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Foreword 


BY HAROLD PRINCE 

In 1947, Marlon Brando’s Stanley Kowalski exploded on Broadway and method acting had its superstar. At that time, George Abbott (for whom I would work barely a year later), extremely exasperated, called his resident casting director onto the carpet to complain that he had never seen Marlon Brando—where had they hidden him? The casting director immediately went to his files and returned with a sheaf of audition dates on which Marlon Brando had been seen by Abbott, and rejected. Brando never considered himself a good auditioner, and that may explain the story. On the other hand, auditions at best are compromises. Good acting results from a process, a collaboration of actor and director and fellow actors and costume designers and wigmakers. Still, there has to be a way to cast a show, and unless the director has had previous experience with an actor, or wants from that actor a performance he’s seen him give before, I don’t know how you can avoid auditions. 

Accepting that, Joanna Merlin has written a book based on her experience as both an actor and an esteemed casting director. I pride myself on first casting Joanna as a casting director. I met her when she played Tzeitel in the original production of Fiddler on the Roof, which I produced. We became friends, and I kept up with her appearances not only on stage but in film and on television. In those days, active producing organizations had their own in-house casting departments. I often had three musicals running in New York, and as many companies on the road, so that office adjunct was extremely busy. There were other producers as busy as I: David Merrick, Leland Hayward, Feuer and Martin, The Theater Guild, and Rodgers and Hammerstein. Each of them had a casting department of their own. But times were changing, and film companies began calling on the services of Broadway-based actors, so some of our best casting directors were lured away by bigger salaries and more glamorous assignments, which is how I came to lose one casting director and to be in the market for another. 

I could have chosen from a number of experienced Broadway candidates. Instead, I decided to invent my own. But first I needed to define who that person would be, to appropriately reflect my feeling about actors. He (or she) should probably be an actor himself. He should know the New York scene. Not only the work pool, but where the most talented young people were studying, and who were the agents with taste. Someone who had networked in the community. Finally, perhaps most important, I wanted someone who loved actors. Strange as it may seem, there are just as many casting directors who don’t as there are who do, and I suppose I understand that, given the exasperating circumstances surrounding employment in this business. And then, to top it all, I wanted a mother figure, so I guess “he” fast became “she.” Joanna Merlin fit all those criteria. Besides, she and her husband had two small babies, so, acting, with its rehearsals and tryouts on the road, was going to be difficult for her to accommodate. I called Joanna, proposed the idea—astonished her, I believe—and she came to see me. The idea sat well, and it was the beginning of a busy decade for both of us, during which she was instrumental in introducing me to an astonishing array of talented people who have since found fame and fortune. Her taste is impeccable. In no instance can I remember her recommending anyone less than interesting for a role. When she finally moved on, it was to tackle such humongous assignments as spending a year traveling around the U.S. and the Far East casting Bertolucci’s The Last Emperor. An impressive accomplishment. This book of hers is not the first guide to auditioning. But the last that I remember reading is almost a quarter of a century old. Times have changed. 

It’s no surprise that Joanna’s definition of the auditioning process would concur with mine. Her love for actors, her compassion, hasn’t blinded her to their foibles. In this book she addresses their strengths and their insecurities, and she acknowledges that—artistry aside—making theater is a job. A craft. Appropriately, she sets out to demystify not only the creative process, but, most particularly, the subject of this book: auditioning. Her style may be compassionate, but it’s all business, which is what a life in the theater must be. 

Discipline. (Show up on time. Learn the lines.) Eschew all self-indulgence. There is no relationship between what you create and emotional anarchy. This book focuses on an actor’s priorities, explains intuition vis-à-vis preparation, strips away all the glamorous folderol that draws too many people to the theater. I think I knew most of what she is writing about, and probably agree with 90 percent of it. (A good percentage, believe me!) Best of all, with regard to “actable choices,” (Chapter III) I learned something I’d never known. Somewhere in the body of the book, she lists 111 verbs as objectives. How damned smart—practical—of her! 

Before I wrote this, Joanna invited me to suggest anything she may have overlooked; I can’t. In fact, there’s quite a lot that I’ve overlooked over the years but, selfishly, hope that preparing auditioners take seriously. I do, however, have one comment. It’s probable that what follows did not make its way into her book because, strictly speaking, it isn’t about auditioning. It’s about something larger: creating a career. I suspect, however, that if auditioning actors heeded what I’m about to say, they and I would benefit. 

It seems to me that a wider educational spectrum, greater inquisitiveness, more information, an enhanced vocabulary, and yes, extensive travel—the list is endless—are necessary props for an actor. Regrettably, too few people today respect the foundation that information and experience provide. Each successive year, the naturally brilliant young actors whom I see care less and less about the history of the theater, recognize fewer and fewer references to playwrights (who were contemporary in my youth), to actors, designers, theater companies, the history of this art form internationally. Everyone seems to know Stanislavsky, and certainly the Studio, but how many know Meyerhold, Piscator, the Eastern traditions of Kabuki and Noh? 

Acceleration—shortcuts to the prize—has reached epidemic proportions, not only in the arts but across society. 

Joanna Merlin’s book couldn’t come at a better time. 

  

—HAROLD PRINCE 


Introduction 


This book is intended for those actors, young and old, who understand that acting is, at best, a hazardous profession, but who have nonetheless made a commitment to it because there is nothing else they find as interesting or engaging. I hope acting teachers will find this text useful in guiding actors through the auditioning process. And I hope the book will interest others in the field who would like to enhance their understanding of the actor’s auditioning experience. But, at bottom, this is essentially a how to do it book for you, the actor. 

I was at a wedding recently, and my dinner partner was a poet and a teacher. He asked me about my work. When I told him I taught auditioning, he said, “Why does an actor need to learn how to audition? Can’t he just present his talent and skills, as he would if he were acting a role?” I explained the unpredictable aspects of auditioning and the creative and emotional obstacles that actors encounter in trying to present themselves. I also explained the relentless necessity to audition throughout one’s entire career, for every job, from a thirty-second commercial to King Lear. As a person whose profession allows him to work independently, he was amazed that any actor ever survived in the profession. 

I understand that for you, the actor, auditioning is the most harrowing part of your career. I can anticipate your doubts and insecurities, for they have been my own. I want to help you avoid the “hit or miss” syndrome, careening from one audition to the next, hoping for the best. I want to help you learn how to support yourself psychologically, practically, and artistically. 

I have learned about auditioning from my career as an actor in theater, film, and television, and from the “other side” as a casting director in all three media. It became clear to me when I started casting that good actors often give poor auditions and that actors need a set of tools at each juncture of the auditioning process. 

I studied acting for several years with Michael Chekhov, a great actor, director, and teacher, considered by Stanislavsky to be his most brilliant pupil. In my search for a simple and accessible approach to auditioning, I found that many of Chekhov’s ideas could be adapted and used in preparing an audition scene. His techniques allow you to work quickly and playfully, using your intuition, senses, and imagination as well as your reason. 

I hope to reduce your anxiety level by providing you with the tools you need to prepare and deliver as dynamic an audition as your ability and the auditioning circumstances will allow. When you understand that you have the power to exercise control over your auditions and affect the casting choice, I think you will be excited rather than overcome by the prospect of auditioning. 

  

NOTE: I use the term “auditors” to include the casting director, producer, director, playwright, composer, lyricist, etc., if they are present at the audition. At different times, I wear my actor’s hat, my teacher’s hat, or my casting director’s hat. I try to make it clear when it matters. 


Auditioning 


Chapter I 


STOP SELF-SABOTAGE: CHANGE THE ODDS! 

Most people go to work in the same office, store, or factory every day; they can anticipate who will be there, what the workplace will look like, how it will feel, how their colleagues will relate to them, and how much they will be paid. With any luck, they know what is expected of them and feel confident they can fulfill their assigned tasks. 

An actor’s life is quite different. A large part of an actor’s work is auditioning. Unlike a “regular job”, there is no paycheck at the end of the week. (Wouldn’t that be nice?) More important, each auditioning event is unpredictable. The script may or may not be available to you in advance. You may be given a scene to read “cold,” with only a few minutes to prepare. You may have to wait five minutes or many hours. There may be hundreds of other actors waiting to audition or you may be the only one. You may be auditioning in a small office or on the stage of a large theater. You may encounter one auditor or twenty. The audition atmosphere may feel welcoming or hostile. You may read the scene with someone who is a trained actor, but more likely you will read the scene with someone who is not. You may never get any feedback or know why you didn’t get the job. 

In a worst-case scenario, what negative effect might these circumstances, and the pressure of getting a job, have on you, the actor? 

You don’t prepare in a serious way because you are convinced that, since you only have a few minutes with the director, the decision will rest only on how you look, or your personal quality. (If the director thinks you’re well-suited for the role, she’ll direct you at the first audition, and then you’ll dig in and work hard to prepare for your callback.) 

You become distracted or paralyzed when confronted with your competition, and persuade yourself that everyone else is better for the role than you are. 

You feel as though the entire audition is controlled by others, upon whom you are totally dependent. 

You suffer a loss of confidence. You feel isolated, anxious, insecure, and negative about your talent. You know you are a better actor than you appear to be at the audition. 

You are convinced that the director has already cast the role and is obliged to see you or is doing you a favor. 

If the atmosphere is not overly friendly, you assume that the director has taken an instant dislike to you. 

You’re certain the director knows what he wants and you don’t have a clue. If you make the wrong choice, you won’t get the job. 

Your focus is on pleasing the director, rather than on doing your work. 

You believe the director is looking for a reason to reject you rather than to hire you. 

The pressure to get the job either gives you too much energy, or, in an effort to deny the pressure, too little energy. 

You hurry through the audition for fear of boring the director or making her fall behind schedule, so you don’t take the time to experience the important moments in the script. You rush through it and virtually fly over the material rather than inhabit it. 

You feel nervous; your breath is shallow; your voice becomes constricted and doesn’t sound like your natural voice; your body is stiff and self-conscious. 

You feel emotionally blocked, so you work technically and are unable to get in touch with your spontaneous responses. 

The more important the audition, the less freedom you feel you have to “play” the scene. (When you don’t care much about getting a job, you usually land it.) 

You feel angry for a variety of reasons. Perhaps you didn’t have much advance notice, or you’ve been kept waiting a long time, or your strongest competitor is in the waiting room, or the director seems hostile or unresponsive. Or you’re just angry that you have to audition at all. Why don’t they just offer you the job? 

When you walk into the auditioning space, you feel small, fat, naked, unfocused or amateurish, or all of the above. 

After the audition, you feel disappointed in yourself because you “threw away the audition.” You didn’t do what you feel you are capable of doing. 

If you lose the job, you believe that it’s because you’re not as talented as the person who got it. Or you believe it’s because you’re not talented at all. 

Does any of this sound familiar? 

How can actors not feel vulnerable at auditions? It is not in the nature of actors to be thick-skinned. If actors were not sensitive human beings, how could they understand and connect and empathize with the characters they create? 

So much for the worst-case scenario. By the time you finish reading this book, I hope you will know how to create a best-case scenario and stop shooting yourself in the foot. 

POWER 

Actors think the auditors have all the power in the auditioning process and they have none. After all, there is one part for which many actors must vie with one another; you don’t decide who gets the part, the auditors do. You don’t know what they are looking for; they do and won’t tell you. You have to prove to them that you’re talented, and overcome their hostile skepticism and disbelief that you’re right for the role. Until then, you’re just another actor. “Thank you. Next!” You’re gone and forgotten, their victim. 

The actor’s misperception of the auditioning process can be crippling. Apart from disabling yourself in all of the ways suggested at the beginning of this chapter, you abdicate your own power. The more power you attribute to the auditors, the less you have. The truth is that, without the vision and talent of the actor, the auditors are powerless, they can’t do their work. You are the key to their power. Every director has high hopes that the next actor who walks through the door—YOU—will be the one for the part. Far from eagerly anticipating the actor’s abject failure, the auditors’ fondest hope is that you will give a superb audition so they can cast the role and go home. 

When you shed the image of yourself as victim, you can embrace the conviction that you do have the power to affect the casting choice. Your power is your individual creativity and your ability to deliver a well-prepared, lively audition that reveals your potential for playing the role. Auditors depend on the actors who audition to shape their view of the role to be cast. That’s why actors get cast, not because they fit into a cookie-cutter mold the director has in mind. 

Once you realize that there is a balance of power between the actor and director, you might start looking forward to the next audition. 

RESISTANCE: REJECTION 

Many actors resist the auditioning process without realizing it. Resistance comes in many forms. You don’t find the time to pick up the script well in advance of the audition. You had a very important engagement the night before the audition and didn’t start working on the script till midnight. You’re certain you’re not what “they” are looking for, or you decide you really don’t want the job, so why invest time and energy? 

Or you did make the investment. You prepared, you put yourself out there creatively and emotionally, took risks, and the auditors didn’t respond. There was no feedback and you didn’t get the job. You feel defeated. You don’t want to put yourself into that vulnerable place again, so at the next audition you shut down. You work technically and hold back any emotional commitment. We all know where that leads, or doesn’t. 

The major reason actors resist preparing properly for auditions is the fear of rejection. If you don’t invest yourself in the audition, then you won’t be so disappointed if you don’t get the job. When you don’t succeed, you won’t feel like a loser because, after all, you didn’t really try. That is a self-protective choice. But it has serious consequences for one’s career. 

Rejection is a matter of perception. Even if a director auditions fifty people for one role and they all give splendid auditions, only one will get the job. Of course, it’s disappointing for the others. But does it make sense for the other forty-nine to feel as though they have failed? Negativity is your enemy. 

Look at athletes. The best baseball players get a hit once in every three times at bat. Tennis champions win and lose. Basketball greats have good games and bad. Their careers are developed over the long haul. The ones who are not fly-by-nights are resilient and keep working on their game. They are not stopped by a poor game or even a losing season. 

By analogy, the fear of not getting cast should not stop you from doing everything you can to give a good audition. A student of mine said, “Isn’t it heartbreaking to work so hard on an audition and not get it?” Maybe, but you’ll get over it. And there is always the next audition. Losing because of your own lack of preparedness is a poor alternative. 

Another reason for resisting the auditioning process is that you feel the level of your acting at auditions does not represent your best work. For a serious actor who has invested years in training, this is a legitimate reaction. You feel compromised because auditioning does not allow you the time or conditions to let your work evolve. You feel you will be “indicating,” or showing emotional results before you are ready. 

Accept as a given that you cannot do your best work at an audition. Nobody expects it of you. You are an actor who is auditioning, not an “auditioner.” If you do your best work at the audition and you are hired, you will be in big trouble when you have to perform with other actors in different circumstances. 

Having said that, you need not feel compromised by auditions. You can still take the high road, use your acting technique with integrity, not force results, and deliver a dynamic audition. 

Actors who have a lot of experience auditioning have learned that an investment of time and energy in every audition pays off. Preparation will always help minimize your nervousness. Why should you “wing” the audition, find excuses to give it short shrift, feel less confident, give the director only a vague idea of your potential? Why should you continue to sabotage yourself? Don’t wait to act until you get the job. If you keep resisting the auditioning process, that may never happen! 

COMPETITION 

Competition can be one of the most destructive elements in undermining an actor’s confidence, or anyone else’s. Cindy Nelson, an Olympic silver-medalist skier, advised other competitive skiers, regarding competition, “Put blinders on to focus on doing your absolute best.” 

Let’s say you have an audition and have prepared well, made strong acting choices, and feel you are the right person for this role. You walk into the reception area and see twenty people of your age and type crowding the waiting room, all auditioning for the same role. The first time this happens, it may be a shock. Your confidence flags. You become the casting director. You decide that this one is prettier, or taller, or has a better body, that one is more talented, has more training, is more experienced, or just got a great review, etc. Many seem “righter” for the role than you. (Women are harder on themselves than men.) 

Instead of focusing on your preparation for the audition, you sit in the waiting area, trying to look cool so nobody notices you busily checking out everyone else in the room. Don’t let the competition undermine you and distract you from your real work. 

Similarly, reading the Arts and Leisure section of the Sunday edition of The New York Times or the Calendar section of the Los Angeles Times when you’re unemployed can be a bruising experience. “Why is he playing that role when I would have been better? Why wasn’t I auditioned? That actor got the part because she just did a TV series. I should change agents. They haven’t called me in weeks.” It’s that kind of a business. You can eat yourself alive. 

Try not to make a practice of comparing your career to someone else’s. In the heat of the battle, one does get angry, frustrated, jealous, competitive. However, if you take the long view, you can defuse those feelings. 

Someone will always work more than you do. Someone will always have a part you wish you were playing. Someone will always have a better agent. Someone will always be getting more attention, making more money, enjoying the career you would like to have. Actors are not alone in feeling this way. In Meryle Secrest’s biography, Stephen Sondheim described the usual writer’s neurosis. “Everything I write is terrible, everything everybody else writes is wonderful.” Don’t go there! Remind yourself there is always someone else who doesn’t work as much as you do, who will wish for the part you’re playing, and who wants your agent, etc. 

Competition is a given in our business. And it’s not all bad. Competition raises professional standards. Competition should make you work harder to develop your skills so that you, too, can be a contender. 

Actors should approach an audition (and indeed, their careers) with the firm belief that they have something to offer that is unique. Treasure who you are and what you bring to the audition. In Laurence Olivier’s book On Acting, he writes, “Whatever people may have thought of my Hamlet, I think it was not bad. I know it was not perfection, but it was mine. I did it. It was mine.” 

SELF-CONFIDENCE 

Self-confidence is your lifeline in this business. If you don’t believe in your talent, no one else will. I don’t mean to suggest that you should be supremely overconfident and arrogant, thinking you’re the only person for the job, the best there is, and patting yourself on the back. I refer to self-confidence in the deeper sense: trusting your own instincts, training, and experience to bring a role to life. If you approach each audition as though you had the job and were working on the part, you will have a much more positive mind-set going into the audition. Assume you have the ability to play the role. Casting director Jay Binder says, “For those five or ten minutes, you do have the part. No one else is in the room doing that part. It is yours. Own it.” 

Every person who chooses to become an actor must start out with a strong belief in his own talent. There are so many reasons not to go into this profession that to enter without that conviction makes the decision to do so reckless and whimsical. However, in the course of focusing on the job market and trying to carve out a career, you sometimes lose your feeling of excitement and optimism about acting in general and your own work in particular. 

It helps to remind yourself why you wanted to become an actor in the first place. What inspired you? You may have acted in a school play, or seen a great performance, or loved to transform yourself into different characters. Perhaps a casual interest was ignited by a wonderful teacher. You experienced your own need for self-expression. Get in touch with that source. Let your imagination go back to the places, the moments, the people who inspired you in the beginning and in the course of your career. 

Of course, not every actor who believes in his acting ability will necessarily succeed! But without that deep conviction, you will be in a constant and losing struggle to maintain your self-confidence. You will beat yourself up after each audition, lose heart, and undermine your ability to achieve your goal. 

When you are unemployed as an actor, you tend to focus on what’s gone wrong: why you didn’t get called back or didn’t get the role in this or that project. You tend to forget your successes, your creative experiences, your close connection with the other members of an ensemble, the good feedback you got from a performance or an audition. I’m not suggesting you should live in the past. But I am suggesting that you perceive your career as a continuum so that the sun doesn’t rise and set based on your getting one particular job. 

A student of mine who is not a very good tennis player decided he would pretend he was Andre Agassi on the court and, to his delight, played better than he had ever played. If you believe you are the actor you want to be, you will feel more confident and will surely give better auditions. 

THE WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY 

Auditions can only be as good as your perception of their possibilities. If you accept auditions for what they are—an opportunity to reveal your ability to play a particular role—auditions can be rewarding rather than punishing. 

Every actor can learn to improve his or her auditioning technique. The more conscious you are of your auditioning experiences and the requirements of good auditioning, the more you will develop your skills and exercise control over the process. 

Evaluate your audition. It’s comforting to take the sting out of a poor audition by blaming the casting director, the script, the lack of time, the auditioning atmosphere, etc. But you should learn to differentiate between what you did and the circumstances that may have prevented you from doing good work. “Was my preparation adequate? Did I have the courage to follow my impulses? Was my work qualitatively better at home? Was I inhibited by the auditioning circumstances? Were my nerves the problem? Did I have enough energy? Was I ‘pushing’ my performance? Was I using myself fully? What was lacking? Was I in control? Did I make the adjustments the director asked for? If not, why not? What can I do to improve my next audition?” 

Make notes of everything you learn from each audition. A less-than-perfect audition can be unsettling and prevent you from being objective immediately after the audition. If that’s the case, wait to undertake this analysis until a few hours later, when you can be more objective about what happened. Your investment in post-auditioning checkups will make you aware of any particular problems you continue to have. 

Apart from improving your auditioning skills, every audition can be a positive experience in a broader sense: 

1. Auditions will teach you how to work quickly. 

In television and film work, scripts are changed from moment to moment, and you need to incorporate those changes on the spot. In theater, new plays are frequently rewritten during previews, and changes often go into the performance the same night. 

2. Auditions will help you explore your character range. 

You may not be hired to play Hamlet or Lady Macbeth for one reason or another, but in working seriously on auditions for those roles, you may discover elements in the characters that you might not have tapped before and that you can then incorporate in other roles. 

3. Every audition has the potential for opening the door to work; if not now, then in the future. 

When you give a good audition, it will be remembered, whether or not you are cast. The auditors are in the business of finding good actors. You may get on the casting director’s “Most Wanted List.” You will develop a network of directors, producers, playwrights, and casting directors who will want to consider you for other projects over a long period of time. Their notion of who you are as an actor comes from an aggregate of contacts and experiences. It comes from seeing you perform, reading your reviews, hearing what other people say about you, and seeing you at auditions. (Keep a journal of every agent, casting director, director, and producer who has seen your work either in auditions or performance. Let them know about your jobs. Send them good reviews.) 

4. Auditions teach you how to direct yourself so that you can make independent choices confidently. 

There are situations apart from auditioning where this ability will be essential. If you are in a long-running play, the director may have vanished after the first week, or may appear only occasionally to give notes. The director’s assistant or the stage manager may give you notes on where your performance is losing steam or getting mechanical. But chances are he is not going to coach you on what to do about it. 

If you are a replacement in a play, you are responsible for maintaining the original blocking and for interacting with the other members of the company in a way that will not require redirection. You may be “put into” the play by the stage manager. But he cannot tell you how to make your performance your own within the framework of someone else’s interpretation. That is your task. Ben Brantley, critic for The New York Times, described successful replacements in the long-running musical Chicago (The New York Times, 7/7/99): “Replacement stars are rarely an unconditional blessing. You certainly don’t want watered-down imitations of originals; on the other hand, a radical reconception of a major part can throw a production out of kilter. The satisfactions of Ms. Henshall’s and Ms. d’Amboise’s performances come from how they stay comfortably within an established framework while bringing their own transforming vitality.” 

5. Auditions provide you with a chance to act. 

You have a captive audience of people who are there because they want to see your work. Good auditions can be thrilling to watch. The actor may be alone on a bare stage, or in front of a camera, script in hand. If a talented actor is fully present and has done his homework, our imaginations will fill in the rest. If the actor is courageous and free, surprises happen that can be exciting for the actor as well as the auditors. Auditors hope for a memorable audition, not one that is predictable, ordinary, or uninspired. Go beyond the comfort zone; a good audition is not a “safe” one. George C. Scott said, “Safe actors hold back, experiment not, dare not, change nothing, and have no artistic courage. . . .” 

  

The audition space is yours. The time is yours. Don’t waste it. You may not hit it right every time, but you can certainly change the odds. 




End of sample
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