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“Acting is a brave and wonderful thing to do.”
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INTRODUCTION

A LEAP OF FAITH: Philip Seymour Hoffman

I was an actors’ manager for ten years and a talent agent for twenty-two. I love actors. I love talent. I believe that anyone who has talent has a place in the profession. This book is an attempt to help that person find that place.

I was the first agent to sign Philip Seymour Hoffman (the mere mention of whose name now makes my heart skip a beat), Billy Crudup, Liev Schreiber, Claire Danes, Adrian Grenier, Kyra Sedgwick, Idris Elba and Paul Giamatti. I have worked with Kathy Bates, Lois Smith, Viola Davis, William H. Macy, and Brian Dennehy. I have learned a thing or two about what works and what does not when it comes to getting your foot in the door, walking through the door and being asked back into the room.

Philip Seymour Hoffman’s career is a paradigm for this book not only because it was such an admirable career, and not only because I had a part in it. I know the choices he made along the way. Each generation of actors faces the same obstacles, the same ignorance, the same booby-traps as the previous generation. How Phil dealt with those obstacles is still relevant today. The only element that has changed (aside from the addition of social media to the picture) is that Phil no longer has a career or a life. Phil was the actor of his generation and I feel he would be proud to be used as an object lesson in how to conduct a career.

When he died, he had attained a mid-career zenith. He had certainly established himself as a star and as a dazzling and brilliant actor. I would even say a necessary actor. Every profession needs someone who is the best. The career, if not the life, was pretty much indestructible. That may have been what he was thinking in 2012 when he left his longtime agency for … his attorney.

Who knows what Phil was thinking? I do not. And if you do, put down this book — you’ll be late for your table at Nobu. When you make several million dollars a job, does it continue to be worth 10% to negotiate contracts which no longer contain any surprises? Very possibly – but not to Phil in 2012.

You and I came to be knocked out whenever we went to see him work which is why we will continue to revisit his work, possibly forever. He left us so many treasures to love. Which is what stars are supposed to do.

He was an unlikely leader of the pack. Let’s go back to the beginning – when he was coming out of NYU undergrad. He got a job at the Williamstown Theatre Festival’s Non-Equity company. He was drinking too much, doing too many drugs but he was filled with ambition. He got a bit of a bad reputation – interrupting performances, bad boy stuff. Back in New York, he cleaned up his act. But how to proceed? Then, as always, he was open to anything. He found himself doing a reading for a few nights at the old Circle Rep Company.

A manager with a client who was not Phil had gone to see her client in that Circle Rep reading. She flipped for Phil. (That happens fairly often – go to see someone, fall in love with someone else. Always accompany friends to auditions, if they ask. You might get noticed.) She called me the next day and told me to go to the reading, which I did, that night. I was bowled over.

I’d never seen anything like him. I couldn’t sleep until I called her the next morning. Who knew how many others she had told about this genius? The manager’s name was Davien Littlefield and she helped guide Phil throughout his early days and, informally, for all his days. At some point she stopped technically being his manager. She looked for projects for him. She set up a company for him. Back then, she was just trying to get him on the map and she had asked me to come on board. So there we were. We had this extraordinary actor who didn’t look especially earth shattering but we knew was.

Phil gave off no clues. He built each character from the first molecule and when he wasn’t creating a character, well, he just kind of lay there, waiting. I told him people were having that reaction. He asked me what he should do. I said, you’re going to have to give them something. So he figured it out. He gave them the few clues he had. They were almost always enough to get him the job. He got better about how to do it and the roles got better, too. The trick in the beginning was getting him into the room. The trick was convincing the people with the jobs that if they would just see him, they wouldn’t be sorry. That took a few more phone calls than usual. It took calling in a few more favors than usual. I like to think that I would do anything for a client and certainly for Phil whose genius I did not doubt, I would have done everything.

What did we do? We sent him to everybody with jobs to give away. Back then, that was casting directors, each of the LORT Theatres in New York (we weren’t going to send this guy to Cincinnati. I’m not claiming that we knew the giant we had hold of but we suspected), a few TV talent execs looking for projects, a promising movie exec biding time in New York until a promotion appeared, or a stray senior previously-well-thought of line producer relegated to New York until retirement loomed. There used to be such people in New York and they were willing to meet actors who agents and managers thought were special. The few executives in New York now are far too important to meet a beginning actor. Now it’s more like: Go get a Vanity Fair cover and then we’ll see.

The Vineyard Theatre picked up on Phil and cast him in something called “Food and Shelter” in 1991. During rehearsal, the Artistic Director called me about him. He said, yes, he knew Phil was brilliant but “he is going to have to learn to rein it in.” He was just so self-indulgent. Maybe I could speak to him? I said I appreciated the Artistic Director making the call. And I did. I didn’t understand why the director wasn’t telling Phil to rein it in rather than the Artistic Director telling me to tell Phil but maybe the director had tried to no avail. Maybe he didn’t have the skill. Or the courage. Not that Phil reacted poorly to criticism but he was fearless and that could strike fear in someone not completely in charge of his own demons. It feels as if ever since Elia Kazan died, directors are not as willing to bring their actors thorny news. In other words – to direct.

I love that Artistic Director. He was afraid of nothing (even if his director was). He gave Billy Crudup his first job in New York, too. Complaining to me was his job. I mentioned the call to Phil. I tried to underplay it but I figured he should know. I said words to the effect of, “Just don’t scare them, Phil.” He said something like, “What do they want from me, man? I can’t control what comes out.” But he heard me. Though it is true that the great ones cannot control what comes out. I had another brilliant and volatile client who was left with so much residual feeling at the end of a performance that he put his fist through his dressing room wall. Twice. I got the bill for the re-plastering both times. (I hope you don’t think I paid it.)

Phil also did a bunch of movies in ’91 and ’92. “Szuler” (notable only for being Phil’s first film), “Triple Bogey on a Par Five Hole,” “My New Gun,” and, naturally, a “Law and Order.”

Then he did “Leap of Faith” which was a Schedule F job (he was paid for the run of the picture no matter how often or seldom he worked) where everybody fell in love with him and I can only imagine how much he learned. He had a handful of lines in the original script. He wound up with a very nice part. Next he did “Scent of a Woman” which was another small part that he turned into a complete gem. The business noticed. Still, what do you do with him? Was he a star? Well, hardly. But maybe, well, maybe keep an eye on him. At this point, he was still five years away from “Boogie Nights” – which did make him a star.

In 1992, he also founded – with his friend John Ortiz – The Labyrinth Theatre Company. Labyrinth’s mission was (and remains) to push its members’ artistic limits and tell new, more inclusive stories that expand the boundaries of mainstream theatre. (That’s from their Mission Statement.) Today, there isn’t a young actor in town who doesn’t want to be a part of Labyrinth.

In 1993, Phil did the movies, “Joey Breaker,” “My Boyfriend’s Back,” and “Money for Nothing”.”

In 1994, he shot “The Getaway,” “The Yearling,” “When a Man Loves a Woman,” and “Nobody’s Fool,” where he got to pal around with Paul Newman, whom he referred to as “a really cool little old man.” Ah, youth.

That year he also did “The Merchant of Venice” at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago directed by Peter Sellars. Phil came back and told me whenever Peter Sellars wanted to cast him in anything, he would drop everything and do it. Whatever it was. And that “Othello” Phil did with Peter Sellars in 2009 came under the heading of anything, if you ask me.

In 1995, he did a short film called “The Fifteen Minute Hamlet.” That’s all he did. His lazy agent must have taken the year off.

In 1996, he did “Hard Eight” and “Twister.” Now “Twister” was another run of picture part with maybe five scripted lines. I was hesitant to even mention it to him. He was beginning to be something of a deal. The business had certainly noticed him. Why should he do this (very good) movie on the off chance that he might wind up with a sizeable role? I asked Davien if she thought Phil would be OK with the part which, on the page, was barely there. I didn’t want to him to think I didn’t know how great he was and that he was destined for greater things. It’s just that, at the moment, this was all there was. Davien, with the assurance of a manager who knows her client trusts her, said, “What else is he doing?” Phil, of course, didn’t think twice about saying yes. What’s the maxim? There are no small parts? Phil believed that and it was for talent like Phil’s that that expression came into being.

So he did “Twister” and in 1997, he did “Boogie Nights” and that made him a star. Well, that’s a little dash of agent hyperbole. He was six movies away from getting star billing. That same year he also did “Defying Gravity,” a play at The American Place Theatre for ten cents a week. And he worked with Lois Smith whom he had met on “Twister.” I think they recognized each other’s unbelievable gifts. I represented them both and felt enormously proud – for no defensible reason – of the pleasure they took in working with each other.

In 1998, he filmed “Culture,” “Montana,” “Next Stop Wonderland,” “The Big Lebowski,” “Happiness” and “Patch Adams.”(Well, that ought to make up for 1995.) He also did a play at New York Theatre Workshop called “Shopping and F**king.” I couldn’t understand how anyone had thought of him in that role and I was completely mesmerized by his performance. I told him he was kind of unexpected casting but he was spellbinding to watch. The second he came onstage, he brought his entire character with him, and I could hardly wait for him to reveal who the guy was, the clues were so tantalizing. And discovering the character’s humanity as the evening went along was a profound experience. I said, I hoped Phil never stopped doing theatre because he was so jaw-droppingly inspiring it reaffirmed my faith in what I did for a living. He looked at me and said, “You think I’m unexpected casting?”

In 1999, he starred, with Robert De Niro, in a movie called “Flawless.” Star billing. There it was. He got the San Diego Film Critics Society for Best Actor and was nominated for a Screen Actors Guild Award for Outstanding Performance by a Male Actor in a Lead Role, Motion Picture. He also did a play at The Drama Department called “The Author’s Voice.” A reviewer felt that, “Part of the problem with the production was that Philip Seymour Hoffman who is supposed to be menacing, is, in fact, no more threatening than Truman Capote in a hoodie.” This was six years before “Capote” but the insanity of critics is forever. He also tested for a great part in “Man on the Moon” which another client of mine, Paul Giamatti, got. The day we found out it wasn’t going to go to Phil, Davien called me, said, “Suck eggs,” and hung up.

That year he also did “Magnolia” and “The Talented Mr. Ripley.” And the Labyrinth Theatre Company had a hit with “In Arabia We’d All Be Kings” which Phil directed.

In 2000, he did “Titanic 2000,” “State and Main” and “Almost Famous.” And Labyrinth had another hit with “Jesus Hopped the A Train,” with Phil directing again. Plus he did an unbearably low budget movie written by his brother called “Love Liza” (produced by a terrific former assistant of mine) which has to be the most depressing movie ever made (with the possible exception of “The Grey Zone” – brilliant but beyond painful – written and directed by Tim Blake Nelson who was also a client of mine). I cannot think of another actor alive with the balls to go from starring opposite Robert De Niro and practically stealing “The Talented Mr. Ripley” to doing an art house film with zero prospects for commercial success written by his brother. Nor is there an agent in the world who would stand still for his client doing such a thing. Unless it was one of the three agents in the world who understand that the important part of any agent/client relationship is the client part. That would be me and two other agents whose names I forget.

There were six more movies, a sit-com, a mini series and another play at the Labyrinth that he directed before the Academy award for Capote in 2005. And he followed “Capote” with “Mission Impossible III,” a big, fat, studio movie – with a big fat paycheck. “The Hunger Games” didn’t hurt either. I hope you begin to get the idea.

A map of Phil’s career is very much a map of Phil himself. There are many more credits after the Oscar. Look them up. Think about this actor’s choices. An actor has choices. You have choices. Phil’s career came from his choices. So will yours. What will those choices be?

Let me insert a word here about all the stories I tell in this book. I love show business stories. I love hearing them and telling them. All of the stories in this book are true. I cannot swear they are completely true because where’s the fun in that? But their essence is always true and I hope the lessons — if lessons there are — are instructive. I have tried not to be mean — with some exceptions. So let’s talk a little bit about how it starts.


BREAKING AND ENTERING

Think Again

First off, is there any way I can talk you out of this mad journey? Wouldn’t you rather be a banker or a botanist? There are rolling lawns and two-car garages and country club memberships waiting for you in the suburbs. Are you sure you don’t want to go to business school? You really want to bunk in with four other aspiring actors in a fifth-story walk-up? I mean, what is it about show business that’s so damn alluring?

Imagine the euphoria of your first day in New York. The culmination of your hard-won dreams, college, and 3 years of MFA training, you bound down the five flights of your New York City walk-up ready to greet your fortune. Your diploma says you know how to act but the people with the jobs don’t seem lined up around the block waiting to give you a role. Oh, wait, look. All of your classmates seem to be in the same line with you. Not to mention the class from the year before you. And the year before that. Let alone the ones graduating from the schools you didn’t get into.

The showcase of agents and casting directors your school had promised you was attended by precisely three agents and two casting directors, only two of whom wanted to meet you (but one of whom wanted to meet with everyone). The other one was flattering, but fell through. They didn’t call you back after the meeting.

You will have made some connections that will likely turn out to be beneficial to you once you are out of school, just like all the future bankers and botanists will do in their grad schools and so much the better for all of you. But the bankers and the botanists went to school to learn how to be bankers and botanists. Make sure you go to grad school to learn how to act. I have found some wonderful clients – who have gone on to have wonderful careers – at school showcases but, listen to me now, going to a school just so you can be in a showcase three or four years down the road is a horrible reason to go to a school, let alone a grad school.

There you are, in New York City with your BA or your BFA or your MFA and you are looking for work with no help from an agent because none of them were genuinely interested. And you find a job – at a new theatre company in the East Village which pays you $181 a week. Guess what – that’s good! (Just don’t try living on it.) You’re lucky they even pay you. But maybe an agent will come and see the show. One doesn’t. Not even one.

So you take an acting class. Never mind that you were in acting classes all day long for the last four years. Maybe in this acting class you will meet other people in your situation who would be helpful or know things you don’t know because your former classmates from your former school are as clueless as you are and you don’t know anybody else. Two of those former classmates found agents but neither of them are working either. And neither of them came to your show.

Or, let’s say you take a different approach to this business of show. Let’s say you go to college and get a liberal arts education. I have spoken to and taught armies of young artists and the ones with a liberal arts education are not surprisingly far more interesting, well-rounded and simply better company than the ones who have been locked away in conservatory programs honing their craft.

So you do it. You go to a normal person school. And it’s fine even though you know in your bones you’re not a normal person; you’re an actor. That’s what you want, that’s what you’ve always wanted. But you stick it out at the normal person school because you like pretending to be a normal person for a little while longer and your parents really like it when you behave like a normal person. Your family reasons: if you’re surrounded by normal people at liberal arts college, you may wind up practicing dentistry in suburbia, after all. It does happen.

So you graduate from your normal person school, and defying all your family’s prayers, you move to New York. You find an acting class. Perhaps even a speech class. Dance, too. Couldn’t hurt. So now you are in an acting class whose students include two kids from two of the best-known MFA programs – one of them is even your scene partner. Who’s better off? Him or you? He knows more about acting. He also has massive student loans to pay back. You are both waiting on tables at the same bistro where you met. The answer to who is better off is … arguable.

Waiting On Tables

The pay at the restaurant is pretty good. $300 on a good night and you hear you won’t even have to claim the whole amount. Then one day in acting class you realize your teacher is not the insightful guru glowingly advertised in Backstage. What he said to that poor girl ahead of you was just wrong. You lock eyes with your scene partner and you both realize you have got to get out of there. You do mention this discovery to a fellow waiter at work. “Oh,” says your co-worker, “Why are you studying with him? That guy’s a jerk. Everybody knows that. Did he make a pass at you yet?”

So a few thousand dollars later, you go in search of a new acting teacher. This time you take recommendations from your new friends. You find a teacher you’re crazy about. And you get cast in a Columbia University student movie. There’s no pay but you might get some nice footage of yourself on film. That’s good, right? Kathryn Bigelow went to Columbia. Maybe the director will turn out to be the next Kathryn Bigelow. That’s very good, right? Never mind that on the last day of the film the director decides to shoot all night so you have to miss work which results in the restaurant firing you. But there are always other restaurants, right? Are you still with me?

You came here to act, and you are met not with a welcome mat but with a puzzle called show business which appears to have nothing to do with the art of acting. Well, what do you do with a puzzle? You solve it. You may not feel all that equipped to solve it, but if you come on this journey with me, you may at least consider yourself armed – if not yet dangerous.

Show business has all sorts of rules – few of which have anything to do with acting. That’s fine. When you unknowingly break one of the rules and someone yells at you for not knowing what you did not know, one of the comforts to keep in mind is you can simply apologize and never break that rule again. (If they are right and it really is a rule.) Why didn’t they teach you these rules in school? The truth is, the rules are so arbitrary and changeable and capricious that they are almost impossible to teach and anyway, the rules of the game are not the responsibility of the schools to teach; they are yours to learn. The schools try. They tell you more than they used to. They invite a few professionals to lay out what the rules are and these people frequently contradict each other. This invaluable lesson demonstrates the truth of William Goldman’s maxim: “In the entire motion picture field, nobody knows anything.” But I wonder if the schools tell you how it feels on the day after your showcase when only one person wants to meet you — an agent who wanted to meet everybody and, word has it, is kind of a skeeze. Wasn’t there another one? Nah. Just kidding. This is not a devastating picture. It’s just what happens. And you get through it. And if you hang in there, you will have a career.

Who would willingly choose such a life? Well, hundreds of people make that choice every day, though I would tend to think that the life chooses them rather than the other way around. You don’t really have a choice, do you? I could give you reason after reason why you should stay in St. Paul but you will not listen to me. I know that. Ever since you were sitting there at a community theatre production of “Brighton Beach Memoirs” or the National Company of “Wicked” and some actor on stage did some indescribable little thing; some place inside of you was touched in a way you had never been touched before and that was it. You were a goner. You were summoned.

Find out where you belong in this business. You will begin to feel it. This is crucial. This is not some new age nonsense. How can you fit into a profession that does not appear to be holding a place for you? The more you watch other people act, the more you will know where you fit in. You may even begin to believe that you actually do belong. Every novice I have ever known, every hopeful who turned into a working actor, every working actor who became a star can trace the start of their professional career back to the moment when they were watching an actor on stage or on film or even on television and said to themselves, “If that fraud can have a career, I can have a career!” Not necessarily because the actor they were watching was actually a fraud but simply that the actor they were watching was no better than the novice who was watching them. At that moment, the novice became a part of the profession.

Feeling that you belong in the business is a feeling like no other and it is essential in order to make the reality happen. That feeling girds your loins. And your loins need to be girded. Getting into this business is a battle and make no mistake — it’s not for sissies. Once you are in, you will be welcomed but proving that you deserve to be there will be your first fight. Doesn’t ambition always lead to battle?

Some people are so ambitious they forget to have friends. That isn’t healthy. Acting is a collaborative art. If you can’t collaborate, you will have trouble. So get to know people. Know the players. Know your peers. How can you be the peer of someone you have never met? Meet everyone. Everyone is either a potential friend or a potential competitor. Should that stop you? Aren’t Federer and Nadal friends? Are you in an acting class? Do you go to the theatre? It amazes me the number of young actors who do not go to the theatre. Go. Hang out with the actors after the show. Where do actors go to hang out? Find out. Actors love to bask in each other’s presence. If you see small theatre companies whose work you admire, go backstage, ask how you could get to be a part of such a wonderful group.

You found what you wanted to do in life and you didn’t even know you were looking. So you make a vow to do it. Because acting is still – even if you end up doing dinner theatre in Denver – a calling. Why else put up with all the nonsense? And it’s worth it. You know it will be. When you finally get to do it, it will be worth it. This book exists to tell you how to accelerate the process and improve your odds of finally getting to do it.

Maybe you went to high school and bummed around for a few years and saved up some money and went to New York and decided to study with Bill Esper. Or you just knocked on the door of the Wooster Group and begged them to let you in because that’s where Willem Dafoe started and you think Willem Dafoe is the coolest thing in the business. (He’s pretty cool.) There’s something to be said for just jumping in and trying to get a job but there are enormous advantages to training. Everyone I ever represented who went on to have a career had some sort of training except the exceptional Claire Danes. (I never represented Barbra Streisand.) So get some and then come to New York and act.

You will not receive an engraved invitation to come to New York. You will have to fight for an acting job for which you will likely not be paid. But do so. Fight for it. See if you are any good. If you have difficulty getting cast in something, welcome to the club. Do not whine. If you discover you have specific shortcomings you want to work on, study with someone who can help you with those shortcomings. When you start to get work, find an agent. If that agent leads you to better work, stay with that agent. If not, find another agent.

Improving The Odds

Agents and casting directors and directors and producers all have their own agendas separate from yours but that doesn’t make them the enemy. Acting is a collaborative art; the business of acting is also a collaboration. In the same way that costume designers and dialect coaches are your collaborators on stage, agents and casting directors are your collaborators off stage. These professionals are necessary to your goal which is, at the very least, to be a working actor. You may broaden that goal to becoming some sort of reincarnation of the next Marlon Brando or Cate Blanchett but no matter how modest or grandiose your aim, you will nevertheless need to believe that you belong – and you will need to know how to let the gatekeepers realize that you deserve a membership.

I have designed a series of Workshops to let you in on what people in this business with the jobs – or access to the jobs – are really looking for. The answer is simple – they are looking for you.

When an agent meets an actor, the agent’s first thought is: What kind of roles will he get? What kind of a career will she build? What kind of a career does he want? How will her career profit my own?

When a casting director meets an actor, her first thought is: What kind of roles is this person right for? How can I use him in a way which will best serve the project and bring the greatest amount of glory and profit to me?

Agents are looking for someone who will make money, someone who will work. Casting directors are looking for someone who will bring the greatest amount of depth, enlightenment, talent to a role. Any role. A nurse with three lines. Cleopatra.

When An Agent Meets An Actor

What are you looking for when you meet an agent or a casting director? Agents and casting directors need you in order to do their jobs. You need them in order to do yours. You are all in this together. No one is an adversary here and it would be a mistake to approach the business as if it were us against them.

The Workshop sections are set up to help you define what you are selling (sorry if that sounds so coarse; it sort of is) – and how best to package and present whatever that is. I want to make you castable, for lack of a better word, though, in truth, that is the perfect word. I don’t think it’s a real word (my computer certainly doesn’t think so), but I trust its meaning is clear: people who have the power to hire you take one look at you and think they have an idea of how to use you. That makes you castable. It doesn’t really matter if an agent is right or not about who they think you are. What matters is that she always thinks she is right. And also that she wants to audition you for the role of Ellen Page’s sister right now.

If I am meeting with a guy in my office and he cracks wise so I think maybe he could get a sit-com and I say, “Hey, you’re funny,” it is so predictable (and so boring) that he will almost certainly reply, “No, I think I’m more right for the dark edgy kind of roles, like Jack O’Connell.” Well, I think to myself, you aren’t as handsome or as interesting as Jack O’Connell and maybe, if you aren’t funny, I’m not sure what I could even do for you. So you should probably get out of my office.

Are we clear so far? It is my Socratic plan to lay out the principles necessary that you will need to break into show business. After I have described the principle, I will offer a Workshop to test and illustrate it.

I have met all the actors you will meet in these workshops many times over. I bet I have even met you. So take your place, follow along, and raise your hand when you have a question. I hope in the discussions that follow, you will find your own answers and come to your own conclusions. So let’s talk a little bit about how it starts.

A Little Story About Being Special: Matt Damon

Some years ago, I was taking a casting director out to dinner. This guy only worked on A-list movies. He was major. I stopped by his office to pick him up and he was, as usual, watching tapes. And he was freaking out. He was always freaking out. His brow was always moist. It was his thing. It was, shall we say, what made him special. What was today’s freak out about? He said he was going out of his mind trying to decide which actors to put in front of his director for this tricky role. Would I mind if he showed me some tapes? I was really looking forward to a drink but I said, of course I wouldn’t mind and, of course, I was flattered to be asked. All anybody on my side of the desk has to offer is an opinion and I have so many of them. So he showed me the tapes. There were six of them. There was one actor who stood out.

“Really?” said the casting director. “To me he isn’t even in the final three.”

“Then what’s he doing in this stack?” I asked.

“I don’t know. There’s something about him. But he’s short and he hasn’t done much. Do you think he’s compelling?”

I did, yes. “How short is he?” I asked. The casting director didn’t know. He’d never met the guy. The agent had just submitted the tape. “So how do you know he’s short?”

“He looks short,” said the casting director. “Why do you like him?”

“I like him,” I said, “because he’s a really good actor and he pops.”

“Do you really think he pops?” This casting director was mental.

“Jesus,” I said, “can we go to dinner?”

The actor I liked got the job. It was Matt Damon – who is not short and who is compelling. That job did not make him a star but it did get him some serious attention. It was a turning point. Now I don’t tell this story to demonstrate how prescient I am. I tell it because no matter how fantastically special you are (Matt Damon is pretty special), there are going to be people who aren’t quite convinced and it is your job to stay in there and convince them. If not on this role, then on the next. Somebody will notice. It’s hard to be the first one to say that someone has got it. And that sweaty casting director was particularly adept at getting other people to commit first. It’s why he was so successful. Do I expect a thank you note from Matt Damon? Hardly. I was just glad to voice an opinion. The business is filled with people who are dying to help. Really. Let’s find them.


Daniel Day Lewis:

“If you have a certain wildness of spirit, a cabinet maker’s workshop is not the best place to express it.”

HOW IT STARTS

You cannot beat the theatre for going straight to the heart. Parents take their children to the theatre because they think it will be educational. Civilizing. If they only knew the demons they were turning loose! Sometimes those children get hooked. No father takes his son for his first martini in public in the hopes that the boy will turn into an alcoholic. Few parents take their children to the theatre with any idea that the child will some day want to be an actor. If that connection were made, theatre attendance would drop even more dramatically than it has in recent years. The risk of contagion among the uninitiated should not be underestimated.

Most of us working in show business in whatever capacity have been drawn there because we were touched, wounded, moved beyond words, changed forever by a performance given by an actor they saw when they were young. “Beyond words” isn’t a bad definition of acting. If words were enough, the world would be reading plays, not watching them. It’s what the actor adds beyond the words that creates the craft of the actor.

For me it was Julie Harris in “The Warm Peninsula” by Joe Masteroff. (Not a play for the ages though her performance was). I was twelve. There was a moment near the end. Julie Harris was talking to the audience and she was telling us how happy she was that she was about to be married. She was wearing a wedding dress. She wasn’t sure we understood the depth of the happiness she was feeling. And so she gasped; she behaved in some way that humans do that communicated to us – me – how truly joyful and fulfilled she felt at that moment. She made us – me – want to cry out at the sight of a fellow creature who was experiencing such happiness. Then she walked off stage and the curtain came down. Wow. Sign me up.

There have been moments since – James Earl Jones entering down the staircase as Othello in Central Park, Peggy Ashcroft listening to Ralph Richardson pour out his heart as fake snow fell on their thick winter coats at The National Theatre in London – but nothing has quite surpassed the surprise and sheer bliss my heart felt when I saw its deepest workings reflected in the behavior of another human being for the very first time on stage. There is still plenty of magic going on. People are scarred for life in theatres all over the country every night and there are young people getting off the bus all alone with a cardboard box at The Port Authority every day and all of them are hell bent on careers in show business.

Your family brought you to New York when you were young and you saw John Malkovitch in “Burn This” or Lois Smith in “Buried Child” or Alfred Molina in “Red” or Christopher Walken in anything and you had your Julie Harris moment. You decided then and there that you wanted to do that. Be that. At the very least, be around that. Most of the folks seated around you in the theatre, indeed your own family, were entertained by the play or perhaps even moved. They did not have their lives changed forever. Like you. Poor you. On the other hand, lucky you. You are an artist or long to be.

Did Meryl Do This To You? Or Javier?

Maybe it was a movie that did it for (to) you. Movies are certainly capable of derailing lives. Maybe it was Brando – or anybody – in “On the Waterfront.” Maybe it was Jessica Lange in “Sweet Dreams.” Or Javier Bardem in “No Country for Old Men.” Maybe it was Daniel Day Lewis in “Lincoln.” But all those people began in the theatre, right? Including the entire cast of “On the Waterfront.” So you suspect the theatre is where you want to start.

It is the job of any adult who loves a child to make sure that that child does not become an actor. Your family discourages you from acting because they love you. And because the history of the theatre from the get-go has been associated with liars and prostitutes. Hard to completely dispute that. Actors sell their bodies and speak somebody else’s truth with conviction. And yet, against all their loving counsel, you move to New York. You must act.

Your mama is right. An actor is a very hard thing to be. I am not talking about being a movie star. (Actually, it’s not so easy to be a movie star.) I am talking about being an artist and, make no mistake, that is what most young people who fall in love with acting want to be. It is only later, when they discover how little call there is for artistry that they may begin to modify their goals.

Gradually, they give up their dreams of performing Lope de Vega for the crowd-pleasing plays and the horror films and the sit-coms and the tent-pole movies that sustain most of our gifted and highly trained young and then not-so-young people. The possibility of compromise is not something any young person should consider or does consider. The young person who wants to act most probably wants to act in the theatre and that is where you should start.

I am not a snob and I don’t want to sound like one of those fanatics who feel that theatre is the only proper forum for any actor who calls himself an artist. (All right. So I am a snob – but not a fanatic.) What’s so pure about the theatre? Well, it’s the place where an actor has the most control over what he does, where every fiber of his being must be alert and available to him while he works and where his affect upon an audience is the most profound. I suppose that’s debatable too. There are some shots of Robert Duvall’s face on the screen that will never leave my consciousness. Did you ever see “Tender Mercies”? How does he do that? But extraordinary as he is on screen, he’s even better on stage. I will remember every second of his performance off-Broadway as Eddie Carbone in “A View From the Bridge” long after I am dead.

Spencer Tracy, who was trained for the stage, though I never saw him on one, was a brilliant film actor. Brilliant actor period. Second to none. I don’t think even the most rabid Actor’s Studio zealot would deny Tracy his genius. Still, I’ll bet he was better on stage. More powerful. God, I wish I’d seen him. I saw Hume Cronyn on stage and on film and I am here to tell you that Hume Cronyn as Polonius beats the hell out of Hume Cronyn in “The Parallax View.”

The actor William Redfield once said “He who has not seen Laurence Olivier on stage has not seen Laurence Olivier.” Well, I thought that was the most pretentious thing I had ever heard. But, you know, he might have been onto something. On the other hand, you can sit and watch Philip Seymour Hoffman become a star in “Scent of A Woman” on screen and it just doesn’t get any better than that. So let’s withhold a final verdict on which is purer.

All actors have an ineluctable longing for the stage. Keanu Reeves had the hunger to play “Hamlet.” He did so after he was a star, of course. Probably because nobody wanted him to do it until he became a star. Even then probably not a lot of people were cheering him on saying, hey, why don’t you play Hamlet? No, it was the hunger, the drive inside him. And they let him do it because he wanted to and people will let stars do whatever they want just to keep them happy. His agents were surely not thrilled. Do you know how much money he could have made on screen while he was pulling down whatever pittance he was being paid for “Hamlet”?

Mr. Reeves also took a bit of a critical drubbing for his trouble. But you know what? I’ll bet he doesn’t regret doing it for a minute. He played HAMLET, for God’s sake. Hell, I’ll bet Jennifer Aniston has thoughts of Lady Macbeth. (Do you think?) Julia Roberts came to Broadway. She got massacred but she came. Have I said I like Julia Roberts? Crazy for her actually. God bless movie stars. They bring the people in.

Imagine if Streep had been in a play on Broadway every couple of years. There would be a line to Hoboken and back every night. And Dustin Hoffman and Robert De Niro. I saw Mr. De Niro be mesmerizing in “Cuba and His Teddy Bear” at The Public. Indelible. Not a great play. Imagine him in a great play. Do you think people would go? Um, yes. If the business could find a way to keep a slot open for a star in a steadily revolving offering of great plays with great actors in the cast (Pacino’s “Merchant of Venice” cast was some treasure trove) people would go. What’s more, that production of “Merchant” with Pacino was one of the hottest tickets in town when it was on.

The common wisdom is that audiences are no longer willing to pay for classical theatre. But there they were, paying for it. Well, people say, but that was Al Pacino. The argument may be made that there are not enough actors around practicing their craft at that level to make us shiver in our seats who are also stars. I don’t believe that. Tom Hardy? Idris Elba? Cate Blanchett? Viola Davis? Edie Falco? Sean Penn? Al Pacino is a star because he feels things that deeply and he is willing to share the experience with us. Hell, Viola Davis shares her soul with us on television. So don’t get all cynical on me. There is a hunger for great acting and there always will be.

Three-quarters of the members of the Screen Actors Guild make less than $10,000 a year from acting gigs. The numbers for Actors Equity are actually rather grimmer. Does that figure give you pause? What was your student loan debt? How much is your rent? That these figures, which are widely known, do not deter a young person who has a flame in his or her heart is something of a miracle.

No amount of bad news seems to keep the true believers away. A few dabblers are properly deterred and they may go on to lead productive, normal lives – don’t forget botany – but they should count themselves lucky to be out of acting. An artist, almost by definition, is incapable of listening to reason. This does not mean that those who remain are all brilliant actors. Their gifts may range on a scale anywhere from the barely adequate to Daniel Day Lewis but they will belong in the community of actors. Or in the art form which is now conducted as a business.

Developing your craft as an actor is vital, but, alas, it is not enough. This book is about a parallel craft. The craft of getting an acting job and building a career.

Not, perhaps, a comparable skill but a very palpable skill nonetheless. It is my own belief that nothing compares to being able to act. (Have I said how much I love actors?) Being able to get the chance to do so can be another matter. Let’s go back to your talent and what to do with it for a moment.

As a very young person who has identified a longing to act, should you study? Possibly, but not necessarily. There are programs all over the place for teen and pre-teenaged actors. Rather than throw yourself upon their mercy, I think you should just act. Act in front of an audience. An audience is the best teacher you will ever have. Ever. I mean that. Yes, there are skills to be learned. Do you want to sing? A teacher is a good idea. Do you want to dance? A teacher is essential. Do you want to act? Act. Sandy Meisner, one of the best acting teachers in the history of the world, used to say he didn’t want to even talk to young actors until they were twenty-one. If a young person has no idea who they are, how on earth are they going to imagine they are someone else (i.e., act)? Meanwhile, if you are not yet eighteen find a theatre and work there.

Every town in America has loads of theatres from school to community to professional varieties. You may have to dig for them but they are there. Maybe not as many as in Chicago or St. Louis but they exist. There are fourteen in Buffalo. They are there in your hometown, too. Find them. Go to them. Present yourself. They might let you act in all sorts of stuff you are right for and even some stuff that you aren’t. They’re not union? So what? They put on plays, don’t they? The LORT Theatres (League of Regional Theatres) are union and you might even get your Equity card if you work in one of them, if you have your heart set on an Equity card.

I represented a superior actor named Robert Prosky who worked at The Arena Stage in D.C. for twenty years and raised a family while doing so before he moved to Los Angeles and sold himself on a very profitable television series called “Hill Street Blues” like my brother D. B. in Hollywood. Bob had twenty years in the theatre before he ever even thought about show business. The Artistic Director of the Arena Stage, the legendary Zelda Fichandler, said to him one day, “You just tell me when you’re ready to play Willy Loman and we’ll mount it for you.” And they did. No wonder he stayed there for so long. Bob’s kids were ready for college by the time he was ready for LA. And Bob Prosky wasn’t the only genius at that regional theatre. Dianne Wiest came out of the Arena. So did …. Hell, Google Arena stage. It was and is an amazing place.

I know regional theatres are called not-for-profit theatres. Why is that? I will tell you this: in the 1980’s, The Guthrie Theatre had a resident company of actors each making $1,000 a week all year long and the Artistic Director made $100,000 a year. Presently, The Guthrie has no resident company, actors are jobbed in for that same $1,000 a week they were paid thirty years ago – but only for the weeks they work, of course. And the recently departed Artistic Director made $682,000 a year, until, in an attempt to lower the annual budget, he took a 10 percent pay cut – bringing him down to just over half a million dollars. So some people can still afford to raise a family.

Who’s In Charge Of Your Destiny?

Never turn over the reins of your career decisions to someone else. No, not even me. The need to plot your own path doesn’t stop when you become famous (if you do). Daniel Radcliffe was starring on Broadway when he was asked by a reporter what other theatrical roles he’d like to tackle. He promptly replied, “Rosenkrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead” which had never been revived on Broadway (he knew that) and “Company.” Both brilliant choices for him. There speaks an actor who thinks about his choices. He doesn’t leave it to others to steer the ship and he easily could because I am sure there are no end of others involved in his decisions. (There’s a lot of money there.) But my money is on Daniel Radcliffe still being famous in fifty years because he is in charge of his career.

The actor is always in charge of his career. Any other reading of the situation is an all-too-understandable but deluded flight from responsibility, which will lead to unemployment and obscurity.

But let’s get you a career before we worry about how you are going to stay on top. Fun to think about being Daniel Radcliffe, though, isn’t it?

When Should You Start To Study?

There’s no right answer that applies to everyone. If you are inclined to take a theatre class when you are an undergrad, go for it. If you’re turned on by the program and want to major in theatre, try it out. Brown has a superior undergrad program. Why don’t you go to Brown? If you want to go to graduate school for acting, study all your options carefully. If you don’t feel you need training, try yourself out on the boards. If you decide later that you want training, get it. Whichever choice you make, do it because it feels right, not because you think graduate school will help you get an agent. That’s just wrong. How do you know what feels right? You’re an actor, for God’s sake. Feel.

Should you study at all? Yeah, I think so. Naturally, there are exceptions but Geraldine Page studied until the day she died and a greater actor never lived. However, not unlike students who take a year or two off from college and then return, perhaps a year or two of pursuing being an actor might be an appropriate prelude to study because you will discover what you need to know. If after five or ten years of acting you feel the desire to return to the classroom, do so.

A return to acting class is not a defeat. It’s an awakening. I
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“Philip is the REAL DEAL. Students LOVE his classes. His knowledge

of the industry is VAST. His advice is INVALUABLE"
— Mary McCann, Executive Director, Atlantic Acting School
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Among His Star Clients:
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