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			Introduction

			I had to learn everything the hard way. This book is my gift to you so that you don’t have to.

			I always knew that I wanted to be an actor. I tried, for a brief period of time, to pretend that I was interested in going to law school or having some sort of a “normal” profession. I tried different things: a brief stint in management consulting, a job as a freelance copywriter, and a series of jobs in academic administration. As nice as some of these jobs were, I was acutely aware, deep in the core of my being, that something was missing. I had this undeniable pull to something else. I knew in my heart and in my soul that I had no choice but to be an actor. Finally, I stopped fighting that truth and accepted it; I was, and would always be, an actor. 

			But my path remained terribly unclear. There was a fairly known and accepted route to other careers. If you wanted to be a doctor, you went to medical school; if you wanted to be an accountant, you went to business school; if you wanted to be a lawyer, you went to law school. But if you wanted to be an actor, you faced a lot of questions. Should you get training? How important is training? Where do you go to get training? What is the right kind of training?

			And for me, although there was emotional support in abundance, there was no one to ask; there was no informed mentor in this area, no wise teacher. I was on my own, to forge my own path and to have my own successes and failures.

			So I made a whole lot of mistakes, and really expensive ones to boot. I went to study at a graduate program that was not the right match for me, incurring $20,000 in student loan debt. I paid for private classes in New York that did not resonate with me. I didn’t know good training from bad. I didn’t know what kind of training I needed, or even whether I should continue my training. I plain old didn’t know what I was looking for.

			After much struggle, my story had a happy ending. Eventually, I found the kind of training that worked for me. Along the way, I got kicked around, inspired, knocked down, lifted up, and ultimately, I learned a heck of a lot the hard way.

			Now I am a theatre professor and my happy ending is actually my happy beginning. I say this because a large part of my job is to help other people with their beginnings. Nearly every week, students come to my office, sit in my chair with the big leopard pillows, eat Hershey’s miniatures out of the red bowl on my desk, and ask me the dreaded question: Should I be an actor? The ones who know that they have no choice but to be actors ask the other questions: Should I go to graduate school? Which graduate school should I go to? Should I seek out private training? Or should I just go out there and “do it”?

			My job, in this book, is to try to help you to figure it out. I am going to help you to ask these questions of yourself, and I’m going to prepare you to make informed decisions as you try to carve your path. I am going to tell you what kinds of training are out there so that you can ask yourself the question: Is this training right for me? 

			This is the book that I wish I had had when I began my journey. It didn’t exist. So I am writing it for you.

			§

			A note: You will observe that I always use the word “actor” in this book, regardless of whether I am speaking about a male person upon the stage or a female person upon the stage.

			I never refer to myself as an “actress,” or to my female students or colleagues as “actresses.” To me, respect for the craft of acting dictates that all who practice it be termed “actors.”

			While the word “actress” is a common and accepted usage, to my way of thinking it undermines our true nature as artists. Other crafts, disciplines, and trades do not distinguish between genders: there are no “plumbesses,” only plumbers; no “pilotesses,” only pilots. 

			Being an actor is a craft. All who practice the craft of acting are actors.

		

	
		
			1
The Big Questions

			Should I Be an Actor?

			No.

			Let me explain. 

			If you have to ask the question, then the answer is no. 

			Whenever a student comes to my office and asks me the question “Should I be an actor?” I always say, “No.” After I say it, they always make a face that looks like I just stepped on their pet gerbil. But this is the only truth. If you pose this question to me, it implies that there are other things that you can conceive of doing with your life and with your career. If you have other alternatives and other options—if there is anything else that you feel passionate about, or another interest you’d like to explore, you really should do it instead. “If you can do anything else, please, by all means, do it” were the discouraging, yet very wise words spoken to me on my first day of graduate school. It is the truth. 

			The only reason to be an actor is that you absolutely, truly cannot focus on any other pursuit. Only become an actor if you have made a real effort to commit to another path, and you just plain old can’t do anything else. If you can conceive of yourself being happy by following another route, please strongly consider it. Becoming an actor is a wholehearted commitment and sacrifice. It is a commitment because you must invest every fiber of your being in this choice of profession; it is a sacrifice because in order to make that kind of a commitment there is much in life that you have to be prepared to give up.

			Commitment and Sacrifice

			To be an actor, you must have an unwavering belief in your craft and a passion for the work that makes everything else in life secondary.

			An actor must be prepared not to live a normal life. I know that no one has a normal life these days, but the life of an actor is particularly abnormal. What do I mean by this? Creatures of all kinds seem to crave stability and predictability. My cat Sammy likes to know that breakfast will be served at nine and dinner will be served at five and nap time and window-sitting time comes in the middle. People have greater flexibility than this, of course, but in some small ways we are all like cats; we do best and we feel most secure and grounded when we have stability and routine. 

			As an actor, it will be up to you to create structure in your life. While many professions provide you with the stability of a routine, as an actor you must create these things for yourself. For actors, stability comes and goes with each new job.  When you are employed, you’ll spend much of your time lining up your next job. While you are auditioning, or even when you have acting work, you may need to patch together various jobs to make ends meet. You may find yourself temping on night shifts in offices, bartending at strange hours, or doing other work that you don’t feel well suited to or stimulated by. You may find that you have just settled into a great apartment when you book a contract for a few months and have to sublet. You may love time on tour, or you may crave being at home, making spaghetti in your own kitchen and going to sleep in your own bed. You may have to miss your best friend’s wedding because you have a show/audition/tech on the day of the ceremony. The list of possibilities goes on and on.

			However the challenges manifest themselves for you, the important thing to realize is that becoming an actor is a step of the greatest commitment. You must not only be committed to your craft as a serious artist—constantly training to make yourself a better and better artist—but you must commit to the life of an actor itself. That life will become a priority over all other parts of life. It will often need to come before family and friends and security and comfort. Ask yourself now: What are the most important things in your life? Ask yourself what you are willing, and not willing, to have come second.

			Being an Actor: A Realistic Picture 

			If you decide to face those challenges and make those sacrifices, you must also realize and acknowledge that, while good things can happen in this business, it is also a heartbreakingly difficult profession. This is not meant to be in any way discouraging. People can make their lives as actors and be happy. I am overjoyed every day to see many of my former students and colleagues working as actors and having fulfilling experiences. But before entering the business or deciding to train in this profession, we need to speak frankly about the day-to-day reality of being an actor.

			It’s much harder than you think.

			Many times people tried to tell me what a rough road this profession is and I did not believe it. “It is hard for other people, but it will be different for me,” I said to myself as a young actor. Many of my students say this to themselves, too, and I recognize my younger self in them. I was told, and my students are told, the odds of working steadily in this profession. They are warned, as I was warned, of the difficulties ahead, and yet they believe so unflinchingly in their talent and in their passion, as I believed in mine, that they decide to forge ahead anyway. That is wonderful. The world needs artists. But let’s talk a little more before we go on so that you can be sure that you are asking yourself all of the right questions.

			We may need to redefine your idea of being an actor. You may have a good and realistic sense of things, or, like many people, you may have an idea of what it might look like to be an actor that is very different from its reality. Movies and television shows about the profession can lead you to believe that it is glamorous and exciting, and you may have that kind of romanticized picture in your head. Being an actor can be glamorous and exciting from time to time, but it usually isn’t. Being an actor is a job. Can that job be thrilling and exciting and fulfilling and creative and wonderful? Absolutely. But, like any job, it has its ups and downs, and for many it will have more downs than ups.

			I entered the profession with an over-glamorized picture of backstage dressing rooms and opening nights, of Broadway marquees and two-character plays in funky Off-Off Broadway spaces. Because I wasn’t dreaming of movies and fame like many young actors, I thought my vision was grounded and realistic and I praised myself for my practicality. The truth is I was still very far off base. The reality of being an actor can sometimes look a little more like this: “Why am I standing in Times Square wearing a giant Dalmatian suit and handing out flyers?”

			I wish that I could tell you that this was the stuff of fiction. Alas, no: I’ve been the one in the Dalmatian suit, and I was there because I needed to pay rent. I had been auditioning steadily in New York, but I hit a dry spell. One hot August day I found myself on a promotion for a pet company, handing out flyers in front of the TKTS booth and scratching my head with my big Dalmatian paw, wondering how I’d gotten here. I came to New York to be an actor, not to impersonate a canine in sweltering heat. 

			Years later, one of the most talented people that I went to graduate school with, a woman who had worked consistently in wonderful theatres in leading roles, posted a picture of herself on Facebook wearing a bear costume in a similar location. I hurt for her and yet felt strangely vindicated at the same time. Her talent, her success, and her unfortunate bear suit all served as confirmation that actors, even the most talented and accomplished ones, often must often endure these sorts of indignities. A friend who had a stream of successful Broadway gigs found himself waiting tables again after the last show closed. A woman I knew who had played a major role in Les Misérables on Broadway found herself grateful years later to have a one-week engagement at a small equity theatre in the suburbs. This is the reality for most.

			I entered the profession with an idealized view of what it would be like and found that, while there were wonderful, magical, satisfying moments, there were also many moments of the bear suit / Dalmatian suit / children’s-theatre-tour-playing-a-stepsister-in-Cinderella variety. These were the moments when I found myself doing things to make a living that bore no resemblance to the craft that I was pursuing. This discrepancy between the profession that you picture and the day-to-day reality can challenge your belief in yourself, in your integrity, and in the integrity of the profession. 

			The Importance of Self-faith

			We’ve seen that it can be challenging to sustain your faith in the profession, but let’s talk a little more about an even more critical kind of faith. We have definitions for that word, usually tied to things spiritual and religious, but here I am going to use the term “self-faith.” I use it to mean a belief in yourself that cannot be permanently shaken. Of course, we all have bad days and days where we feel dragged out or down on ourselves. In any part of life and in any profession there are those kinds of days, but being an actor is taxing to self in a way that nothing else is.

			Why do I say this? All art is subjective. All art is subject to criticism. But unlike being a painter or a sculptor, where you may pour yourself into the art that you create, but maintain a physical separation between you and your creation, as a performer you are your art. And when you are your art, someone else’s “rejection” of the art often feels like a rejection of you as a person. This feeling does not reflect the truth. As an actor
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