their work safely, so they show them a short film about safety on the job. Or a company might put together a video to welcome new employees and teach them certain guidelines they should follow. Or they may use a stage show to introduce their new products or services to their salespeople and inspire them to sell more enthusiastically.

Industrials are produced for the business world and offer information rather than simply telling a story, so an actor who pursues industrial work needs to project a businesslike image. If the world of business interests you, or if you look like a businessperson, industrials might be a good area for you to earn some of your income. While not as “glamorous” as other acting venues, income from industrials can help to support you as you build other areas of your career.

VOICEOVERS

A voiceover is a job that pays you for the use of your voice. Believe it or not, this can be a strong career choice when it comes to making a good income as an actor. For that reason, the field is extremely hard to break into. In voiceover work, the actor’s voice is recorded for use on radio commercials, mercials, on television commercials in which you don’t see the actor but only hear his or her voice—for instance, where animals talk or sing—and for the voices of animated characters on TV and in movies.

On most commercials, the voiceover work is done by men rather than women, but women are finding more chances to work in this field as time goes by. If you want to work in voiceovers, you’ll need to have a very well-trained voice—one of the necessary tools of the actor that we will explore in the next chapter. You’ll also need to prepare a cassette tape of your voice doing commercials or character voices. It’s best to have this recording made by a professional. You can find out more by reading books that focus specifically on voiceover work (see chapter Z, “Zeroing in on Books”).

OTHER POSSIBILITIES

There are many other ways in which actors use their talents: performing on cruise ships and at theme parks, teaching at summer theater camps, or portraying a particular character at a historical site. All these kinds of jobs require specific skills in addition to your basic acting ability. For instance, if you’re playing a character at a historical site, you may not need to learn your part from a script. You’ll more likely be asked to improvise on an outline, as the character, for several hours in various situations.

If you’re interested in some of these other possibilities, your first step might be to find a way to talk to an actor who performs one of these jobs. You’ll get a good idea of what the experience is really like.

EXPLORE!

Learn all you can about acting and the world of show business, no matter what area of acting you’re interested in. Try to see how it works as a business as well as an art form—check out a theatrical newspaper like Variety (www.variety.com) or the Hollywood Reporter (www.hollywoodreporter.com), and you’ll begin to see how much the world of acting revolves around business.

Go see as much theater and film as you can, and talk to actors about their experiences. If you live in or near a large city, try to arrange a tour of the backstage area of a major theater or a film studio. The more you can learn, the more successful you’re likely to be as an actor.


chapter B

basic tools of the actor

Acting is different from most other arts because actors use their own bodies and voices, rather than tools such as paints or instruments, to create art. Painters may create something that they “see” in their imaginations, but they use tools that are outside of themselves—canvas or paper and paint—to create the picture. A musician expresses talent, skill, and love of music through a musical instrument. So in these cases, the creation of the art form—the end result—is separate from the creator. But an actor expresses and creates art solely through the self.

Some actors make the mistake of thinking that if they don’t need any other tools besides their own voices and bodies, they don’t need any training—that they can just get up on a stage, and acting will come easily. But actors need just as much training as musicians or visual artists. Not only do you need to train your mind and body to respond sensitively to the demands of characterization, you need to develop physical and vocal endurance to handle the demands of performing. You’ll need to learn how to analyze a script and build a character based on your analysis, and you’ll need a thorough understanding of theater history and different acting styles and techniques. If you’re planning to pursue acting as a professional career, you’ll also need business knowledge and skills. In short, you need to be an artist, historian, athlete, orator, and businessperson all rolled into one—a far cry from just “getting up and doing it.”

Let’s look at some of the basic tools you’ll need.

YOUR PHYSICAL TOOLS

As an actor, your physical tools will be your body and voice, so you’ll need to keep them in top condition. When you’re in good shape can you physically and vocally express the character traits and subtle shifts of feeling that are necessary for good acting. Some roles may also demand a certain amount of physical ability. You might play a classical role where you have to fence, or you might ride a horse, swim, or fight in a film.


Fencing: In the historic past, gentlemen fought in wars or settled arguments by dueling with swords, or fencing. Some of Shakespeare’s plays, such as Hamlet, include scenes in which the actors fence. In the last few decades, fencing has become popular as a sport in itself.



Exercise should be a primary objective for you. If you play a sport such as basketball or go dancing frequently, you may not need a specific exercise program. But as you get into your twenties, it will be helpful to your growth as an actor if you develop a physical program for yourself. For example, yoga, strength training, swimming, and martial arts are good choices. Strength, flexibility, and stamina are very important for an actor, because the physical demands of different characters you’ll play could cover a wide range. If you are interested in working in classical theater or in film, you’ll need to be strong enough to handle the demands of the work and ready to learn various physical techniques needed for the style of the piece. Experiment a little until you find a program that you enjoy, because that will help you stick to it. A program that gives you a strengthening workout and develops flexibility is best. Eating a healthy diet will also provide you with the energy and stamina you need.


Warm up: This is the process of exercising your body and voice so that you’re relaxed and energetic when you get onstage.



Whether or not you plan an ongoing program, you need to warm up your body and voice before rehearsals and performances. You need to have a good supply of energy onstage and be able to keep your focus throughout a rehearsal or performance, and if your body and voice are warmed up, it’s easier to sustain your energy and express your character in a detailed way. Some actors don’t bother to warm up, and sometimes it can take the first half of the show before they’re focused and primed to work. If you don’t warm up your voice, you may not be heard for the first part of the show.
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Actors often need the skill of fencing in performance of Shakespeare’s plays.

[image: ]

If your role calls for a great deal of physical action, it’s important to do a good warm-up.

Most actors do stretching exercises as part of their warm-up, such as the following:


	[image: ] Bending over at the waist and letting the head and arms dangle, then curling up slowly.


	[image: ] Stretching the arms and legs gently.


	[image: ] Moving the head around slowly so that your neck and shoulders relax.




The purpose of the warm-up is to get blood moving more rapidly through your body, to relax the tense places, and to help you focus. You don’t need a full-scale, heavy-duty exercise period. Some actors prefer to lie on the floor in a relaxed position and move their limbs gently; some prefer a more vigorous workout. Again, experiment to find out how you work best. When warming up, always remember to breathe fully and deeply, in and out.

Warming up will also make your body more flexible and get you centered in your body so that you’re aware of your physicality when you’re acting. When developing a character, it’s often helpful to explore different postures, rhythms, and gestures that subtly express the character you’re portraying. Physicality is part of good characterization, and by warming up you will give your body a chance to adapt to the physical demands you place on it.

Vocal training is as important as physical training. If your voice is not well trained, strain can result, and over a period of time, strain can cause real problems with your voice. Some performers, particularly those who work in musical theater, have had major throat
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