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Praise for How to Succeed in Musical Theatre Without Really Dying

“Lindsay Mendez and Ryan Scott Oliver run a great class in auditioning and performing for musical theatre, and beyond that, they have a ton of experience, both happy and not-so-happy, in the business of making a career in musical theatre. If I were a performer looking for tips, information, and advice, I’d certainly turn to them!”

—Stephen Schwartz, Tony Award–nominated composer-lyricist (Wicked, Pippin)

“I can’t imagine any better guides than Lindsay Mendez and Ryan Scott Oliver. They have been celebrated professionals and teachers for years and really know how the industry and artistry of musical theatre work.”

—Michael Greif, Tony Award–nominated director (Rent, Next to Normal, Dear Evan Hansen)

“In How to Succeed in Musical Theatre Without Really Dying, Lindsay Mendez and Ryan Scott Oliver have created an indispensable how-to guide for success in today’s industry. If you possess talent, this is destined to be THE owner’s manual for developing it into a thriving career. Having worked with Lindsay on Broadway in Carousel and admired her intelligence, integrity, and flawless vocal technique, I’m not surprised. How to Succeed is honest, passionate, and practical, with granular strategies for everything from time and financial management to cutting the best 32-bar audition selection. Nothing is sugar-coated, but the expert guidance is consistently inspiring, rooted in the writers’ understanding that the difference between competence and the excellence that gets you hired hinges on working hard, working smart, and persisting.”

—Renée Fleming, internationally acclaimed soprano

“What Ryan and Lindsay have masterfully created is an essential road map for actors. They provide a wealth of knowledge and sage advice pertaining to every facet of the industry. From vocal technique to audition preparation, from self-marketing and proper entertainment industry etiquette, this book is the perfect manual to taking care of one’s self as an artist and as a human being, and should be required reading for anyone looking to embark on a professional career in musical theatre.”

—Patrick Goodwin, CSA, Broadway casting director

“Lindsay and Ryan are phenomenal teachers who really understand what it takes to prepare for an audition. And their combined knowledge about what to have in your ‘book’ is truly the best. I wish I had this book when I was starting out!”

—Anne L. Nathan, Broadway actress and educator (Thoroughly Modern Millie, Once)

“If I were an actor, Lindsay Mendez is pretty much the only person I would ever need to look to for advice and guidance. Not only is she a perfect performer in every way, but she has the mind of a director—and in my experience working with her, her ideas are always right. When Lindsay speaks, I always always wanna hear what she has to say.”

—Trip Cullman, Broadway director (Significant Other, Choir Boy)

“Simply put, How to Succeed in Musical Theatre Without Really Dying is the book I wish I had when I was first coming up in this business. It’s the book I still need as a theatre educator. It’s the book I want all college musical theatre programs to assign as required reading. Compiled from years of hard-won wisdom, this nonprescriptive, many-paths-up-the-mountain guide to—not just success—but longevity in business we call ‘show’ is the balm for any aspiring musical theatre artist’s nerves. Read it and sigh a breath of relief.”

—Adam Chanler-Berat, Broadway actor and educator (Next to Normal, Peter and the Starcatchers)

“I’ve had the pleasure of teaching alongside Lindsay and Ryan as a guest teacher in their popular Actor Therapy classes in New York City. This book is a powerful extension of the straight-talk, no-nonsense approach they bring to both the craft and business of musical theatre. Knowledge is power—and this book is packed with invaluable insights gained from their collective decades of experience in the industry and the classroom.”

—Telly Leung, Broadway actor and educator (Allegiance, Phantom of the Opera)

“In a showbiz jungle that can make even the sanest artist spiral, Ryan Scott Oliver and Lindsay Mendez are like your wise, wildly talented theatre friends who actually get it. With a treasure trove of experience and a knack for keeping it real, they offer up guidance that’s equal parts heart, humor, and hard-earned truth. This book doesn’t just talk at artists—it chats with them, peeling back the mystery of building a meaningful, sustainable life in the arts (with jazz hands and honesty in equal measure). A deeply worthwhile read for any performer.”

—Holly Buczek, casting director at HDB Casting
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For Sherry and Beckie,

who nurtured the dream from the beginning,

and Rylee, Ellie, Imogen, Lucille, and Ruby,

who will carry it on. Broadway is waiting for you.
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FOREWORD

Jonathan Groff

Only you can know what is right for you. Take everything with a grain of salt. See this while you read it. Follow your gut. I’ve gotten great advice from people I do not respect. I’ve gotten the wrong advice from people I love and admire. Someone’s advice will not give you the key to your success—or maybe it will. You won’t become successful by following this book to the letter—or maybe you will. Techniques that help you for a while can suddenly become unhelpful. Don’t hold on to things that aren’t working for you. Take whatever resonates and leave the rest. Being open to new thoughts while also thinking critically is a paradox that I am still trying to live every day.

If you are reading this book, I imagine you have dreams of working on Broadway, or at least of “making it” in the theater in some way. One of my biggest realizations once I “made it” in New York was that, in an essential way, being on Broadway is the exact same thing as being in the school play. For me, that revelation was great news. I love and have always loved doing theater wherever I can—in the middle school play, in a community theater production, in a casino at Christmas while performing on a tour of The Sound of Music, or center stage in a Broadway show. The potential for that magical exchange between performer and audience is always there in theater (theatre . . . ?!), no matter the venue.

One of the biggest surprises for me in being on Broadway is that there are a lot of unhappy people there. I think this is a reflection of what can happen when we finally get what we think we want. Many people feel that “once I get on Broadway . . .” or “once I play a lead . . .” or “once I get a great review . . .” or “once I’m in a hit . . .” or “once I win a Tony . . .”—then I will be happy. And achieving our goals often makes us feel great—for a moment.

I became dear friends with the co-author of this book Lindsay Mendez when we got cast in the acclaimed revival of Merrily We Roll Along. The experience was a dream come true for many of us, the rediscovery of a Steven Sondheim masterpiece. The material was challenging and rewarding, and many of the artists working on it were at the top of their game.

Playing Frank in Merrily also brought me my first Tony Award. I had been in the business at that point for twenty years and in the lead up to the Tonys that year everyone was telling me that it was “my time.” I felt gratitude for the love and appreciation from my peers. For them, it was now “my time.” For me, I had been living “my time” since the day I stepped off the Amtrak train on October 21, 2004, when I moved to New York from Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

I moved to New York because I was passionately in love with the theater and I wanted to be a part of it in any way I could. My love was pure and I relished every step that got me closer to my passion. There were many wins and losses in those early stages of my career (as there still are), but I came to realize that the temporary thrill of a win or the temporary pain of a loss couldn’t shake the essential truth I was learning—the process is the opportunity. Truthfully, getting a job waiting tables on my first day living in New York gave me just as much of a thrill as winning a Tony Award twenty years later. No matter what “stage” you are in, there will be ups and downs. The real reward is a relationship to the process and the personal growth and awakening that can come through both the “good” and “bad” experiences.

For me, experience has always been the greatest teacher. Learning from teachers as experienced as Lindsay and Ryan can be invaluable. May their book be a part of your journey towards your passion. I hope you stay present with yourself as you read. It’s your time.

Love,

Groff




AN INTRODUCTION

(Lindsay and RSO are in a rehearsal studio.)

Ryan Scott Oliver: So . . . we’re recording our introduction as a conversation.

Lindsay Mendez: (Singing from Sideshow) “A private conversation . . .” Yeah, I think it’s better.

RSO: Let’s tell the people what they’ve picked up.

Lindsay: Well, people, you’re about to learn our secrets. Specifically, the secret to navigating a life as a working musical theatre actor.

RSO: So many people have talent in musical theatre. But the whole picture is so much bigger than talent. This book maps out everything that happens between saying “I want to do this professionally” and doing it professionally.

Lindsay: Right. How to make a life for yourself doing it—not just one good year.

RSO: That’s right. And we’re showing you the way this business can be “businessed” like any other profession. It’s something that you can study from all sides.

Lindsay: This book contains the collected, informed strategy of people who have done it, are still doing it, and are working alongside others who are doing it.

RSO: Some of our anxious readers might be wondering who this book is for.

Lindsay: Well, if they’re anxious, it’s probably for them.

RSO: For starters, it’s for all early-career actors. We use “early-career” instead of “young.” You don’t have to be twenty-one to start a career in musical theatre. Whenever you’re ready, this book is for you. It’s not just for college students or recent grads, either.

Lindsay: It’s also for those who didn’t go to school—like me. And it’s for working actors who’ve lost their way—like so many of the students we meet at Actor Therapy. [Actor Therapy is Lindsay and RSO’s acclaimed training program in New York City.]

RSO: It’s also for musical theatre educators. The arts have always been a place for self-discovery, but in many training programs, you have teachers or coaches telling students what their voice type is, what they “should” sing, roles they “should” play, and worst of all, telling them who they are—

Lindsay: But no one can tell you who you are. You have to figure that out on your own—by sorting through as much information and feedback as you can find. This book is going to encourage you to take a hard look in the mirror and reflect—on your voice, your energy, your look, and your authenticity.

RSO: Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

Lindsay: All right, all right.

RSO: Is this book just for New Yorkers trying to book Broadway?

Lindsay: Definitely not. These lessons apply to any big market. It’s for anyone who is considering or actively pursuing musical theatre as a profession.

RSO: Right, even in major markets that do things differently than New York, this is a blueprint for what musical theatre practice is at the highest level.

Lindsay: That’s a bold statement.

RSO: We’re bold. Why do you think early-career artists need a book like this? Like, why can’t they just skip this book?

Lindsay: For me, this book is partly the two of us sharing our experiences working in the industry, moving here from a faraway place, and saying, “I’m going to stake my claim in this town.” It’s also sharing what we’ve learned over the last thirteen years, from the thousands of actors who’ve come through our doors—the ones who say, “I’m here, trying to do what I love, but I feel totally lost. What do I do now?”

RSO: Right. Or “I was told that I’m XYZ, but I believe I’m something else. How do I realize myself fully, and present that effectively?”

Lindsay: There are lots of ways to break into this business, and we’re going to explore that from all angles. Most busy actors we know have their head down, focusing on “doing the thing.” There are individual books on acting, or on auditioning, on repertoire, on business—but most are written by academics and outsiders.

RSO: No shade to the scholars.

Lindsay: No, nothing but props to my smarties. But there isn’t a comprehensive guide that collects all of those subjects and is written by working artists who are doing it. I think high school and college education helps you learn about yourself and what you can do, but then you’re dropped on your ass in Midtown, and it’s like, “Good luck to you. Figure it out.”

RSO: Well, speaking of that, you mentioned you didn’t go to college. You came all the way from Los Angeles to New York City. If you had this book on the day you got here, how would that have changed your experience at the start?

Lindsay: So many of my insecurities would have been alleviated. And I wouldn’t have been lying awake at night, thinking, “Did I sing the right thing?” or “Is what I’m trying to show coming across?” A lot of the questions I had early on were about who I was and where I fit inside the industry. A book like this would have given me confidence—which could have opened doors sooner for me, no pun intended.

RSO: I don’t get it.

Lindsay: It’s a Merrily ref—

RSO: I also think that so much of this book is about dispelling myths and offering answers for today’s musical theatre—a post–social media, post-pandemic, post–self-tape world. So many incredible artists we coach have star power hidden beneath misinformation, misdirection, and unhelpful feedback . . . but everything they really need to know—and what working actors and everyone behind the table knows—most people never get that information.

Lindsay: Right. That’s the information you get by doing it, living it. Even in expensive BFA programs, you’re still hearing about it at a distance, in a vacuum.

RSO: It’s not about gatekeeping the information. It’s about the reality that there are a billion actors and only a few jobs available at any one time—the kind of scarcity you’ll find in any competitive profession. There’s no single quick-fix secret that works for everyone, but there is a map to guide your private artistic journey. A lot of actors think this is a “pick me” sport like dodgeball, but it’s much closer to training for the Olympics.

Lindsay: Sports . . . really?

RSO: It’s what I had.

Lindsay: You’re on your own path—which is why you need a survival guide like this one. People aren’t just standing out on 8th Avenue, trying to help you. Everyone’s trying to make it here, you know?

RSO: We should talk about how we’ve structured this book.

Lindsay: Go.

RSO: This book is in three parts. The first is called “Building It.” We cover everything from understanding your audition book, to the songs that should be in it, to making a perfect cut, interpreting a song, and audition techniques. Nailing this part is the key to separating yourself from other people on the line—

Lindsay: Because the sad fact is that most actors come here thinking they’ve mastered it—

RSO: And maybe they did master it for high school, for college, for their community theatre. But in New York and other major markets, reaching mastery is on a whole new level—the highest level. So, part one is a soup-to-nuts manual to show actors how to get into casting’s “yes pile”—

Lindsay: To be seen as somebody serious and ready to work. Not just a fan with a dream.

RSO: The second part of the book is called “Doing the Damn Thing,” and it’s an eight-part deep dive into the business and the life of the working artist. We’re talking about finance and business plans and creating your own opportunities and networking and a lot more—all the subjects that, for so many people, might seem tedious and beside the point.

Lindsay: Like me. I was one of those people.

RSO: I was gonna ask if you were asleep.

Lindsay: Not anymore. Honestly, for me, the second part of this book—the business and life focus—it’s paramount. I think most of us dream about success in musical theatre because we like to wear costumes, and get on stage, and share our feelings. And I think that that’s great. But at the end of the day, you have to live. Pay your bills. Have health insurance. Exist beyond Broadway.

And I remember that hitting me really hard after my first Broadway show closed. Being like, “Oh shit, I don’t have a job again. I won the prize and now it’s over.” And it was at that point I thought, “This isn’t about one season. It’s about every season for the rest of your life.”

RSO: And you figure it out when you realize that show business has more to do with “business” than with “show.” In fact, every artist is a small business. In a sense, we’re all selling vacuum cleaners.

Lindsay: Which I think troubles young artists. But it shouldn’t—if you want to buy a home, support a family, and (god forbid!) retire one day, at some point you have to think in dollars and cents.

RSO: S-E-N-S-E, right?

Lindsay: Of course.

RSO: Then the third part of this book is “Booking It.” Headshots, résumés, representation, and the great, wide world of auditions. Most of our readers probably have a head start on all of that, but our focus is strategy: what makes a useful headshot, how to make your résumé speak compellingly, and how to (and when to) get representation—plus, how to navigate the relationship once you’re in it.

Lindsay: Understanding the union and, if you’re non-Equity, planning the right time to join. And finally, knowing which auditions to go to, which ones not to go to, how to prioritize your time, and how to build rapport with casting.

RSO: It’s a lot of information, but we’ve been very intentional in the way we’ve organized it. There’s a reason why we save “Auditions” for the end.

Lindsay: To say it again: it’s a lot of information. When you start to think, “Why didn’t anyone tell me about this?” or “I hadn’t thought about this that way,” you’ll know you’re stepping from the “outside” of the industry to the “inside”—

RSO: Regardless of what you’ve accomplished so far. For some readers, there might be a couple of chapters you won’t totally grasp how to put into practice because of where you’re at in your life. But that’s why we hope this book will stay with you for a while—so that you can come back to those sections as you grow. When it’s time to get that agent, or it’s time to start supporting yourself financially, or you’re ready to put on a solo cabaret—

Lindsay: Or you’re totally lost, and you need to reset.

RSO: Yup. You, reading this book, you’re receiving the collected answers to the many questions we’ve been asked over these years.

Lindsay: (As Old Rose in Titanic) “It’s been eighty-four years . . .”

RSO: This book will solve a problem you’ve had, you’re having, or you will have. In a way, we hope that when you finish this book, you’ll feel both panic (at how much work there is to do—the work that most never realize they still have to do) and inspiration (at all you can accomplish, that’s both in your control and easily in reach).

Lindsay: Absolutely. We’ll affirm some of what you know and dispel many more myths you need to forget . . . and if you start to see the work ahead and feel empowered to do it, we’ve done our job—and so have you.

RSO: We’re not fucking around. And we don’t think you, reader, are fucking around, either. You’re serious about this. You’re completely aware of how hard it is to be in this business and do the thing. This is a blueprint for how to do the thing, strategically and successfully.

Lindsay: “Without really dying.” While thriving, in fact. We’re not promising you that this book is going to get you on Broadway in six months. We are promising you that you will find out more about who you are. The best of who you are, the “most you” that you can be—

RSO: Which is really the first mile on the rainbow brick road to Broadway. You can’t get there without it, which is why so many lose their way.

Lindsay: And we’re going to show you how to find stability.

RSO: How to look in the mirror and say, “I know what I’m doing.”

Lindsay: “This is what I’m supposed to be doing.”

RSO: And so long as you can enjoy that journey, you’re going to be just fine. We promise.

(There is a long, heavy pause.)

Lindsay: . . . And scene.

RSO: And scene. Curtain.

Lindsay: Whew. Spilling all your secrets really takes it out of you.

RSO: Yeah, I feel like I was just on the stand.

Lindsay: That’s what we get for recording the introduction last. For us, it’s the end.

RSO: But for our reader, it’s just the beginning.

Lindsay: Ooh, chills. Yeah. It’s just the beginning.




THE STRUGGLE IS REAL

Meet Gabby. She’s a few days away from twenty-nine, and tonight she’s worried that her career as a musical theatre actress may be at its end.

Gabby arrived in New York City with a BFA in musical theatre, a killer voice, a decent knowledge of theatre history and the industry, and an expensive headshot. Though these are all things she was told would set her up for success on Broadway, she’s been regularly disappointed that most of her auditions have come to nothing. Sure, she’s freelanced with a few agents, landed a few paid gigs, and had a bunch of close callbacks . . . but so many years have passed without dependable momentum. While a few of her equally unhappy actor friends speculate that “the industry is against us,” lately Gabby has decided, “I don’t think I have what it takes.”

Gabby’s been thinking a lot about destiny. Specifically, hers. Maybe unconsciously, she’s always believed the performing arts were a mystical business where a glorious few are preselected for greatness—and, she guesses, “sucks to suck” for the rest. At twelve years old, she wasn’t wondering if she’d win a Tony, she was only trying to decide how many. Back then, Gabby carried with her a private guarantee that she was special. It was written in the stars that she would be chosen.

But suddenly she’s practically thirty, dejected and bitter, and still considered early-career. Her life schedule has been revised too many times, and tonight she’s found solace at the bottom of a bottle of six-dollar merlot. She’s decided that the business she once viewed as shrouded in mysticism is actually cursed by randomness. Her number was never called, the hour’s too late, and she has no choice but to face the music—or lack thereof. And so Gabby abandons her lifelong love of musical theatre and resolves that tomorrow, she’ll start figuring out a new career path.

Most early-career musical theatre actors confuse competence with excellence.

Gabby isn’t a real person, exactly, but we’ve known hundreds and hundreds of actors whose stories mirror hers. We suspect you do, too.

Her story breaks our hearts because her crappy finale could have been rewritten. And if your story feels at all like Gabby’s—regardless of how old you are, where you trained, or what credits you’ve accrued—we’re confident we can help you write yourself a better ending.

The myth of the “It Factor”

Beyond excellence in acting is the falsehood of the “It Factor,” the idea that says a lucky few are born with it, while most are not. “Some people got it and make it pay / Some people can’t even give it away,” Stephen Sondheim says through Mama Rose. Stars like Bernadette Peters, Hugh Jackman, and Audra McDonald have all been said to have it: bankable talent and a magnetic stage presence that leaves audiences talking long after the curtain falls.

But there’s a reason Mama Rose has a breakdown spurred by this way of thinking. This is really a question of belief: fate versus free will.

Has some cosmic force predetermined the limitations of our talent and already decided how far we’ll go? Are some of us inherently “good enough” to succeed, while the rest are just wasting time? Or is our future ultimately in our own hands? Can we shape it through the choices we make and the experiences we undergo?

Finding success in the performing arts is more in your control than not.

We believe that there is no It Factor (fate), and that what leads artists to rewarding careers is persistence and hard work (free will). After all, some actors dance in the back of five Broadway shows, mostly unnoticed by the public, only to win a Tony in their fifties, seemingly out of nowhere. Does that mean that suddenly they found it? Why wasn’t it seen before? Others make a splash right out of college, leading a star-studded production to tremendous reviews, but then find themselves unable to maintain the spark. Did they turn twenty-five and suddenly lose it?

We believe it means expertise of the craft, industry savvy, business acumen, a collaborative mindset, tolerance of rejection, and above all, perseverance. When our experience and preparation relaxes our anxieties (“I know what I’m doing”), when our knowledge of the craft saturates our work (“I am ready”), when confidence intersects with an acute awareness of one’s body, mind, and skill in the given moment (“I am worthy”), when our voice is free and our determination to tell a story is precisely focused (“I have something valuable to share”), we are empowered to create an experience for our audience that wows. The casual theatre-going fan on a vacation might think we’ve demonstrated God-given star power, but we leave that hot take to the out-of-towners, because we know we’ve worked to achieve this moment. This is what it is.

This achievement is reachable by anyone who commits to the work. Sure, some are born with enough raw gifts that they make the journey look easy. And yes, others must work a little harder. But there are no preselected few. There are only those who do the work, who recognize that competence isn’t enough to succeed in the arts and persevere unrelentingly toward greater excellence.

The path from competent to excellent is clearly paved, but it’s much longer than most actors prepare for.

Your Roaring Twenties . . . or the Great Depression?

The developing actor cultivates their love for musical theatre through high school. The best of them pursue a BFA in musical theatre, assured that their streak will continue. Too often, however, this journey turns into a grueling gauntlet of disillusionment, personal upheaval, and miseducation on what it takes to build a career in musical theatre today.

The basic skills they achieve over these four years are clouded by the illusory vacuum of the BFA experience far, far away from Broadway. Once they arrive on planet Earth, they’re stumped by this alien Broadway culture that they’ve mostly only heard about. They audition relentlessly (still burdened by confusing messages from peers and mentors back home on the mother ship) without realizing that—much like a Martian or an unpolished, naive thing—they look green. As they leave their auditions, those behind the table decide they are ill-prepared, disorganized, or, worse, “a little cuckoo.”

At its core, performing is about the gift we give an audience, not the gratification we gain for ourselves. When actors ignore this truth, the struggle persists. Some eventually run out of gas, while others come to suspect they got into this for the wrong reasons (like making Dad proud, or proving their classmates wrong). Their focus has been on becoming a star rather than a contributing member in an industry of artists. They haven’t considered that their primary job as an entertainer is to entertain.

For one or more of the reasons mentioned above, too many competent actors decide they are not good enough, and they quit. This is unnecessary, and a disservice to us all.

The solution

The journey from being “skilled enough” to expertly prepared is taken one step at a time. One foot carries the weight of the past, and the other pushes forward into the future, while the body feels each footfall in the present moment. The expert actor has developed a deep understanding of their craft and the history of their art, appreciates where the industry stands today, rises to the expectations of the field, and strategically positions the sale of their most precious product: themselves. They’ve discovered their own singular voice and they amplify it, using their artistry to break new ground, expand the industry itself, and show it—and themselves—what they’re capable of.

The journey to excellence must be twofold: honoring the industry (its past and present) and revolutionizing the industry (pushing it into the future).

We’re here to show you the way. Let’s get started.




PART 1

BUILDING IT




TYPE 
Defining Who You Are

Your professional journey begins when you fully identify and embrace who you are today.

Every person involved in a production has the same job: to tell the story. For you, the actor, the components of your individual self—all the things that make you you—help shape the narrative. Combined with your talent, these qualities are part of what the creative team considers when casting. Amateur actors assume that measurable aspects (like singing the highest note or nailing the most turns) matter most, but in reality, it’s specificity that matches the right performer to the right role.

Specificity is the set of traits that makes you singular: your voice, look, energy, and authenticity.

FORGET ABOUT “TYPE”

Along the way, the concept of an actor’s specificity has been reduced to one frustrating little word: “type.” Its meaning has been twisted over the years in an unfortunate game of telephone, rendering it into a dangerous label that hinders an actor’s understanding of who they are.

For decades, actors have referred to themselves using a few subjective words like “leading man” or “belty best friend,” as though all leading men look or sound the same (they don’t) or all supporting female roles are belters (they aren’t). For some, their understanding of “type” is really about billing: Their type of soprano is Mary Poppins, Julie Jordan, and Christine Daae—aka the leads. But those three roles, despite how similar they seem, are separated by character-based elements such as, say, comedic chops, vocal timbre, or a natural sense of innocence.

Others find that their physical type relegates them to an earlier curtain call, as characters like Marcellus Washburn or Motormouth Maybelle. This stereotyping bleeds into tricky tropes about what protagonists are “supposed” to look like: namely, conventionally attractive, skinny, and white.

Yet since the dawn of musical theatre, writers have consistently rejected these clichés, creating roles for actors of all appearances and identities. This antiquated notion of “type” is not only unhelpful, it’s inaccurate.

“Type” aims to be objective, but it isn’t. That’s why the term has fallen out of favor. Today, many casting directors prefer the phrase “how an actor fits into the story.” While this shift is an improvement, it’s still too vague for you, the actor-strategist.

“Specificity,” on the other hand, is both objective and strategic. It allows you to self-define key qualities that are consistently demonstrable (your voice), clearly observable (your look), emotionally perceptible (your energy), and fundamentally immutable (your authenticity). From there you can identify the traits that are the strongest—both within yourself and relative to your competition—and ultimately establish an artistic brand that sets you apart.

Best of all, specificity isn’t determined by chasing industry trends, limiting ourselves to outdated casting tropes, or stewing over an offhanded, soul-shaking comment your voice teacher made sophomore year. The only person who decides it is you, today.

Your specificity, or brand, is how you choose to present yourself in the world of storytelling.

(We’ll use “specificity” and “brand” interchangeably here, but the word “type” may creep in—like a subway rat—when it’s necessary.)

THE FIRST QUALITY: VOICE

Your singing voice is often the first thing you consider when defining your type.

Most musical theatre actors get into the artform through singing. As they develop their voice, they’re likely to explore a wide range of styles and work to push their vocal range both higher and lower. This leaves some singers at sea in discussing their instrument, sure that as a professional vocalist, they can (and should) be able to do everything. But here we face one of the most important principles in determining our specificity, especially as it relates to the voice.

Casting is less interested in knowing everything you can do and more focused on what you do best—both within your own skillset and compared to other actors.

Defining your voice can be approached a variety of ways, but most begin with voice type.

Voice type identifies your singing range and the kind of roles that align with it.

Common voice types are alto, soprano, tenor, baritone, and bass. Other categories like baritenor, contralto, or mezzo-soprano* are also frequently used.

While precise note ranges can be debated, we provide the following as a reference, which reflects the expectations of Broadway today. Keep in mind that these ranges indicate where a singer is most comfortable, even if they can sing higher or lower.









	SOPRANO

Singing mostly in head voice or mix

	A3—A5 (Down to G3, up to “high C,” or C6)

	Bess (Porgy and Bess), Maria (West Side Story), Anne (A Little Night Music), Luisa (The Fantasticks), Christine (Phantom of the Opera), Leslie (Giant), Jerusha (Daddy Long Legs), Sibella (A Gentleman’s Guide to Love and Murder)




	ALTO

Singing mostly in belt or chest voice

	F#3—C5 (Down to E3, up to E♭5)

	Ado Annie (Oklahoma!), Mary (Merrily We Roll Along), Mary Magdalene (Jesus Christ Superstar), Eponine (Les Misérables), Effie (Dreamgirls), Elphaba (Wicked), Natalie (Next to Normal)




	TENOR

	B♭2—A4 (Down to A2, up to B4)

	Enoch Snow (Carousel), Henrik (A Little Night Music), Pippin (Pippin), Zangara (Assassins), Sonny (Xanadu), Fabrizio (The Light in the Piazza), Orpheus (Hadestown), Burrs (The Wild Party)




	BARITONE

	G2—G4 (Down to F2, up to A♭4)

	Emile or Lt. Cable (South Pacific), Capt. Von Trapp (The Sound of Music), Anthony (Sweeney Todd), Coalhouse Walker (Ragtime), Leo Frank (Parade)




	BASS

	F2—F4 (Down to E♭2, up to G4)

	Sergeant of Police (Pirates of Penzance), Judd (Oklahoma!), Fred/Petruchio (Kiss Me, Kate), Joe (Showboat), Sweeney Todd and Judge Turpin (Sweeney Todd), Caiaphas (Jesus Christ Superstar), Hades (Hadestown)






Vocal character indicates timbre, power, and vocal approach.

Words like “belt,” “mix,” “falsetto,” and “head voice” clarify vocal quality and technique. For those coming from the classical world, terms such as “lyrical,” “dramatic,” or “coloratura” can be borrowed.

The word “legit” is often misunderstood to mean soprano head voice exclusively, but altos—even belters—can sing in a legit style, too. The difference between belters Annie Oakley and Elphaba, for example, is that the former belts in a legit style and the latter a contemporary one—and never the twain shall meet (just imagine Ethel Merman singing “Defying Gravity”). Legit singing is rooted in classical training with healthy vibrato, open vowels, and a warmer sound compared to contemporary or pop singing. In classic musical theatre, regardless of voice type or placement, the preferred sound will almost always be legit. Legit singing is the opposite of contemporary singing and, as we’ll soon discover, “contemporary legit” singing (for shows like Les Misérables and Beauty and the Beast) blends the two.

To illustrate how vocal approach can differentiate similar ranges, consider these two examples of the same tessitura (a singer’s most comfortable note range), each defined by a distinct style or technique.

[image: ]

Mary singing “Old Friends” in Merrily We Roll Along

[image: ]

The Balladeer singing “The Ballad of Sara Berry” from 35mm: A Musical Exhibition

A quick listen to these moments on original cast recordings reveals that the first is consistently performed with a mezzo-soprano mix, while the second employs a vibrant belt. If either approach were swapped for the other, it would transform both the song and the character.

Vocal genre (optional) suggests a musical style intrinsic to your voice.

Designations like “rock,” “folk,” “jazz,” “R&B,” or “pop” can highlight a specialized style ingrained in your musical approach. While this can be advantageous, it also implies a potential challenge escaping that style. However, if your voice naturally aligns with a specific musical genre, clarifying it as part of your voice type places you at the top of the list for the projects that suit you and saves time for those that don’t.

Additional indicators include secondary voice descriptors, which can point out high and low points of your range or other notable qualities. Always lead with your strongest (and favorite) descriptors and keep any additional information concise—if it’s necessary at all. The human voice is a flexible and varied thing.

Defining your voice

Combining these descriptions we get voices like “alto belter,” “rock tenor with vibrant falsetto,” and “dramatic mezzo-soprano with strong belt to C4.” In the last example, the singer highlights both their legit sound and belt, while suggesting their legit work might have a slight edge.

Use the chart below to create a combination that best describes your instrument. Beyond the basic voice types, everything is optional—add only what is authentic to you and avoid adding modifiers just for the sake of it.










	Coloratura*

	Soprano

	Bright

	Head voice




	Lyric

	Mezzo-soprano

	Warm

	Mix




	Dramatic

	Alto

	Mellow

	Mix-belt




	Legit

	Contralto

	Smoky

	Belt




	Rock

	Tenor

	Dark

	Falsetto




	Pop

	Baritenor

	 

	 




	Folk/Country

	Baritone

	 

	 




	Gospel

	Bass-baritone

	 

	 




	Jazz

	Bass

	 

	 






Optionally, you can add your exact range using the image below.
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As with selling a car or an apartment, lead with your strongest qualities and avoid vague or suspicious phrases like “folk alto with mix.” The phrase “with mix” detracts from clarity—if you’re positioning yourself as a potential soprano, chances are someone else is marketing it better. Instead, focus on what you want to be known for—in this case, as a folk alto.

It’s okay to be creative (“a sparkling soprano”) as long as it doesn’t sound cutesy (“a voice like bubbles in a bath”), and don’t be afraid to be exact (“soprano to high D6”).

Too flexible: Choosing between soprano and alto

Many female performers struggle to choose between alto and soprano because they have experience singing in both ranges and fear limiting their opportunities if casting comes a-calling for the one they haven’t picked. While men have bridging terms like baritenor and baritone-bass, these categories represent subtler distinctions compared to the stark contrast between a woman’s belt and head voice.

In our experience, most women who claim to “do both” actually excel in one—and deep down, prefer it over the other. To stand out in Broadway’s hypercompetitive landscape, choose the range where you feel strongest and most confident.

That said, there are exceptions. Consider Jessie Mueller, who earned acclaim as both Julie Jordan (a lyric soprano) in Carousel and Jenna (an alto belter) in Waitress. An actress who feels professionally equipped to pursue both might label herself an “alto belter and legit soprano.”

Under this rarer circumstance, it’s crucial not to dilute your brand by appearing as a “jack-of-two-trades.” Instead, prepare a robust repertoire that proves you’re a master of both.

THE SECOND QUALITY: LOOK

In days past, physical appearance wasn’t always explicitly stated for many roles on a breakdown because it was implied through outdated tropes. Casting a “leading lady” implied someone skinny, young, and conventionally pretty; “dancer” suggested someone tall, long-legged, and visibly muscular; “comedian” roles were reserved for funny-looking or superlatively tall, short, skinny, or heavy actors. This problematic history may make actors hesitant to describe themselves physically, assuming that headshots and auditions will let the creative team judge for themselves.

But we encourage actors to take command of this narrative.

Describing your look as part of your specificity is both a declaration of pride and a tactical play.

Recognize that all shapes, sizes, and styles deserve their shot at ingenues, villains, dancers, and beyond. Like your voice, your physical appearance is another unique quality that helps tell your story.

Your look is how you proudly describe your physical appearance.

This includes:


	Playable age (using a phrase like “high school,” or a range like “18–22” or “mid-thirties”)

	Height (tall, short, towering, petite, pint-sized)

	Body shape (athletic, curvy, skinny, “dad bod”)



By offering this information confidently, you clarify for the creative team that they should see you the way you see you.

Playable age

Though no one can ask your official age during a casting process, having a clear understanding of the age you appear as—both in person and onstage—helps you zero in on the roles you’re perfect for and leave the rest to the rest. Whatever you decide, you can sing it from the mezzanine, or more shrewdly, demonstrate your understanding through the characters you pursue.

If you feel you look your age, then your playable age is typically a few years on both sides. For recent college graduates, this might mean a range of two or three years (a twenty-one-year-old might say eighteen to twenty-four), while older actors might play four or five years in either direction. If not, own the age that works for you at this stage in your life and career, whether that’s significantly younger or older than your actual age.

But problems arise that stem from our early training. In high school and college, far too many actors are told they will “work when they’re older,” implying that a nineteen-year-old who could pass for twenty-three is cursed to lose a decade of her career (not to mention the fact that this is told most often to curvier or taller women). As a result, actors in their early twenties too often prepare material for forty-year-old characters, because that’s what they worked on in school—a misguided disruption to their momentum.

High schools and colleges license musicals with cast lists requiring teenagers and old folks, leading to situations like this: A seventeen-year-old boy (who is giving “maybe could buy beer”) ends up playing roles like the Mysterious Man, Mayor Shinn, and Uncle Arvide at school, and thinks that’s where he fits in a professional ensemble. Martin may look older than his peers by a little, but no casting director in a major market will mistake him for being older than twenty-three. Students in this position are best advised to focus on roles their own age as soon as they can.

You, of course, have a level of control to push your playable age slightly up, down, or expanded on both sides, based on how you style yourself. A twenty-five-year-old, for example, might opt to play a little older by styling herself in a short heel and a dress, or younger by arriving in sneakers, jeans, and a T-shirt.

While it’s true that some will continue to grow into their bodies over time, nothing should keep you from booking professional work based on your body today. When in doubt, remember that most of us look our actual age (give or take), so lean on the facts to set yourself up for success.

Additional physical qualifiers

Physical traits that can’t be easily altered by costuming increase your specificity. For instance, facial features deemed “nerdy looking” (whatever those are) could be useful, but being bald gets a dismissive wave from the wig department.

You’re empowered to boldly brag about your body, whether you’re buff, chubby, lanky, statuesque, androgynous, hunky, ultra-femme, or voluptuous. If you’re proud of a particular qualifier, neither modesty nor shame need apply.

Be front-footed about your appearance to establish an edge, especially for roles where such a look supports the storytelling. For example, an actor who enthusiastically embraces his “femme/androgynous” appearance may be thought of more readily for a role like Mary Sunshine in Chicago than a peer with a similar look who hasn’t owned it.

Finally, in the quest for precision, beware of words like “average” when talking about height or shape—or, worse, descriptors that tell us what you aren’t, like “not too thin,” “not too tall.” Better to find a phrase that evokes an iconic image, like “the boy or girl next door.”

THE THIRD QUALITY: ENERGY

The most elusive of the first three qualities to describe is your energy.

Your energy describes natural personality traits that define your essence.

Whether bright-eyed, macabre, kind-hearted, cerebral, intimidating, ferocious, enigmatic, strait-laced, neurotic, zany, or seductive, your energy reflects the infusion of your personality into your work.

Many well-respected artists who have embraced their innate energy have enjoyed long, successful careers as go-to actors in their niche: character actors like Josh Gad, seductive comedians like Jane Krakowski, or dark-hearted villains like Patrick Page. Later in their careers many such actors often break through their reputed energy and deliver transformative, legendary performance.

While this approach may make some bristle (“I’m an actor; shouldn’t my energy be as versatile as the characters I want to play?!”), consider how a friend might describe you to someone else. Whether at a party or in a professional situation, your personality is likely to come into play to provide relevant context, underscoring the truth that the way we engage with our world is as much a part of how we tell stories as our voice and our appearance.

And as always, only you get to decide which aspects of your energy are essential and which are irrelevant.

Determining the energy you “bring to the party” won’t box you in, but it will allow you to set yourself apart. While others might fabricate these traits on stage, they’re intrinsic to who you are. It’s true that an actor’s job is to inhabit characters who are not themselves, but an actor’s personality acts as a prism through which the narrative comes to life. Frequently, a specific energy is exactly the quality a director is looking for.

Take the demon barber Sweeney Todd. Three directors, each with their own vision, might cast three entirely different Sweeneys, while keeping his voice and look unaltered (baritone or bass, male, late thirties to forties).


	In Director A’s rather traditional production, she’s looking for a “brooding, macabre” presence to prep us for all that throat-slitting. Secretly, she is looking for that “inherent sadness” in the actors who audition.

	But Director B is looking for a “bad boy” energy, suggesting the killer streak was already inside Sweeney and Judge Turpin merely unleashed it. Anyone who seems “too nice” won’t make it to callbacks.

	Director C, meanwhile, envisions a “sunny and warm everyman.” By presenting a relatable, guileless character, this director aims to emphasize the tragedy of a sweetheart driven to psychopathy.



This is how we end up with three energetically different Sweeneys . . . like Len Cariou, Johnny Depp, and Josh Groban, respectively. By embracing your natural energy, you position yourself as a perfect fit for the roles you’re most suited to play—while leaving room for transformation later in your career.

FYI: Everyone’s “quirky”

“Quirky” is about as useless as saying you’re “different.” As drama kids, weren’t we all just a bit odd? What actor would identify as a regular, everyday, not-strange-at-all “normie”? If we dig deeper, we harness our inner kook by amplifying it through a “sub-quirk.”

A “sub-quirk” describes a “quirky” brand more precisely.

Are you perhaps . . .


	A silly little ninny noodle? Hey, why’s everyone so gosh-darn serious? Everything’s a game if you play hard enough. You’re always goofin’ and cheesin’, and there’s nothing wrong with that, sunshine.

	Charmingly neurotic? Your nervous energy is panic for our amusement. Never unhinged, you know that misery loves company, and your suffering is spellbinding.

	Especially spooky? You’re mired in the macabre, a little witchy, and pulled toward all things grisly and dark-sided. On a beautiful day you’re dreaming about horror movies.

	Queerky? Being in the alphabet mafia is literally 99 percent of your personality. Why walk when you can sashay? You’ll play straight, but your character probably has a secret gay agenda.



The list goes on, and sub-quirks are best when you create one all your own. Find the curious gold beneath your peculiar surface and prove why “quirk” rhymes with “work.”

THE FOURTH QUALITY: AUTHENTICITY

“We’re casting people, not actors” is an oft-sung refrain in casting circles.

The immutable elements of who you are offstage can profoundly shape the stories you tell, especially when they magnify the truth of the characters you portray.

Authenticity refers to aspects of your identity, history, or lived experience that informs the stories you tell.

In some cases, your authenticity transcends the story itself, contributing to a larger social narrative. Authentic casting has become particularly important in addressing issues of appropriation, underrepresentation, and giving voice to perspectives that haven’t been given their due stage time.

As with other qualities, be clear about which elements of your life define your identity and the art you want to make. These might include:


	Your ethnicity (e.g., Black, Filipino American)

	Nationality (e.g., Cuban, Canadian)

	Gender (e.g., transmasc, nonbinary)

	Sexuality (e.g., aromantic, queer)

	Relationship structure (e.g., polyamorous)

	Religion or religious experience (e.g., Jewish, ex-Mormon)

	Where you’re from (e.g., Texan, Los Angeleno)

	Disability (e.g., neurodivergence, uses a wheelchair, actor with cerebral palsy)



Other, less fixed aspects can be worth considering. Imagine for a moment a character who is a reclusive gamer who spends most of her waking hours playing Call of Duty. One actor who auditions is herself a lifelong gamer, while another hasn’t played a video game since she was six. The former wields a controller like an extension of a limb, understands the mechanics of competitive gameplay, and can ferociously spout gamer-speak. For the latter, all of that must be researched, explained, or taught—and the writers (likely also gamers) are keener to work with someone they share a shorthand with rather than starting from scratch with a newb.

This could be true for other self-assessed, powerful life experiences, like being a singer-songwriter, a band



PUTTING IT TOGETHER: THE BRANDING STATEMENT




















BRANDING AND SPECIFICITY IN PRACTICE








	You describe yourself as a legit soprano but only have alto belter songs in your book. Time to determine whether your vocal assessment or your rep application is truer to who you are.

	You mention being nonbinary as a part of your professional identity but only sing material from the gender you were assigned at birth. Is that aspect something you want to honor more?








THE LEGEND OF THE “REGINACADY”







TROUBLESHOOTING SPECIFICITY


The actor is confused about who they are




The actor can do a lot of things and doesn’t want to label or limit themselves



The actor wishes something about themselves were different


The actor is too concerned with what other people think, instead of focusing on what they think


The actor is afraid their brand will change



The actor is fixated on playing their favorite star role






YOUR TRUTH SHALL SET YOU FREE
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