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OPENING REMARKS — J. Michael Miller

Thank you for attending this First Congress of Actors and Acting Teachers. Many of
you know that this event has long been on my mind, as I wondered if anyone really wanted
to confront the issue of the marginalization of the actor as artist in this society. That's a
heavy topic for a Saturday morning, 10 o'clock, 30 degrees outside, but my heart warms to
see all of you here and ready to join in a dialog that can shed light on the issues many of us
face.

What I experience firsthand of the actors’ marginalization is as an audience member. I
see so few truly memorable performances. I experience almost no revelatory moments in
the theatre anymore. Something is very wrong. It just doesn't add up. We have never had so
many talented, experienced, trained actors in this country as we have today. Why then why
is our theatre so lackluster? There's something upside-down in our structure, and our
structure's related to our culture. An actor whom many of us have long admired responded
to his invitation to the Congress in this way:

"I'm having a bit of a crisis with the theatre right now. My last show was pretty much
shot down by, as the playwright put it, ‘Hollywood fuck-ups.’ I really do believe that our
theatre is tainted by the ‘star’ system. Not enough directors and actors, not to mention
writers, care about the production more than about themselves."

That's pretty straightforward, and in my view it's in some way an understatement. So
much of the focus is on bottom-line profit, even in the non-profit theater, that the artistic
merit of the work is compromised from the start. The central artist in any dramatic event,
the actor, is not considered part of the creative team, seldom gets to work with actors who
share a similar work process, has insufficient rehearsal time, and finds herself working at
cross purposes with a director of dubious genius. The actor as artist? Not under those
conditions.

This Congress is in no way intended as an actors' bitch session. Our theatre, in its
operation and its achievement, is a reflection of our culture. If we all speak our minds
candidly in this room, an actor’s view of our profession in relationship to our culture will
emerge. The goal of these two days is to begin to establish an authentic actors’ voice.
Everyone else seems to have a platform from which to speak. Ours seems to be confined to
the green room. If this initial meeting is successful, my hope is that it will become an
annual event and establish a public platform for the "Actor as Artist" to clarify his needs in
relationship to his artistic ambitions.
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The agenda for these two days hopefully builds sequentially to the final panel, where
we will discuss the substance of our deliberations and whether or not a second Congress is
warranted. I fervently hope that it is. I have included acting teachers as well as actors in
this dialogue because they, more then anyone, are the tenders of the flame. If anyone is
going to inspire pursuit of artistry in the next generation, it has to come both from
transcendent actors as role models and highly gifted, equally committed teachers as
mentors. If not exactly together, we, the actor and the teacher, work in tandem, as almost
anyone in this congregation will remember from their own beginnings. To the extent that
mature actors face difficulties, I think this next generation of actors face deeper ones than
ours. Where you dreamed of an opportunity to make an artistic commitment, I think they
are led to look primarily for commercial success. A forum of this kind is much needed if
we are to support whatever artistic fervor remains. My personal disappointment with this
generation is the level of cynicism that I feel and see seeping into our finest actors.
Everything you and I have worked and sacrificed for could go down the drain in this
relentless onslaught of materialism. Our sense of self-worth is trickling with increasing
speed in the direction of that drain.

Lastly, for this introduction, I need to speak about the inclusion of critics in this
discussion. Historically critics are there to keep the artist honest. If the critic is honest,
he/she knows, should know, as much about the artists' processes and goals as the artist
themselves in order to assess achievement. Since that is seldom the case, there has always
been a tension between artist and critic. Remember Beckett's famous line in Waiting for

Godot, Gogo chiding Didi — "CRITIC!" In our theatre, as you well know, these men’s
and women’s job is more reviewer than critic. Their job is to develop a public following for
advice on where to go of an evening. Our opportunity here is to help them understand our
aims and our search for creative possibility, and gain their perspectives on our role in this
society, as they gauge our audience's response.

Down to the heart of the matter. I just want to talk about what we're here to talk about
—or what I brought us here to talk about. Whether you talk about what I brought us here to
talk about or not is up to you entirely. And what I have to say has no bearing. It's all of us
speaking together, honestly, about what we feel about these issues.

It was about 15 years ago that I invited Camryn Manheim to address a class that I gave
annually for the graduating actors at NYU. We met with agents and casting directors and
producers and union representatives, and so on, and this was kind of a handholding seminar
preparing for that day when the students would walk out the door and onto the street.
Remember your days just after you got out of school? You didn't know where to go, and
faced uncertainty, and fumbled your way along as best you could. Camryn was one of
those people. My wife and I were very fond of her, and kept abreast of her trials and
tribulations. One day Camryn asked me if she couldn't come and address this class that I
held once a week.

I said, "Camryn, what do you have to say? You're just starting out yourself." And she
said, "I've really worked this thing out. I know how to survive now as an actor, and I know
how to open a door, and I know how I want to plan my life."

She worked on me for a while, until finally, I said, "Come on."
So she came to the class, sat down at the desk in the front of the room and laid out her

papers, and she said, "Now, I just want you to know, it's called 'show Business' not 'show
Art.'"

I was speechless. “Show business not show art.” She meant that now she had to be a
business person, and almost every agent who came in the room would say the same thing:
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"You are now an independent contractor. You're an actor. You're out there to sell your
work, and you have to learn how to do that, and you have to learn how to negotiate that
path toward that end."   

But it seemed to me she was actually saying something else. That’s what made me
mad. After three years of trying to nurture these young people into a sense of themselves
that belonged to the work that they really wanted to do, she was saying it's not called show
art. What had all this work added up to? All those dreams that they had nurtured for so long
and that we'd helped keep warm in them were now being called into question by that one
phrase.

She went on to give the rest of the lecture. It was brilliant. It was absolutely
substantive, and she has made good use of it in her life as you can well see. She has a
career, one of significance.

But what she said left me reeling, and I had to take a look at myself. It spoke to me
about a loss of a sense of direction for those people who she was talking to and a refocus of
that direction in a place that I thought was less than helpful. As helpful as her lecture was,
as necessary and practical as it was, there was something else being lost. I realized that my
sense of the actor’s role was being challenged, deeply challenged. I didn't want to lose that
sense of balance and gravity that made me a human being, that made me fall in love with
the theater in the first place, and I've been looking at this issue ever since with ever
increasing concern.

The young actors that I see today—and I'm talking about really talented people—most
of the time when they walk in the room it's all about, “How can you help me get a job. I
don't audition very well. I need to improve.” What they want to improve is usually not very
clear to them. Where they want to go is not very clear to them. But what they want is that
next job.

I want to make the case today that the survival of the actor as artist is essential in this
society as we know it. At the opening symposium of The Actors Center almost ten years
ago now, Olympia said, "The reasons we became actors are not the reasons we continue to
be actors. We must go back and rediscover those reasons."

We have based the work of The Actors Center on that since that time. And one of the
bases that we try to build our work upon is that sense of reaching for the possibility of an
artistic contribution.

Before the painter, before the musician, there was the storyteller, born of necessity. It
all started one day when two men left the cave, waded across the nearby creek, and walked
into the forest in search of food. Later that day, the sky darkened and the rain fell as never
before. Soon the small creek, the source of life for this tiny band of Neanderthals, became a
raging torrent. Days passed before the waters receded. The group was starving. Finally, the
younger of the two men returned, wading through hip-high waters, bearing the carcass of
an animal. The small tribe was saved from starvation, but mystified as to what had
happened.

The hunter explained as best he could, through inarticulate sounds and gestures, how
the older man had been wounded in their struggle to capture their prey, and how he had
been swept away as the two had tried to cross the swollen stream and return to the cave. He
tried to tell them of his own terrifying struggle against drowning as he held on to the
carcass against the pull of the current. He told this story again and again over days and
weeks, trying to explain how a life had been lost in an attempt to feed others.

Eventually another younger man in the tribe took up the story, telling it with more
articulate gestures and embellishments than the previous man, having learned from him,
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helping the tribe understand the source of its survival and the incomprehensible power of
this environment that both nurtured and threatened them.

As their mythology grew, so did the necessity of the artist/priest who made it palpable
and comprehensible for them.

I read a review of an exhibition of Goya's paintings sometime in the last year and was
struck by something the reviewer wrote:

"Goya's work is unusual because of the human scale he took on. We don't see this
anymore, because our sense of the possibility of art—what it can do— what it can say—is
so depleted."

That was terrifying to me. Are we that depleted, that empty, that we should have less
and less sense of our own humanity, and less and less sense of possibility of understanding
it? Where are we, where are we without the sense of possibility?

One of our finest stage actors of the last two generations now makes his living selling
telephones. I don't blame him. He could not make a living as an artist in the theatre today.

I remember in the summer of 1958, I was in stock at the Cragsmoor Playhouse and a
New York actor was jobbed in. Almost everybody was from New York, but this was
another gypsy coming up river. And as the company sat around on the lawn on his first
day, he began talking about the commercials he had been doing in the last few months and
what a nice income supplement it was. I didn't know actors did commercials. I thought
other people did commercials. Now it is a badge of honor and a staple.

I mentioned a stage actor a few moments ago. Please know that I admire all good
actors, working in whatever medium, actors who understand what it takes to do good work,
are honest with themselves about what good work means, and have committed themselves
to a lifetime of doing good work. All of you who have committed to doing good work that
is revelatory of your own understanding of your humanity are artists. I know you tend to
shy away from that word, but let me remind you of something Bruce Weber wrote in his
review of a Wallace Shawn play: "Art in its ambition is pretentious. Art in its achievement
is unutterably precious."

One more quote, and I will have done. On my Sunday morning browse through the
Book Review a couple of weeks ago, I came across this interview with Buffalo Bill Cody.
You remember Buffalo Bill; he'd grown famous for his derring-do exploits in the Wild
West and had come east to cash in on that largely manufactured fame. Show business
producers were showing him off in every way they could, including writing sketchy little
melodramas in which he might rescue a damsel and scalp a few Indians. One day in
Chicago, he sat for an interview with a newspaper reporter who began by asking, "Well,
Mr. Cody, how does it feel to be an actor?" To which Buffalo Bill replied, with
uncharacteristic modesty, "I ain't no actor. I'm a star. Now some actors can become stars,
but few stars can become actors."

If we can remind our sophisticated present day audiences of what that young
frontiersman knew a century ago, we might gain enough respect and attention to do the
work we really want to do, the work we set out to do in the first place. Actors are not
chattel. You are not replaceable commodities. You are unique, artistic necessities and must
regard yourselves as such, or our possibilities, our understanding of our possibilities, will
continue to be depleted. As one of our favorite presidents once said, "Let the word go
forth."
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"THE GOOD OLD DAYS" — Mini-panel

J. Michael Miller, Olympia Dukakis, and Richard Schickel

Michael  This panel is titled "The Good Old Days" and Olympia and Richard and I are going to
tell a couple of stories about when we did see possibility and did have some hope. You've
got to go out and buy Richard Schickel’s book Elia Kazan: A Biography. It's a good read,
and important. It remembers a lot of things.

When was the last time we thought it was really possible?

Richard  What was really possible?

Michael  Our dreams of our work in the theatre.

Richard  I came to New York literally 50 years ago this year, and I no longer live here, alas. I
moved in with an actor, and we lived in a loft on Canal Street. I had a little job on a
magazine, and I spent all my money going to the theatre, off Broadway, on Broadway.

What I was struck by in listening to your remarks was not just that the theatre was
rich—I mean, you could go to the theatre and see something interesting, entertaining,
thought-provoking, almost every night of the week and not repeat yourself—but that
everybody was already complaining that previously, in the '30's, there were 200 new
productions annually on Broadway, and by the '50’s they were down to 50, 60, 70 new
productions. They're much lower than that now.

But in that culture of the '50's, it was a kind of a transitional time. There was this influx
of really distinguished movies from abroad, which was something we hadn't seen before in
this country. Those films were the beginning of the new wave. It was Bergman. It was
Kurosawa. It was a whole new way of looking at the world through the eye of the camera.
At the same time—it was beginning to fade in the mid-'50's, but it was still present in New
York—there was the equivalent of live theatre on television: Studio One, Kraft Theatre,
and Ominibus. And there was, in television, still a little idealism—the notion that things
could be done in this mass medium that weren't driven by ratings or by advertising dollars,
that a certain percentage of television didn't have to make money. It would be a place that
young actors could learn their jobs

In that time in New York there was a sense of idealism animating people. Bobby Lewis
was giving his famous after-the-theatre talks called "method or madness," and everybody
was going to those and discussing what Bobby had to say about the Method as a challenge
to more traditional ways of understanding the acting process. And it was like life or death,
this conversation that was going on everywhere. One of the disappointments of life as the
'60's rolled on into the '70's was to see this spirit drift away into the kind of thing that
Michael was talking about, a kind of culture that was driven by celebrity, by the dollar
sign. I don't think there is a theatrical culture in New York today that is comparable to the
one that I touched upon when I was living here as a kid in the 1950's.

Now, everybody had to survive, and everybody had to do a commercial; they had to
appear on a not-so-hot television show or a soap opera or whatever. I mean, it is the first
duty of everybody who is striving to be an artist to survive, no matter how you have to do
that. Whatever else I am, I am also a freelance write. So, believe me, I've written a lot of
things I would rather not have written in this life in order to attend to the first duty, which
is to put food on the table and the kids through school and whatever else has to happen. But
at the same time—Olympia said this to me last night—you can't let other people define
you. I live now in Los Angeles, and too often I run into people who say, "Oh, I'd love to do



6

that, but of course, I can't." "Why can't you?" "Well, you know, I can't cut my price," or "I
can't take the time off," or "I can't be perceived as doing something like that."

I mean, it is a problem, but I think it's a problem that with a little bit of gumption can be
addressed by a serious actor or director or writer or whatever you happen to be.

Olympia  In the '50's I was trying to become an actress at Boston University for no good reason
at all. I had nothing to encourage me. The only thing I knew was when my brother was six
he wanted to be an actor. That was about the closest I got to the theatre.

Out of that, we started a company. Not out of any idealism, but simply because we
wanted to exercise what we had learned with this wonderful teacher, Peter Kass. We started
a couple of summer theatres, we ate tuna fish and peanut butter, we had a regular theatre,
we got screwed by the producers. You had to survive, not because you wanted to be an
artist, but because you were compelled to do it. I remember Peter Kass saying to somebody
"Why don't you learn to be a good plumber and then figure out that maybe you can be an
artist?" I remember being struck by that, that it was a kind of relief. I didn't have to aspire
to the Sistine Chapel. I could just become good at it.

These contradictions are things that we live with, and people handle them differently. I
think it is important in teaching to talk about the reality of the show business, but it's not
useful to say that that's the only reality: there’s the individual need of each person. It's
possible to make a life, to find a way to live that can handle these two things, the business
and the individual need.

The '60's were very exciting for me because everything was changing. The rules were
breaking apart, the traditional ways of doing things, even teaching acting. We were talking
about Grotowksi. Actors started to make companies of their own. And teaching at NYU
had to do with a student being a person of the theatre, not only an actor; it was important
that they learn about directing and stage managing and design. And actors were encouraged
to take hold of their lives, to take full responsibility.

Richard  It seems to me that in the 50’s, when Stanislavski become the school of acting in
America, its emphasis on reality and the physical rightness of the actor for a particular role
became somewhat confusing for the actor—because so much depended on his persona.

Olympia  But it's always been true. It depends upon, eventually, who you are.

Richard  But doesn't it throw something toward personality?

Olympia  There's an expression "the flavor of the month."  Anytime that becomes the shorthand
for success it is going to encourage that. I think it has much more to do with us culturally
than it does to do with the Method. The Method is only about being honest. So what are we
being honest about? We're being honest about our own sensibilities, which can be shaped,
so that you don't necessarily look like yourself when you walk on the stage, so that you're
moving differently, your voice is different. That's just good acting. That's not going to lead
you necessarily to stardom.

THE CRITICS AND ACTORS PANEL

Olympia Dukakis, Chair (replacing Daniel Okrent); Michael Feingold, Kathleen Chalfant,
Elysa Gardner, Billy Crudup, Charles Isherwood, and Richard Schickel
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Olympia  The three questions that this panel will address are: How does the general public view
the actor and does it differentiate among American Idols/celebrity, popular entertainer, and
artist—and does it matter?

Second: Why is the actor seldom referred to as an artist? Is the theatre increasingly
considered a lesser art form?

And third: Given the fact that the actor is the essential artist in any dramatic event –
why is she or he habitually listed third in the billing after the playwright and the director?
Is that hierarchy an invention of the critics or the expectation of the audience?

  So, why is the actor seldom referred to as an artist? Just a show of hands, how many
people think of the actor as an artist? (Almost everyone raises their hands.) Wow! How
many people didn't raise their hand? (Dianne Wiest, Kathleen Chalfant, and Olympia

Dukakis.)

Kathleen  I think the general public—people who are not in the profession—actually do think of
actors as artists.

Olympia  But so many people here thought that. They're in the profession.

Kathleen  It seems to me that the question of where the actor stands in the artistic hierarchy is an
issue in the profession more than among regular people. We actually represent the art form,
whether it's the theatre or film or television. So it may be that this is a question about the
profession in a way.

Billy The relevant question too is, what does the culture think of artists? I don't know exactly
how we define artist. Why it would be important that actors are defined, I'm not exactly
sure, because I don't know what the definition "artist" is espousing about what you do.

Olympia  Can you be an artist if you're functioning collaboratively, or do you have to be solo?

Billy I would consider some of my favorite bands to be artists, and some theatre troupes. I
think a theatrical production is collaborative and is an artistic endeavor. I don't know what
is necessarily relevant about the term artist for a contemporary culture. I don't use it in my
normal parlance to illuminate the nature of what I do. I use it as a kind of philosophical
question about what is artistry. I don't define the people around me as artists, and I'm not
sure why that changed, because it sounds as though artists were more clearly defined at an
earlier time.

Michael F.  We're talking about two different things here. One is the general public’s perception
of what an artist or actor is, and the other one is what it means for a practitioner to be an
artist if you're an actor. They're separate questions. I don't think the general public thinks of
actors as such. I believe they think the actor is the character he or she plays, and this has
been going on for centuries, but it's especially prevalent now. The role one performs in
repeated movies is the role the audience identifies you with. It's also traditional that actors
who are versatile, who can play anything, are the actors who tend to get their rewards and
honors late in life because they have that chameleon quality.

Charles  I think artist is not usually applied by average Americans to the people they see on TV.
I don't know whether that's a good thing or a bad thing; I just think that's the way it is. It's
probably is a bad thing because they don't really understand that there are greater forms
than what you see on two hours of TV viewing every night.

Billy I don't think many contemporary viewers think of actors as interpreters of material. And
when you forget that they're interpreters capable of different points of view, then I think
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you necessarily leave out their artistic possibility. I continue to object to the marriage of
actor as character in the public perception, and I fight against that culturally every step of
the way. Almost invariably, in every interview I do to publicize a certain piece of material,
the distinctions between character and person are closer and more interrelated than I see
them myself. So I'm forced to make that distinction.

Kathleen  I wonder if it's not a technological problem. Because the thing about the theatre is,
you have to show up, and it's a communal activity. And if you know someone's work in the
theatre, it's perfectly clear that the same person moves from role to role. Most people in the
culture see the actor's work in some alienated technological form, either film or television
or, increasingly, video games, where it's hard to tell that there actually is anything that you
could identify as a person behind it. I think that the nature of the work we do, the way its
perceived, is changed by the technology. And the theatre is no longer a popular art form.
The culture's experience of acting is not, for the most part, in the theatre.

Richard  Actors who become powerfully identified with a character, whether it's a movie actor
who plays the same part in five or six movies, or somebody who plays the same part on
television for years and years—I actually think the public thinks they're making up their
own lines as they go along. I don't think they even know a writer intervenes in that process.

But I also feel that when we talk about Broadway, as it now exists, it essentially is not
the place, to revert to the '50's, where musicals once existed cheek-by-jowl with exciting
new plays that might have been directed by Elia Kazan, and written by Tennessee Williams
or Arthur Miller. It is essentially a place that plays musical comedies for people who come
from outside of New York to see musical comedies.

Michael F.  Which also come from outside New York these days.

Richard  Yeah, largely that's true. And then they turn out, largely, to be revivals of some old
movie or something that wasn't worth seeing in the first place.

Olympia  Is the theatre increasingly considered a lesser art form?

Richard  I think it's paradoxical, because throughout America there are repertoire companies
that do serious theatre. There's a good deal of civic pride in those theatres, and there are
good actors who've committed themselves to those theatres and have turned their back on
the star system. It's all well and good to say Broadway isn't what it was in the '50's, but
there is this other aspect of theatre that is often exciting and interesting and worthwhile.

Michael F.  There's a fascinating phenomenon: the money establishment moves to convince the
world that Broadway is the theatre in this country. In the last 20 years, the theatre has gone
on booming; the network of artists that you talked about in the '50's has simply become a
national community that all know each other and work all over. But Broadway has more or
less taken leave of being the theatre. It's now a kind of import showcase, where things
come from various theatres in England or the West Coast or the regions. Nothing is
generated on Broadway, except sometimes these curiosities by people who have a lot of
independent income to waste,

Richard  Theatre is a strong culture on a smaller scale, the interesting point for me being the
desire of people in high establishment places to ignore that fact.

Charles And I do think there's a generational problem, in that younger people tend to think of
theatre as being sort of an old fogey art form that their parents go to. A lot of people my
age and younger really don't go to theatre regularly
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Olympia  Do you think maybe it's the cost of the ticket?

Charles The cost is a big deal. But I also think culturally there is a sort of sneering attitude on
the part of film critics and other cultural commentators. There's an idea that it's easy to
dismiss theatre as something stodgy and fake.

Kathleen  I'm not sure they think it's stodgy—I do think it's thought to be in some way culturally
immaterial, which is heartbreaking. But it has astounding vitality as everybody here knows.
There are at least 400 functioning theatrical institutions in New York City, some of them
quite astonishing, and they're not all of the same generation. There are two theatres that I
find immensely vital which are run by people who are exactly my daughter's age.

Richard  Having made all these generalizations about Broadway, one of the most exciting things
I've seen in years featured the man down there on the left, Billy Crudup, in The Pillowman.
It was an incredible experience, and there it was on Broadway.

Somebody mentioned about movies being contemptuous of Broadway. The amount of
contempt heaped upon the movies by theatrical critics in the '20's, '30's, '40's, even into the
'50's was just shocking. And it was such bullshit, because now they say, oh, well, there was

a great deal of distinguished work going on in the movies. Acting is acting. I don't care
what movie you go to today, it can be a slasher flick, you will see fabulous acting by
people who obviously started out being trained for the theatre. So, it's not quite the
compromise that people say. If you look at what was playing on Broadway in the 1940's, it
was no better on balance than what was being played in the movie houses at the same time.

You can do good work anywhere, and you can do bad work anywhere. From a critic's
perspective, all I care about is seeing something that I believe is authentic.

Billy You have to make a distinction between what's relevant in the media and what's
relevant to the people who are seeing the theatre. Theatre is only for the people who are
there in that space, and it's temporal. It can never have the effect of a television show seen
by 30 million viewers in one night, or of a film that grosses a billion dollars. To say it's not
relevant in terms of the media's vision is to miss the argument about whether or not we're
making relevant theatre.

Frankly I don't think we have the support structure in our country where writers can
experiment with material and build a voice and have artists who have experience and
reputations to collaborate with them and an audience that's willing to take a risk. For that,
you need theatres that are affordable. You need critics who aren't assuming that the
material is there just to annoy them. And you need patience. New York is not offering
enough space for the writer—the primary artist in the theatrical environment—to build a
voice. So where do they go? They go out to Los Angeles. Most of our great writers are
writing on television shows because they can make a living.

Olympia  Which is where a lot of good actors are going as well. What about an actor failing?
You always say, we need to support the playwright or the director so they can fail. But the
idea that there should be an opportunity for actors to fail is laughable—I guess because we
fail so often. At the National Theatre in England, for example, if you hire a company for a
season, obviously an actor will do one part better than another, so that is the opportunity to
fail. But how many theatres in this country have the ability to fund a full company?

Kathleen  Nobody has a company anymore except the collectives.

Michael F.  There are people building core ensembles. ACT, Oregon Shakespeare.
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[??] (from the audience)  The Barter Theatre in Virginia has a full company

Billy In order for anyone to fail, they have to be in an environment where it's a dialogue.
What was successful, what wasn't successful. Why is it successful? Why is that
interpretation an interesting interpretation? Why is your craft changing in this way?

And on behalf of the critics, I don't see enough publications giving them the text space
to mount an interesting discussion. How can you begin a discussion in two paragraphs?
You can't. You can give it a couple of stars. And I think that's really debilitating for the
process of that dialogue.

Elysa At USA Today, I write about pop music as well as theatre, and I'm much more likely to
refer to a musician as an artist, yet often I think they are much lesser artists than the people
who do what you do.

The price of theatre tickets and the price of mounting a production—which are tied
together—are huge factors today. That's my problem with jukebox musicals. It's all about
minimizing the financial risk for the producer, and it does a disservice to all the creative
people involved, the composer, the writer, the actor. It’s ironic that so many of these
jukebox musicals have plots about rooting for the little guy. It's so hypocritical because
they're not encouraging artists to take creative risks.

[??] (from audience)  One of the places that we can fail as actors is in rehearsal, but the rehearsal
process has become shorter and shorter. I was talking with William Hurt who's dying to do
plays, but he insists on a six-week rehearsal period. When we're forced get something up in
two weeks, it's hard to take any kind of chances.

Kathleen  That's absolutely true. The question about the actor's position in the artistic collective,
which I think you're addressing here, is interesting because we're usually the last element
added to the collaboration. The amount of time that we're involved in that collaboration
gets shorter and shorter for economic reasons. Ironically, the less money the theatre has and
the less money you expect to get from it, the more time you're likely to have to rehearse.

Billy Typically it's the producers—and often the agents or managers—who are trying to
squeeze as much into as little time as possible for the actor. You have to be diligent about
asking for four weeks in a big production. I did a brand new work that hadn't been
produced or work-shopped that was three hours long. We had three-and-a-half weeks of
rehearsal and it was impossible to stage, but the intent was still to experiment with the
material. Again, it's a very difficult environment because so much of the later criticism was
on its lack of refinement.

Olympia  The big thing for me is, how collaborative is the rehearsal period. How many times
have you been in rehearsal where it's been truly collaborative? It worries me that the
methodology that's now happening with directors is exclusive of the actors' involvement.

Peter Gerety (from audience)  A lot of the talk this morning seems to have been generational.
My experience with directors from the '40's, '50's and '60's was that they were much more
dictatorial and autocratic than they are now. It's not a matter of theatrical collaboration
disappearing. It's just that a lot of people in this room, myself included, are of an age where
we don't connect with the people who are doing the kind of work that Kathleen was talking
about. There's a group right now down at PS122. I think it's called the National Theatre,
which I think is delicious because they're all ten years old, and they’re doing work that they
put up collaboratively with no director. They put up some really interesting, exciting stuff.
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Richard  In the '20's, and even in the early '30's, theatre directors were not particularly
significant figures. They didn't have a "production by" with a name above or close to the
title. I think Kazan and a couple of people in his generation pushed that identification of the
director as a leading figure in the production. In the '50's and '60's the auteur theory came
along, and I feel not necessarily to the benefit of the theatre. Now we have star directors
domineering the rehearsal process in such a way that it's actually destructive to the
rehearsal process and to the actors themselves. That is a problem in the theatre today, just
as it is in the movies. There is something in that assertion of ego that may not be
particularly healthy to the process of making a good film or a good play.

Peter Gerety  I see as many dictatorial problems coming down from the star actors who work in
film as from star directors. The problem in film or television, which is the medium that I
have to work in today—I do personally because I have two kids in college and theatre
won't support it—the real problem is that there is no rehearsal time. It comes back to the
money that the producers are willing to put into the project.

Randy Gener (from audience)  I edit American Theater magazine. As a critic, you're conveying
an experience that you've received secondhand. By the time you see the production, the
bulk of the experience had already happened, unless you were part of the rehearsal, or
observed the rehearsal. Then you have to convey that experience to the audience whose
interest is different from the interest of the actors and the playwright.

So there are these two processes that are going on, and to allow the experience of
failure to be a successful thing, so to speak, how do you make those two activities meet? I
assume there would be a conflict of interest. Even in movies you regularly see critics say
they don’t want to be part of the process. If you even begin to talk with the actors or hang
out with them, it muddies the water. On the other hand, many actors would actually like
journalists to be part of the experience on some level, so that they could understand it,
somehow be more sympathetic. How do you even begin to address that conundrum in a
realistic fashion that does not compromise both artistic endeavors?

Elysa I work as a reporter as well as a critic, which sometimes poses a bit of a conflict
because I will interview somebody and then review a show, or review a show and then
interview somebody. I try to just evaluate. As a critic, everything you say is going to be
subjective, of course. What I respond to in art is truthfulness. Sometimes I'll get a letter
saying you're right about this or you're wrong about this, and I don't think I'm right or
wrong about anything. All you can do is present your visceral reaction to something
without trying to deconstruct it too much. When I saw The Pillowman, I was emotionally
blown away by it, so that I almost didn't want to process it too much.

Olympia  An actor's relationship to the public is different from a critic's relationship to the
public, and therein lies some of this conundrum. Actors try make a certain kind of
connection in the moment, come together around something, some aspect of our humanity.

Richard  All a critic can actually offer is an informed impression.

Olympia  It doesn't sound like an informed impression when you read them.

Richard  A critic is not a director, he's not an actor, but he's also not exactly a member of the
audience. If he's been at all serious about his work, he knows the literature, he's seen
thousands of movies or plays, whatever his specialty is. He really does know more than the
audience knows. I've been at it for over 30 years, so I've seen a lot more than the average
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audience has, and it's harder to impress me than it used to be, just because I've seen so
much. I think I'm sympathetic as a critic. I think I'm more tolerant than, say, John Simon is.

Olympia  Who is John Simon?  Is he the bar? Is John Simon the bar? The mean bar?

Richard  I'm not going to go there. But he is an informed critic, I will tell you that. The point is
that a critic can't know what an actor knows. An actor will know in a specific production
who screwed up, who did something that makes his performance not what he or she
intended in the first instance. At best, a critic might be able to perceive that actor's dismay
or disappointment. But then he's making a big leap. It's a difficult task.

Also, most of us aren't really critics, we're just reviewers. The critic is somebody who
would presumably write for somebody who has seen the play. A reviewer is writing for
somebody who wants consumer guidance. Maybe the critic’s piece will come three or four
months after the play has opened. That's a different activity than reviewing.

Ronald Rand (from audience)  Well, there have been critics like Harold Clurman and Brooks
Atkinson over the years who have raised the bar and have understood the artist's craft and
the art of the theatre. We've had writers like Clurman who have decided that the artist must
be respected, ultimately, as part of the culture of a society. What has happened to that
respect? And is it the responsibility of the artist to recognize that they carry a tradition with
them when they mount the stage, a need to raise themselves up and carry that forth so that
would transmit to the critics?

Kathleen  The underlying question here is that some people believe the actor is a primary creator
in the theatre, and some people believe the text is the primary creation in the theatre, which
is a kind of internal debate. But I think everybody wants to do it really well. Do critics have
the same passion for the enterprise as everybody else does? Do they need to?

Richard  I absolutely believe that critics ought to have the same kind of passion, differently
expressed obviously, that an actor or director or anybody professionally involved with an
art form brings to it.

Billy Reviewers or critics face the same problem that artists or actors face in an environment
with such an enormous volume of material: how do you stay relevant without becoming
sensational to call attention to yourselves? One thing that disheartens me about John Simon
in particular is that he was an excellent writer—and one of our better informed theatre-
goers—who used space that could well have gone toward an interesting discourse between
the artist and the consumer to call attention to himself as a sensational writer. It called my
attention to the danger that writers and editors face, how to use this space to talk about the
craft in a way that is both commercially viable and honest to the writer and to the artist.

Olympia  And respectful.

Billy It's difficult because obviously it's a free market, and people pay for what is interesting.

Richard  There will come a day when you will miss John Simon because honestly, in this
culture, moment by moment, year by year, there is less and less serious criticism in all the
arts, the notable exception being the New York Times, which continues to cover it with
great thoroughness. But in magazines and newspapers all over the country, there's less and
less space, in my publication as well, devoted to serious consideration of all of the arts. We
don't have a theatre critic at Time any longer. Neither does Newsweek. We occasionally
review a play. The coverage is more and more on personality, which goes to the issues that
we're addressing here. It's a star-driven culture that we write about, and it's fine to write
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about a young upcoming actor or actress, but there needs to be critical discourse as well. It
is judged that the young, demographically desirable audience is not interested in reviews or
criticism, so there's less and less space for that. They don't even like to read a profile of
said actor or actress. They like it to be in Q&A form, or better still, ten questions, which
you can splashily display on the page.

Olympia  That's because they want to hear the actor's voice or the celebrity's voice.

Charles The problem at the Times, which used to cover the higher arts extensively, is that it's a
lot harder to get theatre and dance and classical music onto the front page where people
notice it initially, and it's harder to get more in-depth pieces that aren't necessarily tied to
the show that's opening tomorrow into the paper at all. Every time you open the paper you
read about how badly papers are doing, and editors think the answer is to connect to
younger people, who are perceived as caring about TV and movies and video.

Elysa I don't think it's just generational; it has to do a lot with money. I don't even think it's
obsession with stars anymore. It's obsession with celebrities. At least we value stars to
some extent for their charisma, talent, glamour. The culture's become so prurient and petty
and jealous and catty that it's really about allowing us as a public to empathize with
celebrities by cutting them down and lifting ourselves up. That's what reality TV is about.
A lot of stories I read in the art section are more of a business story than an art story.

Michael F.  I find it interesting that the Times "Arts Briefly" column tends to write things about
movie grosses and top-selling albums. It doesn't write about the artists; it writes about how
much money they're making.

Elysa And we devalue the qualities that make people artists. I think about the people who are
on all the magazine covers, and I don't even know what they do half the time. I mean, I
know who they're dating.

Kathleen  Is there good writing about the theatre, about the arts, on the Internet?

Michael F.  My Village Voice articles are on the Internet.

Oni Faida Lampley (from audience)  What are you doing to change the state that you find
yourselves in as critics about what's expected and lack of space and all of that? What are
you doing so that your profession can join more with us in helping American theatre do
better?

Michael F.  One, telling the truth in my column as often as I can. Two, looking for other places
to write the things I don't have room to say in my column because of the way the situation
is. And, three, I have a secret life working in the theatre as a translator and a dramaturg,
and sometimes even as a playwright, so I try to work it from that end, too, which is
probably schizophrenic and conflict-of-interest-y, but there it is.

Charles For me, aside from advocating for the theatre as much as I can with the editors, I think
I'm a sympathetic critic. I know that others might disagree, but I'm not a dispassionate
writer. You know, you write passionately about something that you love and people think
that's wonderful, but when you have an equally excited reaction to something that you don't
like, that's considered overly mean and excessive and cruel and unfair. I think you have to
be passionate about it every time you go into the theatre. The best way to advocate for
theatre on a daily basis is to write about it as well and with as much excitement as you can,
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so that the reader doesn't turn away just because you say it wasn't so good. There's going to
be something in there that you can celebrate most of the time.

Richard  I write books, and increasingly in the last decade I've made a lot of documentary
television. I've found both of those activities to be, on the whole, more satisfying, in that
they give you a chance to have some length.

Elysa I beg for as much as space as I can get, and my editors love theatre in many cases and
they're sympathetic to that. And I try to advocate for creativity in general. I find that when I
lash out at producers, what I react to most negatively is when I sense that creative people
are being underused or undervalued or that there is some kind of commercial opportunism.
That's what gets in my craw more than anything else.

John Rothman (from audience)  We actors have little appreciation of the inner workings of a
newspaper or a magazine. That struggle that you're mentioning with your editors, we
somehow think that it's the critics who decide how much space an article is going to get
and what the coverage is going to be. But it’s the arts editor.

Elysa And they have people they have to answer to.

John Rothman  Charles, I think it's true that a passionate critic can make an enormous
difference. Your review of Thom Pain had an enormous impact for that tiny little play on
15th Street. Suddenly everybody was talking about a review and a play that they had to see.

H.L. Mencken said, apropos of his drama criticism, that he never met an actor if he
could help it. He defends that position, and it makes some sense. I would like to hear the
critics talk about that kind of dialogue with actors, being more involved in the process.

Billy I wasn't speaking to being involved in the process. I was speaking of a more
philosophical dialogue. I'm interested in the idea of criticism as a dialogue with the
material. There's a problem when it's used only as a way of—

Kathleen  As consumer advice.

Richard  I don't think it is the responsibility of the critic to tend to the general health of the art
that he is involved with. There is a presupposition that whatever its difficulties, theatre will
persist in some form or other. Our only responsibility is to the object that is before our
eyes. The business of a critic is to offer a just, fair, characterization of what he's just seen.

Billy You said before that one of the reasons that you're a critic, one of the reasons you're
given space to write, is because you can contextualize it.

Richard  Do a fair characterization, and, of course, offer an opinion. But the opinion is actually
the least important thing you do as a critic. Thumbs up, thumbs down is really unimportant.
As long as you've fairly characterized what you've seen, you've done your modest job. The
easiest thing a critic can do is drip contempt upon this helpless, hopeless object that's
before him. I'm not sure even that's a bad thing. There's a lot of crud out there, and that
doesn't mean you don't think that actors are entitled to make a living, and I understand that
you make livings doing things you don't like, and that's okay. Nobody thinks you're a bad
person for working in a bad show or a bad movie. But you don’t have to think that the critic
is your enemy for observing that that wasn't such a hot deal there.

Billy If you would just say it like that, that would be perfect.
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Michael F.  As a person who's making a work of art when he writes, when you report on what
you see, you are talking about yourself as well as about your work. You're revealing
something of yourself to the readers. There is no way around that. You are not simply
recording what happened in the movie, or you would be writing plot synopses. Mencken
got this idea from Oscar Wilde’s important essay, The Critic as Artist, in which he said
criticism is the record of a soul. It's what you experience that leads you to your opinion. It
is how you justify your opinion that conveys who you are. If you do that, you're involved in
the dialogue. You're going to be an artist and you're going to convey something that will be
meaningful to somebody, and they will end up responding to it. We're all in this together.

Olympia  I guess we should have defined "artist," but we never did that. It does seem to me that
if what you're reviewing—and what we're acting in—is not art, how can you be an artist?

Jed Diamond (from audience)  Coming back to this paradigmatic question about the eternal
struggle of commerce versus art, I think Mike's thesis statement that commerce has been
winning the day has been abundantly evidenced by what people are saying. We're all
subject to a behemoth of cultural change. Every one of us, directors, writers, critics, are all
struggling for space for process. There is none because there's too much information out
there. And what we are feeling as actors, directors, and writers, is, I think, like what critics
are struggling with—a loss of control over the artistic process to create something of
transcendence. We all have a fierce desire for an aesthetic expression that only we control.
A lot of that need comes from the corruption and the frustration of an earlier aesthetic,
meaning that we are in a generation that lives in the shadow of the 1950's.

I have tremendous respect for what critics do. I don't know what goes on in
newspapers, but I think the New York Times is as scared as the downtown theatre groups.
We're all subject to these pressures. For me this discussion is about our loss of certainty
about what we have to say. If we have something to say, we can be cunning about getting
together forces of power, like celebrities, who can make producers pay them money to have
a process. But unless we define what it is we want to say, then we're going to be selling
ourselves to them, because they've got the thing to say, which is, "I want to make money."

Olympia  For me, what all this terminology of art and art form comes down to is that everyday
you get up and you decide what you're going to do and how you're going to do it, where
you're going to put your energies and what you really care about, because that, in the end,
is the only thing that you have. Not that it gives you success, it just gives you a sense that
you can go on, that this is who you are. It's self-defining.

Jed Diamond  And where I most get that is in the studio with my graduate students.

Olympia  It's possible with other actors. There are a number of actors in this room that I've felt
that experience with, and so I know it's possible.

Billy This gets back to my earlier point. I don't write. I'm terrible at it. I think of myself as a
secondary artist, as an interpreter of someone else's. And I can't do my job as a selective
interpreter without that material. What I'm suggesting is that such material isn't being born
in this country because the environment puts so much emphasis on success and puts so
much pressure on refinement. Until we either have government subsidies or a community
that demands the expression of flawed material, that will be a continuing source of distress.



16

THE PAN U.S. ACTORS PANEL

Carmen Roman, Chair; Marco Barricelli, Helen Carey, Stephen McKinley Henderson,
Ruben Santiago Hudson, Myra Lucretia Taylor

Carmen (after introducing the panelists)  We represent New York, but we also represent the
country: ACT, Seattle, the Shakespeare Theatre, the Guthrie—Helen worked for the
Guthrie when it was primarily a company. The charge of this panel is: What were your
expectations when you entered the field, how have they been met, and how have they been
thwarted?

When I first got into the business, I just wanted to be an actor. My first job after
graduating from UCLA was with a children's theatre company where we built the plays. It
was a brilliant company—we were a community inside a community—and so that set the
bar. It set my desire for everything that theatre is about for me: community, collaboration,
and transformation. That is always the goal, the ideal.

My biggest disappointment was when I was on the Angels in America tour and I was
covering for the Hannah line. I loved that play desperately. I was with the show for 13
months, and I wanted to audition for Hannah, as the actor playing that line was leaving.
And they said, "Sure, you can audition. You can fly yourself to New York"—we were in
DC at the time—"and Tony and the producers will be there." So I went and had a really
fantastic audition, and Tony Kushner couldn't have been more wonderful. I asked the stage
manager to please let me know if I wasn't going to be cast, and she promised me that she
would and I believed her. And, of course, I heard from someone else that they had hired
another actor. I felt devastated and betrayed because I'd been with this company for a year,
and I wasn't told the truth. To me, it was about “the bigger the business is, the more
disconnected and the less collaborative we can be”.

Steve I had absolutely no expectations, except I wanted to be up there where those people
seemed to be having a great time. It wasn't that I saw someone play one role and I wanted
to do that—I wanted to be a part of those players who were up there playing. Personally I
don't think I'm an artist. I think I'm a craftsman. But when I'm working with others and
we're all working for a common story, to give something to people, I think we reach the
level of art. I wasn't asking for much but work, good work, and I got it. I got knocked down
along the way: I remember a teacher saying, "Have you ever looked into plumbing?" But
every one of those roads that twisted and turned led me to work with August Wilson on
three of his plays.

Now the thing that I was thwarted with. I really just wanted to be in shows, Kansas
City, Denver, wherever I could get in a show. And then I went to the Dublin Theatre
Festival in 1981, and we did the Irish premier of Fugard’s "The Island," and we were really
well received there. It was quite magical. After we left Ireland, the show went to Chicago
and then Cleveland. And Woody King saw it and wanted to bring it to New York, this
particular production. He wrote to ask for the rights, and we got a letter from William
Morris saying that Messieurs Kani and Ntshona and Fugard had heard about the production
and the great reviews we got in Ireland, and we could do the show anywhere in the world
except London, New York, and Los Angeles.

See it was fine for me to work anywhere in the country. But suddenly when somebody
said I couldn't go to those places, I wanted to go and work in those places. It was a good
thwart because it made me say, Well, I think maybe I do want to go and play wherever
they're playing the game, the biggest court they've got.
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Myra For me it feels like I enter the business everyday. And I have to ask myself what are my
aims and expectations everyday. 

When I was a kid, there really wasn't much theatre. I would stand in front of the TV and
want to feel what those actors were feeling so badly that it hurt my body. In fifth grade, my
teachers decided to put on "West Side Story," and I thought, Oh, my God, I want to be
Maria. And then the list came out. It wasn't even about the casting. They decided who they
would let audition, and my name wasn't on the list. You weren't supposed to leave the
classroom unless you had a pass. I jumped up, I walked out of that door, and I slammed it.
This acting thing meant something to me—to be able to feel. That's what acting means to
me now, being able to feel a range of emotions. In the '60's, people didn't really look like
me on TV, but it didn't matter—I went on the ride with them. What they experienced, I was
able to experience, and my world became bigger and better because of it.

I'm happy with my career. I would like to make more money. I would like to buy a
house. But in '97, I set some rules for myself: I need to work with good people on good
projects and get paid a decent wage. And so far, that's happened. I was asked to be a
member of the Royal Shakespeare Company and I was cast in the revival of Nine, which
was a huge hit on Broadway—it was an amazing feeling, and I thank God I was there.
Working for the Royal Shakespeare Company, I realized that I’d been starving. They gave
me status. I was a member of a company, and I had good roles, and people deferred to me
in a way that I have really never been deferred to in a major venue in America. So I'm
grateful for those two experiences. They make me a better person.

I look at what's happening on TV, and in film, and on the stage, and we all know that
there are more interesting things happening on our block than what we see on TV. Fat
women do get laid. I would like to be somebody who tells those stories. Not only as artists,
but as a country, we need to open up a dialogue and look at our neighbor and look at the
world and say there are different ways to tell these stories.

Back in fifth grade, all I could do was walk into the hallway and fume when I wasn't on
the list to audition. But, right now I'm working on an all-female version of King Lear in
which I will play the king. It makes me feel like I didn't just leave that classroom and walk
into the hallway,  I walked into another room and said, Okay, what can I do in this room?
There's a way to redefine what we need to feel, and when I did the workshop of King Lear,
I said women have got to know what this feels like. Why have we been letting men feel
these feelings by themselves. I think that's the future.

Helen In the '60's, TCG auditioned people for repertory companies across the country, and I
was one of those people that went to Chicago and auditioned, right from a university
setting. The last interview of the day was with Douglas Campbell, who ran the Guthrie
Theatre. Up until then I had been asked how I felt about theatre, what I wanted to do,
where I wanted to go, and so on. When I sat down with Douglas, he said, "Helen Carey.
Sounds Catholic." I said, "Yeah, it is." He said, "Are you Catholic?" I said, "I was brought
up Catholic, why?" He said, "No reason. My wife is Catholic, and I'm sick of talking about
theatre. But I'd like very much to have you in the company." It was that simple. I thank
God everyday, that it happened.

I spent the next four years in what was basically, because of Tyrone Guthrie, a
transplant of a British system, a company of older and younger actors. Experienced people,
experienced directors, who did a season of plays, and the season was chosen for the people
that were assembled. That's how I got my chops, and when I wasn't on the stage, I was
standing in the voms watching and drinking in everything from the older actors in the
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company. And when they weren't busy, they were doing workshops with the younger
members of the company. So it was a rich period, a wonderful time.

I went on to spend most of my time in company situations, either at the Guthrie, the
Shakespeare Theatre, or Stratford, Ontario. In and around that, I married and had two
children. Zoom forward, and my youngest daughter and her friends have graduated from
college, and they're talking about job offers with opening salaries that I have never seen in
almost 30 years of acting. And I thought, what's wrong with this picture?

When I started acting at the Guthrie, they were proud to offer me $127.50 a week. It
went up, but at some point I thought, That’s not right—I need to really think about doing
the commercial thing. So I made a conscious effort to stop doing theatre for a while and
start doing television and film work, and what I had learned in the theatre served me well.
But, aside from feeling that I'd crafted it well, I never felt like an artist.

And this is where I want to say something to the actors coming up today. You have
incredible debt, because of the schools you've gone to and what you're not making as
young actors. By all means, go for some of the commercial stuff that's out there. Not only
will it bank the fires for when you don't have a job, but because you reach so many people
in however significant or insignificant a piece you're doing, you have a certain amount of
leverage. That many more people have seen you, that many more people want to work with
you. But what I hope you will find, and what I certainly found, is that my inspiration, my
passion, my love, my sense of creativity, the closest I will ever get to feeling like an artist,
is when I'm working on the stage, where there's that living pulse between what I'm doing
and what those people are receiving. And those people are different every night, everyday,
and therefore I'm different every night, everyday.

Marco I told Michael Miller that maybe I wasn't the best person to be on this panel because I
feel very cynical about the theatre after 25 years of pretty steady work. Last year I left
probably the best job an actor can have in the regional theatre. I was one of four company
members at American Conservatory Theatre in San Francisco. I worked with great people.
I loved my boss, Carey Perloff. I loved the space that I worked in. I loved San Francisco. I
was there for eight years. I did every great role anybody could want, and I just lost
enthusiasm. I didn't care about it anymore. I didn't see myself going where I wanted to go,
and that was eventually to run a theatre. That's what I'd hoped when I graduated Juilliard:
to become an actor, gain a lot of experience, and eventually—naively enough—I thought I
would work my way into running a regional theatre. That's how I thought you could make a
difference as an actor, as an artist in this society.

But I realized that wasn't going to happen. Slowly but surely it dawned on me that not
many boards are interested in considering actors as artistic directors, which is too bad
because I believe that actors are problem solvers. Yet as an actor you walk into a rehearsal
room and the director gives you the concept, and the designers give you clothes and sets
and lights and music, and so in many ways I found that my job became to be a great
justifier of other people's choices.

The title of this program is "The Role of the Actor as Artist in This Society." I find that
to be presumptuous, not in the negative sense of the word, but in the sense that it presumes
that actors in this society actually have a choice in defining their roles as artists in this
society. My experience has been that the actor in our society must simply get work,
however and wherever that can happen. Perhaps other actors have found a way to define a
career in the premeditated sense, but that has rarely been possible for me.



19

To state the obvious, my experience is that being an actor in the theatre in America is
nothing like being an actor in film. Few stage actors in this country are able to shape and
define their projects. Unlike the film world, we do not reach a certain level of experience
and financial independence and finally have the opportunity to decide and shape our
projects. I'm a bit disillusioned by the state of regional theatre in this country. I see theatres
searching for and spending money on more and more dazzling production values, new
buildings, office spaces, ever-growing administrative staffs, carpets for lobbies, but almost
never putting that same effort into compensating actors or raising them to the level of
decision-makers on any given project. 

Really quickly, I can think of two, and there are certainly more, positive ways to deal
with this dilemma. Number one, to have more regional theatres make a commitment to
hiring a "real" acting company—not de facto companies that say, "We'll promise you 15
weeks a season of work"—but a real acting company with seasonal contracts, as happened
for me at ACT, and give them a real voice in season planning. And number two, and most
importantly, I think appointing more actors as artistic directors. Both these suggestions
have their hidden complexities, obviously, but it seems to me that it's a start.

Ruben First of all, I'd like to apologize in advance because I have to leave a little early. My
son's team has its first basketball game today and I'm the coach. I mean, this theatre thing
has got its place, but you know...

I've had so many ups and downs that you could just pick. They got me into the business
to keep me out of trouble in my community. But after that first bow, I fell in love with
theatre, and that love affair won't stop. If I could stop loving it, I'd be a millionaire. If I'd
gone to L.A. and done the bullshit that they offered me, I'd have been very wealthy. And to
this day, my colleagues, my Sam Jacksons and Denzels still say, "Rube, everybody knows
where you stand as an actor. What you proving? Come on and get this money." And I ain't
went and got it yet because I love theatre. That is the thing that drives me, that keeps me in
New York—after the Tonys and Obies and the accolades that they give you that really, in
the end, don't amount to shit, because you are still excluded from the big picture.

When I look in the paper and see nobody that looks like me, I feel like something’s
wrong. My mama always told me, "Just work as hard as you can, get as good as you can be
at what you do, and everything else will be answered." I think I did it. I worked. To this
day I'm still working, working as hard as I can, and I think I've accomplished a certain
amount, but still the doors don't necessarily open. Anybody got a New York Times? Just
open up the paper and look in there today and look at the casts. This is not personal. It's
about actors that have worked their ass off and earned a certain status in the business as
being in the top of their craft, and yet can't find work. In most professions, if you get so
good at what you do that everybody's talking about you, you got it made. If you're the top
teacher in New York, you're getting paid. If you're a brain surgeon or an astronaut or a
damn bus driver, if you're the best, I'll guarantee you, you're working all the time. In
theatre, you have to accept that that's not going to happen, because you're an artist—you're
doing something that people don't necessarily think they have to have.

Yet, in my life, the thing that has brought me closer to people that don't look like me—I
was raised in a segregated society—what brought me to the white section, what brought me
to people that I'd never met before, was theatre. Nothing has brought people closer to other
people. Most of the people in New York that's white that have been in a black person's
house were in the person's house in an August Wilson play. It’s important. And people are
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better for seeing theatre. He's learned something, he's seen something, he's enjoyed himself,
she's enjoyed herself, they're going out to have a discussion about it—that's good theatre.

Unfortunately, there's not enough money to make a living for a guy that gets too deep
in it, like myself. Get four or five kids, get a mortgage, get a staff, and you're cutting
yourself off. Now, I can work in New York for $300 a week, but I can't work in Cincinnati
for a "G." I just can't. There's a sign of hope in knowing that I can play the roles I want to
play out there. I can do Ricky Roma at McCarter— I can't do Ricky Roma on Broadway
and they make it clear to me. Not to take anything from the incredible actors that did
Glengarry—I think Ricky Roma was done by Liev Shreiber, an amazing choice—but do
you lose anything by casting him and not casting me? Hell no. But did you gain
something? Hell no. Because in having a Ruben Santiago Hudson, or Frankie Faison, or
Peter J. Fernandez, having an actor of color in that role, you attract a different audience.
And in Manhattan, where we've probably got about three or four million people of color, if
you care about that dollar, if you care about cultivating that audience, then you have to
include them, and sometimes you include them by a different interpretation.

The Negro Ensemble Company is gone, so where do I go if I'm not included in the
major institutions? There are a couple, like the Public Theatre, that let me in the door. But
there's a lot that don't think of any actor of color unless that role is colored. How many
theatre institutions are actually including other people? Very few. Not the major four
players, and I'm talking about the ones with the big funding. They do not include, and that
makes it hard, and it makes me have to sit back and look at my little kids and say, Rube,
am I making a mistake by loving this thing? Can I divorce this theatre?  I'm trying, but the
heart won't let me out. And so I'm stuck, and there you've got my dilemma.

I know a lot of us have the same issues in different colors and different shades and
different sexualities. I'm not saying this is exclusive to me. Now, being a writer, winning
the Humanitas Award, Emmys, Golden Globes, and the National Board of Reviews, they're
saying that I can write a little bit, but the things that come my way continue to be the same.
Even as a director, they will think of a white director in a black project, but do they think
about Harold Scott and Israel Hicks and me for the white projects? August passes, and now
he's the most important person in the world, yet we asked for six months to run a piece
that's important, that's changed people's lives, and it can't run. Yet in the paper today, in
London, there was $150 million given to the theatre, private money as well as government
and business money. That's a lot of respect. I looked at that and said, "It's hope."

Helen We do visual stuff better than anybody else, but they spend $150 million in England
because their tradition still comes from a literary base. They believe in the scripts, in the
spoken word, in the written word, and they back it up. They want the live experience. In
this country, we're drifting further and further away from the content, with notable
exceptions. There's so much spent on the visuals and on the pomp and all the hype, and
we're not really focusing on content as much as in the past. I fear that we're not building
complicated, multi-layered presentations for the public anymore. We're giving them fast
food. That's disappointing and scary to me, and it's very sad.

Steve The thing you can work on is your craft. You can't predict your career, but as Olympia
said today, “Just be as good as you can be.” That can keep you going for years and years in
this business. But when talking to young people in theatre today, you really must tell them
to consider their careers, if you want to have some of the joys of having children and
people who believe in you. It's not for yourself: you want to give something to them. You
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want them to have been right to have bet on you, and you want to be right to have bet on
theatre.

I worked at the National Theatre in London as a staff director for the understudies, and
this respect for language extends into respect for humans. That's what makes it important.
I've been thwarted in that sense by commercialism, even family who say, "Oh, it's nice
you're in plays and things. When am I going to see you on TV?"  This art form is getting
lost through the pyrotechnics of the productions. They want to thrill you. It's a theme park.

Peter Gerety (from audience)  I started in the theatre in 1953. Theatre attracted me as a family.
I've felt that every time I go to another company, or even just get hired in a film: it's
another family I get to join. I wasn't in love with the theatre until about ten years into it
when I was a member of Trinity Rep in Providence and Adrian Hall was directing it.
Suddenly I was in love. But I didn't get into it for that reason. I got into it because it was a
family that I felt I belonged to.

The discouraging thing is that alongside that article in the paper about the $150 million
being spent, which I admire and applaud, there was another article about the phenomenal
amount of money that the Broadway theatre made this last year. It was the most successful
year in Broadway's history. When the hell does that trickle down to the actors? Oregon
Shakespeare was a big burn under the saddle for me when I was running a theatre company
in Portland, Oregon. One of the reasons we couldn't get any support was that all the money
was going to Ashland. Ashland’s entire economy revolved around this—there was the
Henry V Hotel, the Hal Bar, the Falstaff Supermarket. It was a multi-gazillion dollar
operation and yet most of the actors were making 60 bucks a week. It's like slave labor.

That mentality has extended. The producers are bringing home huge bucks, and I
wonder what happens to my family. I'll tell you what happens. The writers in my family go
out to L.A., and the actors and the directors do the same thing. So actually, the quality on
television is getting really good, but what's happening to my family? I am hoping that we
get a dialogue going at this Congress that is exciting enough to do on an annual basis. Then
maybe over time, something will be able to positively come about for my family.

Andy Weems (from audience)  During the morning session I was thinking, Why am I so hostile
to what the critics are saying and so sympathetic to what the actors are saying? It's not just
because I'm an actor and not a critic. It has to do with why I started acting and what my
disappointments have been. I'm not surprised at how hard it is to be an actor in this society.
When I first got my Equity card in Washington D.C. at the Folger Theater, I asked the actor
whom I was understudying how much he was making, and I think it was $600. Twenty
years later, I played the same role off Broadway directed by Peter Hall, and I made less
than $600. I don't know another profession in which the money went down in 20 years,
because actually my rent went up.

The first play I saw was The Merchant of Venice done at the British Embassy when I
was ten. I didn't understand a word of it—I'm still not sure I understand a word of it—but I
knew I wanted to be a part of that. I used to cry myself to sleep at age 14 with the desire to
be in plays, and I couldn't wait to get old enough to go do it. Well, now that I've gotten old
enough and went to do it, it's hard, and I have other things I want. I would like to make a
living. This morning I heard people say “I was forced to do film and television to make
money”. I should be so lucky to be forced to be on a TV series. But I'm forced to just be
poor. I'm 45 years old, and what have I done besides be in a bunch of plays.

What we do for our living, most of the time, is a calling. It's not a job. We think of it
the same way other people think about their religion or their family or their ancestry. It's
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that deep for us. It usually started for us at an early age, and as we progressed, it became
harder and harder to justify to ourselves and to the rest of society. To my family I'm just
this weird guy that doesn't really work—but I work my ass off.  I want this thing and I want
it to still feed me. I've given years of my life to it, and I want that payback. It's fucking
heartbreaking to do this. Even when I'm successful, really successful, and doing work that
everybody except Charles Isherwood likes, I can't pay my rent. Now I lie in bed and
instead of thinking, " I wish I could be an actor someday," I lie there thinking, " I wish
somebody would deliver a bag of money to my house." That's depressing, it makes me
cynical, and I don't think you can be a good actor and be cynical.

Ruben What's heartbreaking is that you can pour your life and heart into it, and in the end,
there's no guarantee. Like I say, you can get to the peak in most any other field and the
payoff will be there. But that's part of the package, and it took me a long time to realize that
and quit moaning. When I'm lecturing at places like ACT and Yale, I tell them, Ain't
nothing guaranteed here, y'all. But what is guaranteed is that you can have the time of your
life. You can have that family, you can explore the depth of your soul, you can absolutely
be free. Like Ossie Davis said, the only time he ever really flew and took wings was on
stage, and that is your pay because nothing else is guaranteed. And if we've got to do that
waiter thing or that prison guard thing sometimes, we go do it.

Michelle Hurst (from audience)  I'd like to thank all of you for making me feel really good
about feeling miserable about my career. It’s good to know I’m not the only one that's
feeling like this. Even when you're the most successful, you still feel like you have to work
your ass off, and it's good to know that I'm not alone.

In terms of becoming an actor, my mother would say I came out of the womb that way.
When I finished college, my big intent was to come to New York and be everybody's star.
That didn't happen. So you do the things that make you feel good. You join the companies.
And you worry at a certain age, because people measure that you're not succeeding because
you’re not a star. So you start getting disappointed. And yes, unfortunately, you go and do
film and television, and even those things start to make you feel good.

I was on a panel with Oni Faida Lampley that specifically addressed staging black
femininity, and we were saying it's not about that so much as it is about getting on stage
and doing a good job. One of the points that Oni brought up was that there are so many
voices out there that don't get to be heard. Valid stories. As actors we shouldn’t wait for
someone else to write them. We should sit in a room, by ourselves or with others, and
create those stories. Just put them down. They're there already. It's not simple, but it needs
to be done because then we'll get jobs, and we will have this bigger and better picture of the
world, with its bumps, and bruises, and ugliness, and beauty.

I had the pleasure this past summer of being at the Williamstown Theatre Festival
doing a play called Tough Titty, written by Oni Faida Lampley. Christine Toy Johnson was
one of my fellow actresses, and not only did she get to be Christine Toy Johnson, she got to
be a Japanese doctor, and she got to be a black upwardly mobile professional. And Paul
Kreppel, a middle-aged Jewish guy with gray hair, was playing a nine-year-old black kid.
It's proof that you can tell a story about a crazy subject—breast cancer—have it be real,
funny, raw, sad, have it be hard to do, and people will pay attention and people will like it.
And it's a voice that hasn't been heard. Oni was first an actor, then writer, then a
playwright. We've got to stop complaining and do it for ourselves.
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Brenda Wehle (from audience)  Listening to all the stories reminds me of how I, too, get
increasingly cynical. There's so much going on in this room, because live human beings are
talking to and listening to live human beings. We're so on the cusp of screen excess, with
computers, et cetera, that this world is going to be starved for what we do. I firmly believe
people are going to want to get back in a room with people again. A screen is not enough.

I was a company member for ten years at the Guthrie. In 1988, we did a production of
The Wild Duck, directed by Lucian Pintilie. It's the only rehearsal I ever walked out of in
my life, and yet I would walk over hot coals to work with him again. He said “in this play
we are searching for God in our society, in which everything is for sale and can be bought.”
I think the artist knows this and acts the search. I feel blessed to be one of those people.

I would love to know what the paycheck was in 1966 for an artistic director in regional
theatre, and what a paycheck was for an actor. I guarantee you that the arc is gargantuan
now. When I was at the Guthrie, there was a $25 million campaign that was completed to
guarantee an acting company in perpetuity. When the artistic director left, that just
disappeared, and the community itself did not say, "Hey, what happened?”

I feel we're on the verge of a revivification. All of us here know what human beings
need, what we're starved for. We're on the verge of being able to re-supply it, maybe not in
my lifetime, but I really do believe it's coming, and I can't wait to hear what young students
are learning in their training right now because I'm not sure this is part of it..

Michele Shay (from audience)  I've been doing this for almost 30 years. I got into it because,
growing up in a time of racism, theatre was a place where it was possible for people to see
each other, recognize each other, and maybe create change by embodying something else
between us. I have spent my whole life waiting for that opportunity. For myself, even more
than acting, the most important thing was to always be creative. What I'm truly passionate
about is wanting to influence what is going on. I've learned that imagination is the
foundation of reality, and that what we're really doing is navigating consciousness when
we're up there, navigating awareness. We're being research scientists in what it means to be
a human being. Now, if we were in the domain of scientists, nobody would expect you to
do an experiment and have it work out perfectly every time. In something creative, people
expect that of us, but that's not how it happens.

Actors and storytellers are some of the most important people on the planet, because it
is through the embodying of possibility that we can move people forward to other
possibilities in their own lives. Nobody else can do that. Biologically, we're wired so that,
even in the presence of a conversation, your body is changed on the cellular level.

Regarding this disparity between making money and art—we cannot afford to not earn
a living at it. How do we use our creativity to solve that? Part of the solution, has to do with
relevancy: when we scratch where human beings itch, people show up. I find that when I
act, it's the closest to experiencing God that I come. Why? Because I bring forth something
out of nothing. I feel that it is my responsibility to empower myself to communicate and
connect with human beings, and part of what we need to do is design as many stages as we
need just to get the job done.

Victor Slezak (from audience) I come from a mean, ugly old steel town, Youngstown, Ohio, and
one of my windows into the world was a television set. Before the age of three or four, I
saw things that have stayed with me: George C. Scott and his TV series "East Side, West
Side", Montgomery Clift playing Sigmund Freud, and, sadly obvious, James Dean. Those
three things got this spark started. And another thing: one time one of our priests, a young
rebel, said, "I want to thank all the people of color who have come here today, all the
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minorities." And he looked up and there were none. He took his sermon and ripped it up
and threw it into the air. It fluttered down, and he never said another thing about that. So
those were my influences.

I was 17 when I came to New York. My first teacher, Uta Hagen, kicked me out of her
class. My next teacher was Kim Stanley, and that led me to Geraldine Page. They were my
three mothers of the theatre. Wynn Handman was my father, and that was a good
combination. My search led me to these titans, and I went through the fire with all of them,
and I learned how to do it. I finished my apprenticeship around the age of 35.

I made a conscious decision, like an idiot, not to follow the path of celebrity, because
for me personally it's not a good or healthy thing. I don't like that lifestyle. Three weeks
ago, I went in to meet a director for a major Eugene O'Neill play, and I did my little piece,
and he literally said to me, "That was beautiful. I will probably never see it done as well
again." We all know what that means. Thing is, I've hit a ceiling, but I still love what I do.

I just have one story to go back to this morning about why I think it is art. This is hard.
I remember going into the Rembrandt Room at the Met at the age of 15, and then the first
time I saw the Unicorn Tapestries at the Cloisters, I literally fell to my knees. Some kind of
power hit me so hard. I just started teaching recently, and I keep saying, "We're going for
the unknown. The unknown is the thing." Until I started teaching, I never even said that to
myself. They're showing me.

I took my wife to see Wit. She had just lost her aunt to cancer, and I, like a bad
husband, didn't tell her what the play was about. And because of the work that everyone
did and the work that Kathleen did, my wife had a phenomenal catharsis. It was something
she desperately needed that night, and she got it, because one of us did what we know how
to do. That's what's important, that we keep doing what we know how to do.

Kate Buddeke (from audience)  I think ten bucks in the bank builds character at this point in my
life. I'm from Chicago, the city, not the musical. Ensemble, the work, collaboration, and
"let's see how far we can take this sucker," is how I was raised in theatre. And then I got
here, and I look around at the shows, and what makes me sad is that I see the self-
consciousness of actors, especially younger actors, the fear they have of going that far.
Why aren't we teaching them, "Yes, go, go, go!" Why is it so safe? Why aren't actors
looking to each other to push further and further? I miss that kind of family that Peter was
talking about. I don't care about the money. I'm never going to have any money. I care
about it, and I care about all of us making it and making those kids know it and know what
it is like to fly.

Vivienne Benesch (from audience)  We are shareholders in our community and the perpetuation
of that community. Sometimes I think we limit ourselves to only being good at what we are
given the opportunity to do by others, rather than being good at all that we are good at, and
taking the lead on being productive and expressive on many, many levels.

 Many of us in this room were blessed by great teachers, and because of that, we carry
forth the possibility to be great teachers for another generation, and on and on. Often you
hear, why are the young actors playing it safe? Because they're not seeing the example. It is
our responsibility to make an example.

This summer I was really excited about reinvesting in the idea of the renaissance artist.
When actors get in positions where they can hire and encourage other actors to do the many
things they are good at, we need to do that. We can hire people to be actors and teachers—
they're both as valid and important as the other because the storytelling that goes on in each
one is indelible. And if you are a writer and an actor, the combinations are endless. The



25

business can actually mean several different forms of creativity. I'd like to think we are on
the brink of reinvesting in that.

David Ackroyd (from audience)  One thing I don't hear being mentioned much here is money.
Recently I've begun a theatre after many years of being the hired gun, and it concerns me.

I was fortunate like some of you to be a Fox Fellow. I spent a lot of time in Europe
seeing theatres and realizing they have a minimum of six weeks of rehearsal, usually eight,
twelve, fifteen weeks. But they don't rehearse eight hours a day, six days a week. They
rehearse for five hours a day over a long period of time, which gives them a lot of time to
live with their characters outside the rehearsal, which has always seemed to me at least as
important as what you do in rehearsal. Of course, they're heavily subsidized by the
government, and in this country, since the Reagan years, that's been less and less true. It
was always said that corporate America would take over. Well, they didn't because they're
cowards and they don't want to support anything that is the least bit controversial. This
seems to be what it all boils down to, why actors in the theatre can't make a living.

I'm able to do this because I did 20 years of really shitty television for the most part,
and now am retired and have a nice pension. Thank you Screen Actors Guild and AFTRA
and a little bit Equity. That's the only reason I'm able, at age 65, to start a theatre, because
myself and my partners have a way to make a living for now, until we get to the point
where we can be salaried, which we're not yet.

Olympia Dukakis  I went into the theatre because I sensed, like an animal in the jungle, that I
would find some freedom of expression. What I thought was true about theatre is in fact
true. I don't feel betrayed. I feel that opportunity is there for me every time I have the
smarts and the courage to go for it. Certainly there are obstacles. People have different
agendas and different values, but that's no different from any other walk of life. I don't
think it's especially bad for us.

I came from a background of racial and sexual bias, violent on both accounts.  I didn't
expect that the racial and sexual bias would continue. We talk about the nurturing of
playwrights. The most difficult thing is the nurturing of women as playwrights and
directors and producers. I didn't expect that people would reject me out of hand because my
name was Olympia Dukakis, and perhaps I spoke with an accent, and was really born in
Greece, and was too ethnic for this and that and the other thing, and should change my
name. Should I have changed my name? If I had been thinking career-wise, yeah. It would
have been the smart thing to do. But there was something in me that made it impossible.

Theatre gave me the opportunity to move through all those restrictions and definitions
that were placed on me, only to exercise them in an environment that then imposed them
again. My husband has an expression: It's your turn in the barrel. It seems that no matter
which age you are at and which media you are in, you periodically get your time in the
barrel. I don't know any other way but to take total responsibility for everything, for
everything. For getting a theatre, picking up butts off the street, making the solicitations
yourself, not waiting for the contributed money, making a list of four people you know
who have money and finding a way to talk to them. That is the opportunity we have here.
This is the reason why our parents came to this country, because here you could sweat. And
theatre for me has promised and delivered on all those accounts. Start a theatre and I'll
come and work there.

Jamie Horton (from audience)  I've been involved as a principal artist with the Denver Center
Theatre Company for the last 23 years. Olympia just said a great deal of what I feel in my
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heart is the most important thing for actors in this country to do, especially in the regional
theatre now.

The thing that has thwarted me the most in my career is the assumption that actors don't
really know what's important, that actors are really good at what we do and that is all that
we should do, and we should pay attention like good little children and do what we're told
and do it damn well, and get paid diddley-squat for it.

Now, all of that I am signed on for. I want to do the best damn work I possibly can.
What I didn't sign on for was to be disregarded as a theatre professional and to have my
opinion come in second place to that of a theatre manager. The members of my acting
company—and, chances are, a good 90% of the people in this room—our opinions about
theatre are at least as important as anybody else's. We're the people that do it after all.

Are there ways we can encourage the control to come back into our own hands? To
insist upon a greater voice in the development of our companies, to take artistic
directorships if we ever get the chance? Part of me wonders whether the forms are
decaying and whether new forms and new ideas need to come into the foreground, new
models for theatres that are not tied to the almighty dollar and that have a better shot at
doing something of great, great consequence that everybody here wants to be a part of. We
all want to lend our voices to the betterment of who we are and what society has for us.

BOTH-COASTS ACTORS PANEL

Tim Blake Nelson, Chair; Frankie Faison, Judith Light, Audra McDonald, Denis O'Hare

Tim I think I speak for each of us up here: it's extraordinary to be in a room with the likes of
the people here. I don't think I've ever experienced anything like this in my time in New
York. It's astonishing. We all owe our thanks to Michael Miller and the Actors Center. 

I thought it would be a good idea if each panelist gave their version of how they
became actors before we got to the subject at hand, just to help frame our conversation.

Denis I'm Irish-Catholic from suburban Detroit. I spent 12 years in Chicago, so I am
thoroughly midwestern. I'm very proud of that. I'm a fly-over state guy. I was meant to be a
priest first, up until I think about 12. Then I forgot about that, maybe about the time I
started sleeping with boys. I had an interview for Northwestern's acting school, and I don't
know why that interview convinced them I could act, but it did. Northwestern was six
hours away from my parents' house, and  I went there because I needed to get away from
home. So I became an actor, and that's the only reason.

I graduated and was offered a job at the Savannah Children's Theatre, which I turned
down, because I saw what my life would have been, and that was horrifying. I had a little
taste of Williamstown, but not as a hired member. I didn't pay them—I ironed shirts.
Geraldine Fitzgerald directed me in a play called Slides, and I was the dramaturg for
Richard Corey starring Christopher Reeve. I came back to the Midwest because I couldn't
handle the East Coast, and I stayed in Chicago for 12 years. I acted and I acted and I acted
and I acted. In Chicago what you do is, you do plays. I got my Equity card and I didn't
work for a year. Then I did a play called Hauptmann in Chicago, and it moved me to New
York. That play closed. I was hired at the Public, and I shaved my head, and I did
Woyzeck, and I've been here ever since.
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Judith I started acting when I was about three. And after that I went to Carnegie Mellon
University with my darling roommate Michele Shay. At the end of the time at Carnegie, we
had Theatre Communications Group auditions – thank you, Rosemarie Tichler. God bless
you. I have a career because of her.

I stayed in repertory theatre for five years until I called Rosemarie and she said, "I think
you should come to New York." I did my first play with Liv Ullman, a Doll's House at the
Public, and I floated around a lot in the theatre in and out of New York. I got to a point
where I looked at what I was doing with my life. Am I just going to go from play to play to
play? When I was first connected to the theatre, I wanted to make a difference, make an
impact. I didn't have any experience that I was doing it.

The other part was that I was throwing a tantrum because I hadn't worked for a long
time. I decided to get out of the business, and at that moment my therapist said to me,
"Don't leave the business until you see me next week." So I got a job as an understudy on a
soap opera. To me that was about the lowest form of anything—I had sworn never to be on
a soap opera. I had no money, and I took the job, and it changed my life.

I met my husband on the soap opera, and we moved to California, and I did the other
thing that I swore I'd never do, which was a sitcom. And that changed my life.

I realized that I had given up on myself in a lot of ways. I had lost my courage. I had no
faith in myself. I auditioned for a play – thank God this gracious, brilliant actress decided
to take some time off before going to London, and I was given the gift of taking over for
Kathy Chalfant in Wit. I hadn't been on the stage for 22 years, and that changed my life.

 I started coming back and forth to New York. I just finished a play here in the fall, and
a film, and I'm still on Law and Order. I found that the things that have changed my life
were the things that I ended up taking full responsibility for, like you said before, Olympia.

Audra It was unlucky for my parents that I was diagnosed as a hyperactive child. They said,
"We've got this great drug that everybody's on called Ritalin. It really does wonders for
kids." My mom was a health nut, and she said, "No, I just think she has a lot of energy we
need to channel."

My father was a music teacher, my mother played the piano and sang, so they said,
"Let's put her into music." I sang in the church choir, got voice lessons and dance lessons.
Then I auditioned – the moment that changed my life. There was a little theatre company
called the Good Company Players, and I sang "Eidelweiss," and I got cast as an
understudy. I got to go on twice, and then they said, "Okay, you can become a regular in
Junior Company." I was eight, and I stayed for ten years. I played Eva in Evita when I was
16, which was a big, big controversy in Fresno, California. People would call the box
office and say, "Is the black or the white one on," because we were double cast. Central
California, what are you going to do?

When I was 14, Fresno Unified School District was trying to eliminate forced busing,
so they came up with the Magnet Program. My freshman year I went to a performing arts
high school. We did three musicals and two plays a year. It was an incredible education.

I always knew I wanted to be on Broadway, and two girls from my school had
auditioned for Juilliard, so I thought I'd better go to Juilliard. What's the best thing I do?
Well, I think I'm a pretty good singer, so I'm going to just go audition for the singing
department. I had to learn all these arias. In my final audition, I was getting bored with the
Mozart aria I was singing, and I thought, "I'm going to add a little something." So I did a
little riff at the end. All the teachers threw their heads back and laughed their asses off, and
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I thought, that's not the response I was looking for. But they accepted me, and so I went to
Juilliard for classical voice.

I'd auditioned for the wrong department. I wanted to be in the acting department, so I
would sneak off every summer and do summer stock. I heard about an audition for Secret

Garden, so I went and auditioned, and I got cast, and I left Juilliard to go on the road. I was
able to get an agent, and they called and said, "They're having auditions for something
called Carousel. They're bringing it back to Lincoln Center." During my final call back, I
passed out, and they kind of felt sorry for me and cast me. I did graduate, though.

Frankie I don't know how the heck I got here, up on this stage, coming from Newport News,
Virginia, where I had no role models and didn't know what theatre really was. The only
thing I had was television and Sidney Poitier, thank God. I also was voted the most
boisterous and class clown, and thank God I had teachers who said "Well, you've got a big
mouth, and you're funny. You're in touch with your imagination. We're going to make you
an actor." So from the age of about seven or eight I knew that I wanted to be an actor. I also
wanted to be a minister, but that didn't pan out – the acting thing lasted.

I got a BFA degree from Illinois Wesleyan University. It was a professional training
program, which offered me everything that I thought I would ever need, and it was really a
wonderful program. Unfortunately, in my department there were only two blacks, myself
and another, and they didn't want to do a lot of creative casting there. I didn't get a chance
to do too much, you know, a lot of spear carrying and stuff like that. We did do a
production of Raisin in the Sun which was a tremendous experience.

I left there and went to TCG auditions. But instead of picking up on one of the two
offers to go to some rep company and be a spear carrier, I decided to go to NYU and
further my training – because I was very much committed to becoming the best actor that I
can be. When I initially started acting, I wanted to be the best actor in the world. But there
were so many wonderfully gifted people that I just said, you know, this is ridiculous. I can
never be the best actor in the world. I want to be the best actor I can be. So that's one of the
reasons I went to NYU.

At Illinois Wesleyan, I was like the hotshot. I thought I knew everything I needed to
know. I figured I'd go to New York, waste a couple of years at NYU, and blow everybody
away. But I found out it's a three-year program. Lloyd Richards was the chair of the
department at that point. I'm sorry he wasn't here today. I would love to have seen him.
Lloyd is this little guy, and I'm a big strapping football player, and I walked into the office,
looked down at Lloyd and said, "Listen, I'm Frankie Faison from Illinois Wesleyan
University. I'm top dog. I'm just the best you'll ever see. I do not have three years to put
into this acting crap. I'll try to do two years."

At that point, I got my first introduction to reality. Because this little guy, he never
moved, never flinched, and he said, "Uh-huh. Well, this is a three-year acting program, and
you have a choice. You can either do the three-year acting program that we have here, or
you can just turn around and walk yourself out of that door." I'm thinking, he said that to
me? Is he out of his mind? Later I found out that I almost didn't survive the first year at
NYU because of my attitude, which would have been a tragedy, because the things that I
learned, the people that I met, have propelled me in my career and in my life. It's important
that we let the new crop of actors coming along know that training is very important.

I graduated from NYU and went to the Public Theatre to carry spears like everybody
else. I got involved in the Negro Ensemble Company and a lot of interesting theatre
companies in and around New York, was fortunate to do commercials which afforded me
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the opportunity to do theatre. And I had children, which they also tell us we're not
supposed to do. I suggest we not listen to them when they tell us that. We are actors, we are
artists, but if we want to have a family then, by God, we should have a family.

From there I was fortunate enough to get television and film and more theatre
opportunities, and I've had a wonderful life in this profession, and I enjoy it. I don't have
any regrets. I'm a very happy man.

Tim Now we'll get into the more spiritual part of the discussion. Audra, how did you know
you would prefer going into the acting division at Juilliard over the voice division?

Audra When I first got to Juilliard, I assumed I'd take acting and dance and movement classes,
singing classes, all of it. I'd get a well-rounded education. What I didn't understand is that I
had been accepted into the classical voice department, which meant you had your one voice
lesson a week, you studied all the dictions—French, Italian, German, English—you had
music theory, and that was it. Every once in a while you could get a coaching with an opera
coach. There was no performance opportunity at all at that time.

I felt like I'd stepped into someone else's life. I was living someone else's life. I'm in
New York, I live on Broadway, literally, and yet I'm as far away from Broadway as I've
ever been. I also felt that theatre and musical theatre had supported me having the
personality and the emotion that I had. A lot of classical music is about discipline. Not that
theatre is not. But 99% of the time you do not sacrifice the purity of tone in opera or
classical music for emotion.

I remember one time  I was singing something from Così fan tutte. When Destina starts
singing about men. There's supposed to be a laugh. Well, to me it was the funniest thing,
and I was really getting into it and I laughed, ha, ha, ha [a deep ironic cackle]. My teacher
said, "No, no, no. It should be, ha, ha, ha.[high-pitched, fake laugh]"  I just thought, I can't.

I no longer had a place to express myself as an artist, and it's the only thing I'd ever
wanted to do. And here I was at the pinnacle of institutions. So it ended up being a big
struggle, a big journey. And it was difficult for my teachers, trying to keep me on track,
and me, sneaking off to do summer stock and getting yelled at when I came back. "Why
did you go do that? That's going to wreck your voice." But I got paid $175 a week. I was
Aldonza in Man of La Mancha, and I was feeling something.

In my junior year at Juilliard, I finally had a big breakdown, and the teachers and the
people who helped me through decided that I should definitely take some time off. When I
was given the opportunity to audition for Secret Garden, everybody just said, “You should
go do that. " So in the end I battled all of my demons at Juilliard.

The reason I had come to Juilliard was made clear to me when I got offered Sharon in
Master Class. I played a student in a conservatory singing in a master class for Maria
Callas. At that moment, when I stepped on stage with Zoe Caldwell, I went, "That's why
the gods or whoever took me to Juilliard."

Denis How do you balance the need to teach fundamental disciplinary aspects versus the need
to give a child an education. I took all history, French, and literature, no theatre. I learned
more about acting in history class and in a poetry writing class than anywhere else.

Audra Students who say, "I want to go to Juilliard like you did,"  I always tell them, "Go to a
liberal arts college that has a good theatre department, a good musical theatre department.
If you still want to do this afterwards, then go to a conservatory, but do not miss the
opportunity to have a normal college experience." The more well-rounded you are as a
person, the better artist you can become, as long as you still get those opportunities to
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practice your craft. If you have no time to develop as a person then you have nothing to
apply to your work as a human being when you're on the stage.

Tim Has your classical music education been indispensable to you as a performer?

Audra Yes. I have a technique as a musician that Juilliard helped me to find. I didn't know I
had an operatic voice. Turns out I do. It has helped me with discipline and staying healthy
when I'm doing runs of shows. As an actress, I feel that I do not have a technique because I
never studied acting. My only way of studying acting has been on stage with incredible
people night after night, watching their craft and trying to learn and develop my own.

Tim Judith, do you want to talk a little bit about why you decided that you couldn't live
without being an actor, because I think that's probably what being an actor is predicated on.

Judith I don't know where it came from. From the time I was very, very young, it’s all I have
ever wanted to do. I went to Carnegie Mellon. I'd just turned 16. I said, okay, this is what
I'm going to do, and this is where it's going to go. As I've gotten older I've seen how the
narrowness of that has, in a way, closed me off to all kinds of other experiences in life.

The thing that opened me up was my activism. What I really wanted to do was make a
difference. I think that's why most of us at some level go into this business. I had to grow
up into that realization, that it wasn't about just the performing, the creativity. It was what
one could do. Buckminster Fuller said, "What can the little individual do?" He dedicated
his life to seeing how one human being could make a difference. That became a
tremendous source of my creativity through the years when I wasn't getting work.   

The things I was given to do—and led to do and chose to do—were not the things that I
had in mind for my career. As I said before, I never wanted to do a soap opera or a sitcom,
but there was this tiny voice inside of me that said, "You need to do this because it's going
to make you grow as a human being." I've gotten a tremendous amount of rejection in the
business because I've made those choices. Because I did a soap opera, to this day it has
been very difficult to just get an audition for some things. But I don't have any sorrow for
having done that. When somebody doesn't want to see me, I say, "Okay, I understand. That
was a choice that I made, and I accept it."  It's all about how I perceive it for myself, rather
than how somebody perceives it outside of me, and that has made all the difference.

Tim Frankie, does this strike a chord with you in terms of choices you've made? Your
choice to live your life on your own terms? You've had a wonderful career. So how has that
occurred for you, do you think?

Frankie It's occurred because, first of all, I'm a black man out here in America. I'm going to do
what I want to do. So I wanted to be an actor. I wanted to be a father. I wanted to own
property. I wanted all those things, and those are the things that I went out to do. I have
never let the fact that I'm a black person cause me any problems in this profession. I've
never said, "I didn't get that job because I was black," or, "There are more opportunities for
other actors than there are for me." That's a given. I know that. But I'd never fall back on
that. I just focus on the positive, what I can do, what I do well, who I am.

I was very fortunate in a lot of ways, but it wasn't just luck because I studied intensely
for ten to twelve years before I ever did a professional job. I tilted the scale in my favor. I
also had a lot of positive reinforcement. Maybe if I had been rejected more, I would be
making a whole different kind of comment to you. But I have had a great, great time. I've
had some rough times, but they pale in comparison to the good times. 
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The thing that helped me to survive is having a family. And that's the one thing that
they told me I couldn't have. We shouldn't have to suffer. My family has driven me to be
comfortable with who I am, and to be successful. If it had just been the business and that
was all I had, you'd be looking at a man up here who would be totally broken.

I can't stress enough that we should do what we want to do, and we can still have our
careers and our lives as well.

Tim Denis, do you feel you're having the life you want as an artist and as a person and a
member of this society?

Denis I would like to run this country. I'd like to get rid of those people. My politics get in the
way of my career. But I can only be an actor. That's all I am. I've tried to quit twice, but I
just ended up acting again.

 I don't like the business of the business sometimes, and I'm not very good at it. I didn't
remember names, and I didn't know who to meet, and I didn't go to my agent's office. Once
I met a woman on the street who looked vaguely familiar. She said, "How are you?" I said,
"Do I know you?" and she said, "I'm Nancy, your agent." We never got along after that.

I'm doing exactly what I want to do. I want to be in it, I want to be struggling, I want to
be thinking about it. What I don't want to be doing is talking about it and not doing it.
Because I'm doing it, I'm very happy. If I weren't doing it, I'd be very unhappy.

I love that you can work at New York Theatre Workshop and the Public and CSC and
Manhattan Class Company, and you can also work on 45th Street, and you can work at
Lincoln Center, I mean, if they hire you. My first Broadway show, Racing Demon, I came
on for five minutes then waited an hour-and-a-half backstage, and came on again, and I
thought, "Oh, now I'm on Broadway."

I can’t do anything but act—somehow it's in my blood, it's in my soul. It's why I
wanted to be a priest I think, and why there are a lot of ex-priests who became actors, a lot
of people who sought something in a church and couldn't find it. I don't know what that
thing is we're looking for. I don't know what God is. I know that when I watch an actor on
stage, I go, "That's it." There's that incredible magic moment where you are absolutely
absorbed. You don't want it ever to end. I've had so many of those moments in my life
watching, so many moments doing them. It has always destroyed me that the worlds we
live in are fake, and yet they are more real than daily life sometimes.   

I have gotten great opportunities, and opportunity combined with preparation equals
luck in my book. I don't believe in luck. I believe that we are given opportunities, and if
you meet them with skill and determination, then you make the most of it.

Audra I have also had that experience of thinking the only other thing that has called me as
much has been the church. I'm not even that super religious. It's something about the
connection between congregation and minister, whatever it is that the spirituality of the
minister is trying to impart or drum up. I guess we do that in theatre.

Denis It's because it's temporal. It's not easily caught. You can't view it again. I saw A
Question of Mercy in a New York Theatre Workshop, and it was the first time I understood
what theatre was meant to do in the Greek sense. Here was a play about a guy dying of
AIDs who was going to kill himself, and we all sat in that play and went, "What would I
do? What should I do? What's the answer please?" The play didn't tell you the answer, but
it worked out in front of you the possible answers.
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That's why we do theatre: to give us solace, give us answers, help us ask the questions,
help us figure something out, make us feel less lonely. In a church you're doing all the
same things, looking for answers, looking to feel less lonely.

You know that thing, when you're in the audience and you feel a connection with the
performance, and you want to get sucked up into that. And you know as an actor when
you've got them, maybe only for five seconds, but you’ve got them, and you feel that
electricity go back and forth. I don't know what it is, but it's addictive, and we're all addicts.

Judith The connection is what I think you're talking about. It is in our power, the power of the
actor. For so many years, we've just let that power go. There's an objective reality that says,
"The producer hires you, and you do this, and then we do this," and we're the low man on
the totem pole. We forget that that is absolutely untrue. We are the ones who have the
impact, and I think that's the religion. Nobody from outside gives that to us. Everybody in
this room has had these experiences of electricity, of making the difference.

Audra When I’m working in film, I so miss the stage because of that connection to an
audience and living together in the moment, right then and there.

Judith I did around 15 movies, and I totally forgot that. It wasn't until I went back to the
theatre that I remembered it. I kept talking myself out of it, but it was absolutely there.

Denis One other thing—I love actors. I love the fact that we do this. I watch SciFi all the time
because there you see actors just really trying hard. They're giving the speech about the
Voltan homeland, and the actor's trying to cry, and you go, "Look at you, yes."

I want to give an homage to Kate Buddeke. We did The Iceman Cometh together, and
she played one of the hookers in Act IV. We were all drunk on tables and laying down, and
she had one line, and her line was, "Ah, geez, Hickey." That's all she said, and every single
night when she said those words, it destroyed me. I don't know what she summoned, but
she did it every night. It was one of the most beautiful line readings I've ever heard in my
entire life. That's why I love actors. That's why I love acting. That's why I have to do this.

Tim I grew up in Oklahoma and went off to college to be a classics major, and I wanted to
come back and teach Latin. When I was at college, my mother came up to visit and she
said, "What do you want to do with your life?" I said, "I want to be an acting teacher." I
also liked scuba diving, so I said, "Or an underwater classical archaeologist to dive Roman
wrecks." She said, "Well, you liked acting in high school. You're young, you can try
anything you want and take chances, and it's not going to cost you anything. Why don't you
go work at a summer theatre and experiment with acting?" I went and was a part of what
Peter Gerety so eloquently called a family for the summer, and I wanted to be a member of
that family for the rest of my life. My love for our profession has gotten deeper and deeper.

I stayed with my classics major because I also agree that an education is very
important. Then I went to Juilliard and got into directing and playwriting. I consider myself
extremely fortunate. Probably every one of us in this room must be able to recognize that in
the talent pool—I mean, just represented in this room—no one is really more talented than
someone else. There's a synergy that happens at certain moments in our lives. I thought you
put it really well, Denis, about embracing opportunities. You never know when they're
going to come. I just feel lucky to be one who can keep doing it in this community.

All right. Michael is another actor I met for this same project about Robert Johnson.
Michael, you're one of the most intriguing actors around, and you've been hanging out here
in New York working Off Broadway for how long now, 15 years?
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Michael Potts (from audience)  My journey's very similar to what's been mentioned on the
panel. I grew up wanting to be a preacher as well, and my search was for transcendence.
The role model for me was Reverend Wright. He gave me goose bumps every time he
spoke, this 6' 3" gentleman with this basso-profundo voice who could shake the rafters.
Then I saw Paul Scofield and that was it. Went to Columbia and, after some time in the
military, Yale for grad school, and came out here to New York. I've pretty much been able,
strangely enough, to call my own shots in terms of what I do here as an actor. I can say yes
or no, even when I'm really hungry or worried about paying the rent. I have no problem
saying this is not for me, and somehow, miraculously, somehow I manage to work. I spent
some time in Los Angeles. It is not for me. I think there's a vitality here in New York that I
can't find anywhere else. And because of the theatre, I'm committed to it. New York is
where I think I'll find whatever transcendence I'm looking for, and each part I play is that
quest for me, a deliberate search for that transcendence.

Audra I'm sure we've all spent time out in L.A., and I guess we're all here because I think we
prefer New York. What do people do to keep their sense of self when they go to L.A. as an
actor? I find that when I'm in L.A., I disappear. I grew up in California, but it's something
about what the business represents there—I just become faceless. What do people do to
keep their sense of who they are, the sense of their creativity, in a business where it's all
about fitting into whatever stereotype is going to get them on that screen?

Tim In my experience, you have to embrace the fact that, unless you've been called out there
for a particular project or you are a known quantity, the experience is going to be
essentially humiliating. In L.A., by and large—and there are absolutely exceptions—our
profession, our craft, is not prized in the way that it is prized here—nor necessarily should
it be because it's a business town. That's just a fact. You can live in L.A. for far, far less
than it costs to live here. So when we choose to live in New York and do theatre we are
essentially subsidizing the art form. That's what we're doing. The playwrights are
subsidizing the art form as well, and you're subsidizing it by making money elsewhere, and
then committing your time to what you love. And now, with the SAG agreements we've
made, the low budget indie film contract and even the SAG scale contract, it really isn't
enough to make a living either. So you can subsidize art films. I've personally asked actors
to do that as a director and producer. I think by and large, Audra, that you have to go out
there knowing that and, in that context, have a good attitude about it.

Judith I know how you can lose yourself in L.A.. I find it helpful to not focus my whole life
on the business. We do that thing where we say, "Oh, the West Coast does this, and the
East Coast does that," and I agree with you, I think we do subsidize theatre. We do go work
in places and make money and then come back and do the thing that we love. And I also
agree with you about keeping a good attitude. I think you need a lot of support in L.A..

Audra A lot of actors going out there are just like, "Oh, forget it, I'd rather come back to New
York and be cold and starve," because you know who you are back in New York.

Judith Right, but if you really know who you are, you can know that wherever you happen to
be. And if it's valuable for you to be in L.A., you’ve got to have a good attitude and find
the things that you love about it.

Frankie You have to do what you have to do. But I think that for the most part, when we go to
L.A., it’s because we're going to work. If you were going to L.A. to live, to relocate, I think
the focus and the emphasis would be completely different and the experience would be
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different. Most of the times that I've gone to L.A., I've gone with a job. You go out there,
you've got per diem, you've got a pocketful of money, you've got a job, you've got the sun
shining all the time, palm trees—it's fantastic. It's like a play land. But if you go out there
for the values of life, you want to live there because of the weather or because of friends or
whatever, it's totally different.  I think you have to ask the question, "How am I going to
L.A.? Am I going out there just to get that money for a little while and then come home, or
am I going out there to live?" It determines the quality of life that you'll have in L.A..

Tim In New York, when you read for a part, you're taken seriously for your training and for
your abilities. In movies and television, the emphasis is much more on the quality you
bring, and that really has very little to do with the amount of work you've put into the
audition, or with whether you've trained or not. There's also technical prowess to film
acting and TV acting, and I happen to enjoy working in film and television. But it's
important to recognize the difference. We're so easily dismissed in Los Angeles because
we're evaluated literally the minute we walk through the door. They're not as interested in
your skills as an actor. They're interested in the quality you exude because it's part of the
medium. You've got to remember that and have a positive attitude about it.

Linda Carlson (in audience)  I've been an actor for 35 years, and I'm a playwright. I left New
York in the late '70's because I was hired to do the lead in a series in Los Angeles. I stayed
there partly because I was getting more work there than I was getting here, partly because it
was exciting to challenge a new craft. I don't particularly sign on to this New York-L.A.
conversation because I don't think either one is better or worse; I think they are just simply
very different.

While I was in Los Angeles, I realized that some of the institutions in New York had
intimidated me. In L.A., literally cab drivers are writing screenplays. There is a great deal
of artistic permission there. While in Los Angeles, I became a commissioned painter as
well as an actor who worked in television and movies. I became a director, and my writing
career really started. It’s not just my need to be an actor, but the need to be creating. I felt
the institutions there were putting out the welcome mat. Equity waiver makes it really easy
and cheap to do a play. We did a world premier of a Horton Foote play with a company
that I helped start. I've worked with some amazing acting teachers on that coast as well. I
think Judith is right, wherever you go you take yourself with you, and you have to create
the family wherever you are. You can do it on the cheap out there. And actors are, yes,
subsidizing it, but right across the street they're making $1800 for two days of work, so
they can afford to. I don't think the problems we're talking about today have just to do with
New York actors. I think they have to do with the whole community of actors.

And I disagree that, when you walk through the door in L.A. film and television
auditions, people don't value your work. They may not know what they're seeing in terms
of training, or that you have a huge edge if you're an actor that's been on the stage, but they
do see the amount of time that has been put into an audition. I don't think it's particularly
valuable to us as actors to bi-coastalize ourselves.

Oni Faida Lampley (in audience)  I feel on the outside of the question because nobody from
L.A. has ever called me for anything. Like I can't get arrested in L.A.. I think I would
immediately whore myself out to whomever out there—because I've got to fund raise for
the art that I want to do. I think film work takes great skill, but, again, I feel on the outside
of the question because it's not as if when I graduated from acting school I had all these
options. Should I go to L.A.? Should I not? I was here. It's taken me a long time to feel that
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it's okay just to put down my buckets where I am, okay that I stumbled and fumbled my
way into a life that involves kids who go to school in Brooklyn. At some point in my life, I
stopped fighting the question “Where am I supposed to be?” and just dug in where I was.

Dianne Wiest (in audience)  I want so much to speak, but I don't have anything to say. I never
want to leave this room. This is just incredible. I agree with everything everybody says, so
that's why I can't really say anything.

What everybody's been saying about their journeys is my journey, too. I first thought—
in a church in a procession in a white dress with beautiful music—I thought, "Wow, let's
just keep on marching in this procession. This is incredible." And in Brownies I had to
come on and sing "Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do," and I did it poorly, I did it
terribly, but I thought the same thing as in church. It's something I always wanted to do but,
stupidly, I never could figure out how because I didn't have any training.  I never went to
school. So I just stumbled around in really absurd ways because of my stupidity and my
personality. Then somebody told me to go to TCG, and Rosemarie Tichler auditioned me
and said, "We'll send you up to audition for regional theatres." And I got in a children's
company at Longwharf, and that was great. I got an Equity card, went to the Guthrie, and
to Louisville, and then I stayed at the Arena Stage for four years, until I felt like I had to
leave there because I was sloppy. I was just sloppy.

Rosemarie again said, "If you want to, try for something at the Public." So I came to
Ashes, and then I just stayed in New York, like everybody else, no money and no anything.
Then Woody Allen sort of picked me out of the gutter and dusted me off. Probably without
him I wouldn't have had any film career at all, because the time I did try in Los Angeles, it
was just faceless, as you described, Tim.

I knew that I couldn't stay out there and keep it together unless I had a job. And even
with a job, it's sometimes very hard to keep it together. In New York, it's easier for me, it's
just like this family.

Tim I would be obtuse as a moderator if I didn't ask for the microphone to be handed over to
Rosemarie, because I don't think you realize it, but you gave me my first job as well at the
Public. I'm curious what you have to say about how the craft of acting or the profession of
acting has changed since you started out?

Rosemarie Tichler (from audience)  When I started at the Public and when I was at TCG, I
thought it would take about five or six years before people went to L.A.. They were either
picked up or needed more money. A lot of the really talented people left New York. You
know, they would work in New York—I think there's much less work in New York now—
but there was work in New York, and they could have a life in New York and a career here.

Today, I don't think there's an apprenticeship or a journeyman period in New York for a
young actor, and that's a horror because I think it's what they want. They've grown up at
this point by television. I mean, they haven't seen much theatre, and that's what moves
them. I ask graduating classes what they want, and they want to do it all, which is great. It
used to be they wanted to do theatre. There's very few that say “I just want to do theatre.”
And I don't blame them because there's not enough theatre for them to do.

Tim Should we be encouraging a younger generation to train to be able to do…what?

Rosemarie Tichler  I'll be interested to hear what the acting teachers say tomorrow. I always
thought, when I was teaching, that there was a place in hell for me—because I didn't know
what kind of life I was preparing people for. Of course, there's always some who'll be able
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to work no matter what, but look at women over 45 or 50. There's about three actors in film
who get it all. That's not a thriving profession. In any other profession when you reach 45
and 50, you're at the top of your craft.

Tim I will say that there's an enormous amount of work in Los Angeles. And there's a
tremendous amount to be had to which theatre training is still applicable and can actually
be indispensable, and even appreciated by people who don't know they're appreciating it.

 There's an interesting experience I had doing the movie Minority Report. My character
basically monologued during his scenes. I had been crash coursing on these monologues
for weeks, and had thrown all my theatre training at them. I knew them like the back of my
hand. And I was summoned by Stephen Spielberg and Tom Cruise to Tom Cruise's bus,
which was like a shopping mall. He and Stephen Spielberg were sitting there with these
legal pads and the script, rewriting all this stuff that I'd been working on, changing
prepositions and definite articles and turning active verbs into present participles, and then
adding a sentence here, and moving this sentence down here. It was just the worst
nightmare you could imagine.

We were to start shooting in a few hours, and Stephen Spielberg said, "Do you know a
Boston accent?" I said, "Well, sure," because I didn't want to say no to him. I had to go and
crash course this and figure out a Boston accent. I'm on the phone with friends, listening to
the diphthongs and using the phonetic alphabet. The theatre training was indispensable.

Denis Rosemarie made me think of something important. We can’t control students'
motivations. I've encountered this many, many times. I'll meet a young actor, and I'll say,
"What do you want to do?" and he'll say, "I want to be famous." I'll go, "Oh, well, that's a
different career path than I had, so good luck with that."

My big beef with acting today is that everyone thinks they can do it. They can't, I'm
sorry. Acting is not easy. We summon up real emotions, and that's a gift, or it's a skill, but
not everybody can do it. The motivation has to be to want to be an actor, not to want to be
famous. How do you get to them before that dream has formed?

Judith I don't think you do. I think you help them redirect it, if they want it to be redirected.
You talk about your experience. You say, "This is what I see. This is something special."  

Caroline [??] (from audience)  This year every other actor that I meet, including myself, is
working on a solo show. When the work's not out there, what does one do but try to be
proactive and create one's own work? A lot of times the shows are wonderful. Do actors
need to take playwriting classes, write our own stuff so we can stay vital and stay working?

Tim I think the answer is probably yes, but for a different reason. I embrace the idea of
getting as broad an education as possible. I would not have a career without an education,
and I did precisely what you're talking about. I started writing plays so that I wasn't sitting
around waiting for other people to determine whether I could create.

Frankie I don't agree. I take a strong stance on acting and training and the distractions that come
about. If you want to be an actor, then dedicate and commit yourself to that focus. If you
want to be a playwright, then commit yourself to that. I'm not saying that you can't be an
actor and a playwright. You can. But to find a successful path, you need to define what it is
you want to do. If I’d had certain distractions in my life taking me away from the focus, I
don't think I would be the actor I am today. I always tell people, acting is not a part-time
job. It's a full-time job, a full-time profession. If somewhere further down the line you are
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able to write, or if you want to split careers, then be clear about it. This is what I am: I'm an
actor and a writer. But if you're an actor, be an actor. If you're a writer, be a writer.

Tim Acting is a full-time job. Being an artist is a full-time job. You're never off the clock,
even when you're dreaming at night. Maybe it depends on the person. I've found that
writing and directing movies and plays has made me a better actor. To others, it might be a
distraction.

Andy Weems (from audience)  I agree, Tim. First, in terms of the education, my undergraduate
education included theatre, but I was a religious studies major for a while and then an
English major. As a person, I benefit from having interests in a lot of different things
besides what I do. And what I do is huge—I obsess about it all day long, don't get me
wrong. But I'm glad that I can also read a novel that has nothing to do with theatre, written,
say, by Virginia Wolfe, and appreciate her as one of the great writers of the 20th century.

The other thing I want to say is about writing. I had been with this fantastic agency for
a few years, and all of a sudden, I didn't see it coming, they dumped me. I'm not very good
at the business. I don't know who to call, how to do that. The day after I got dumped I said,
"I've been acting since I was ten. I'm 37. Does this mean I don't get to be in plays
anymore?” Then I thought, “I do want to be in a play, and in fact, I had an interesting
childhood. I'm going to write this fucking thing about it.”

I spent two years writing something. It's not made me famous. It's not made me rich.
But it's precious to me, and it made me grow up a little as an artist and take responsibility
and say, "I don't have to wait for some other person to let me do this thing. This is why I'm
here on this planet – to be in the theatre and to communicate and to be an artist. And if they
don't want to let me be in that play, I'll go do that thing myself." One problem with being
an actor is that we're in a profession where we can't do our thing unless a whole bunch of
people come in to watch us, and somebody builds us a costume, and somebody rents a hall.
We're not painters.

Audra I want to say something about how important theatre training is. Because of what
happened with me at Juilliard, I didn't get actual theatrical training. I remember asking a
great old actress, Mary Fogarty, where she had studied. She looked at me said, "I studied
on the stage, honey. I never went to school. I just got on stage because I wanted to be on
stage, and that's where I learned." That's one of the things I try to tell young people, too. It
doesn't matter if it's your church play, or if it's children's theatre, whatever, get your ass on
the stage. College is great. But the most invaluable training is getting on the stage and
learning what that communion is between you and the audience, you and other actors.

Sunday, January 8, 2006

OPENING REMARKS

Michael  Yesterday was a wonderful day, I think we all agree. Today I hope is just as wonderful.
There are two things that we're exploring today. This morning we’ll examine what is
happening to our training programs as our profession changes—and what is happening to
our youth as our culture changes and hardens its current position. And for the final panel,
I've asked the people on it to try to sum up what they heard and experienced over these last
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two days and to give us some suggestions of where we might go from here. That, I think, is
our most important decision. I hope we can all leave here knowing that (a) this is going to
go forward and (b) there is a real focus to what we want to do and how we're going to do it.

 I'll tell you how this congress got started. I had a little meeting last spring. There must
have been a dozen people there, and we talked about what this congress would be about
and how it would happen. As I was going on at some length about what I thought was
happening within the training programs and within our theatre, a wise old head, much
younger than mine, that belongs to Ron Van Lieu, spoke up and said, "Why don't we have
a couple of students come and talk to us?" And I thought, "What a good idea. Who the hell
ever listens to the students?"

Following Ron's advice, I invited five schools to nominate two of their first-year
students, those babies just coming in off the street, as it were, to write and submit an essay.
After agonizing over these essays for a couple of days, the staff and I selected two people
to come and speak to you today. Overall, the essays were surprisingly different from what
I’d expected. There was so much hope and fervor that we decided to publish them all, and I
hope you'll have a chance to take a look at just what these young people have on their
minds.

The two selected to speak today are Ben Gunderson, who attends the North Carolina
School of the Arts—he's one of Gerry Freedman's brood, and Bryce Pinkham, who is in his
first year at Yale. This is our next generation sitting up here at this table. Please welcome
these two wonderful young people.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS

Ben Gunderson, North Carolina School of Arts

In February of 1999, I stood squeamish among 50 other prepubescent 12-year-olds
outside our middle school band room, terrified to audition for my first musical. Of course, I
had the obligatory church musicals Go Go Jonah and Good Kings Come in Small Packages

under my belt, but this was my first shot at the Big Time. Years of church choir, years of
backyard vignettes and Christmas programs had prepared me for this very moment—I was
going to nail this. At the time of the first audition the show hadn't been decided upon yet,
so we cold-read from Pocahontas. Mr. Hedgehammer, the subtly effeminate co-director,
read the role of Pocahontas with a delicate, courageous verve while I, being the thin, white,
Norwegian boy that I am, naturally read for the Chief. It seemed to go well enough, as did
the callbacks, and after a torturous two-day wait, I landed my first featured role as Jack in
Vera Morris and Bill Francoeur's Jack and the Giant. A star was born, or so I thought,
hoped, wished, and dreamed.

It's funny to reflect over the past seven years and try to figure out why the hell I
decided that I wanted to become an actor, and I've come to the conclusion that there were
absolutely no decisions to be made. The comedic cartoonist Kin Hubbard once said, "We
become actors without realizing it, and we become actors without wanting to." I think this
is true for me in the sense that it has always sort of been hard-wired into my bones, body
and soul, this need to do what I do, this primitive craving for expression and escape has
always been a part of me. Initially, I think I started performing to be popular. I didn't play
sports, I was shy, and I played Barbies with my sister. I mean, goddamned Phillip Zorner
could run the mile in under eight minutes, and what did I have to show for myself? I could
sing a mean alto harmony. I needed an outlet for my talents and gym class was not it, so I
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found the theatre. I took it seriously, jumping at any and every chance I had to be on the
stage. Seven years chock full of cue lines, call times, sight lines and grocery store roses
leaves me here at NCSA, pursuing what I always knew I wanted to do, but with an entirely
different perspective on why. At the risk of sounding pretentious—and young, and naive,
and silly—I will do my best to articulate what that perspective is.

To me, great acting is didactic. I don't mean that in the sense of teaching right and
wrong or black and white, but in the sense that it teaches the human heart to recognize
itself. Everybody's heart beats, and everybody's heart breaks, and everybody's heart is what
is keeping them alive. I believe that every aspect of the human condition exists inside every
one of us. We all have the ability to live things we've never experienced in our lives.
Somewhere in my heart I know what it's like to lose a parent, even though I haven't.
Somewhere in my heart I know what it's like to kill somebody, even though I haven't. It's
the actor's job to reveal to people that they harbor these things within themselves. It's the
actor's job to serve as a mirror for the audience, universally reflecting every person on earth
within every character portrayed. I love that about theater—how universal the themes
really are—how anyone can understand the language it speaks. I'm sort of stealing this
concept from one of my acting teachers at NCSA, but I think the logistics of acting, the
tools and the craft, are not essentially what I stand for. Don't get me wrong, the logistics are
important too—in fact they are the art of it—but the theatre itself is not essentially what I
stand for as an actor. I stand for friendship. I stand for love. I stand for family, jealousy,
hatred, lust—everything within the sphere of the human condition—and it is my job as an
actor to serve as a vehicle for the audience to ride in, a body to live vicariously through. I
love what Michael Miller said in his invitation to the Actor's Congress. He said, "The
actor's power to reveal what most of us choose to deny contributes to our sense of our own
humanity." I love that. Because that's what we are—we are humanitarians. We promote the
welfare of humankind. We're professional humans. We're teachers and tellers. We remind
people what it means to be human—we cannot forget that. I'm learning, however, that my
ideals about acting and reasons for being an actor change all of the time. They're sort of
this amorphous thing that is molded by my everyday life at NCSA. It's both freeing and
frustrating how every notion I had preconceived about acting is challenged so often at
school.

I'm not going to lie: I fall for the fame trap too. It seems that our industry has fallen
back on pretty faces and big breaks, and it's discouraging at times knowing that I'll have to
play that game—but the beauty of theater is that you can create it with only a script, a
space, and a body. That's all you need. You don't even need a script! I know that if I'm shit
out of luck and my agent hates me, I'll have actor friends and colleagues who are willing to
collaborate and create something of our own while I tend bars or wait on tables. Theatre is
this sacred thing that can operate on any scale, enormous or humble, spectacular or simple,
and it can be created in an apartment or an opera house. I think that's wonderful. Granted, I
have no idea where the money will come from sometimes or how I'll be able to eat, but I
assume that's all part of the sacrifice we make as actors. I've faith in the world that it will
not let me starve as long as I'm creating something for it. It's not like we choose our
passions, so we might as well embrace them.

In actuality though, I have no idea what to expect. I think that's partly what makes it so
exciting—having to take this leap into the familiar unknown, a common practice for the
actor. And my naive perceptions of the real world will be shattered and I'll love it and I'll
hate it and I'll learn from it. One of my favorite quotes about the "biz" is by the actor Cliff
Robertson. He said, "This isn't exactly a stable business. It's like trying to stand up in a



40

canoe with your pants down." I'm not counting on it being easy—please, God, let it be hard
and let me learn from it.

We cannot lose faith in our art. Amidst the cattle calls, the casting sessions, the bills
and the rejection, I know that it will be hard to keep my faith steadfast in the theatre. But
that's a challenge I accept, and I will stand by our art for as long as it takes for to us all to
wake up. In a world of destruction, we create. We produce the intangible while the world
consumes the disposable. What we create isn't disposable. What we do is not convenient
and easy, not for the actor or for the audience, and we can slow the world down in order for
it to recognize itself by continuing to have faith in our craft. It's a noble profession. It takes
a lot of heart and courage and hard work, and I cannot wait to face the world and to teach
and to share and to live and to learn and to fail and to discover what it is life is all about.
The British philosopher Bertrand Russell said, "Acting is standing up naked and turning
around very slowly." So let us stand naked in front of the world, bearing our bodies and
hearts to the masses in hopes that they will find what has been missing their entire lives.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS • Bryce Pinkham — Yale School of Drama

It's a good question. Why would anyone ever want to be an actor? In a 2003
documentary, Bill Irwin, one of my favorite performers, said that 20 years ago his answer
would have been clear: "Because onstage is where you live most fully." The now-seasoned
veteran of the theatre concedes that the implications of his former answer are worthy of
consideration. Is a life on the stage simply, as Irwin puts it, "a celebration of ego, because
there are lots of eyes on you?" As a young actor I, along with 16 other dedicated members
of a first-year acting ensemble, wrestle with the doubts and implications created by this
question on what seems like a daily basis. Upon reflection I would have to say that the
physical, emotional, psychological, and financial strains of this profession ought to be
enough to deter the casual egotist from pursuing a life-long career in the theatre. Beyond
this I cannot speak for all of my classmates, but I can say that, for me, acting is a choice I
have made not based on the lives I get to live onstage, but rather the one that is made more
real and alive offstage—my own.

I believe, as Uta Hagen writes, that the actor must learn "to face himself, to hide
nothing from himself—and to do so takes an insatiable curiosity about the human
condition." As actors we are asked to use our bodies as expressive instruments and our
minds as empathetic detectives all in service of telling the specific story of a character. For
this reason I believe that we must first know ourselves before attempting to use our own
passions, rages, loves, and fears in the service of a character. It is precisely out of a need or
want to face myself that I chose to attend graduate school.

In my final personal interview at Yale, I told Ron Van Lieu that I wanted to fail and
that I thought that I could do that pretty easily at the Yale School of Drama. I remember it
sounding good in my head. In truth, I did and still do feel the need to experience "failure"
in an environment where I am encouraged not only to risk, but, as Ron put it on the first
day of classes, "Go down in flames." The comfort of a conservatory setting for me is
knowing that as I continue to find the courage to risk and fail, I will have an entire support
mechanism of compassionate friends and colleagues to help pick me up and begin to
reassemble my own pieces. In addition to exposing me to the liberating effects of failure,
my hope is that graduate school will help me find ways to break down physical barriers that
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impede my ability to be an effective storyteller, as well as sharpen my basic human
emotional tools.

One teacher recently told our class, "An actor education is a human education." After
all, the job of the actor is to attempt, through the embodiment of a character, to help better
illuminate the nature of the human condition. Naturally it follows that an actor finds
himself considering various facets of the human condition with consistent regularity. In my
training I am not only permitted, but encouraged, to allow the joys and pains of others to
affect me. I don't think one can become more open onstage without becoming more open
and emotionally available in real life. Part of the joy of this work is noting changes in my
personal life that have come about because of emotions I have given myself the permission
to feel in my training. In a way, my classmates and I are learning to become better actors,
but in another we are learning to become better human beings.

Beyond the personal investigations inherent in our work, the actor must also, in my
belief, strive to empathize with the various struggles of human beings both today and
throughout history. A basic thirst for knowledge about the world and its people ought, in
my opinion, to be concomitant with the actor's desire to reveal something personal about
himself. Too often I find myself worrying about how I am doing in a scene, rather than
how the character is doing in his life, or if my treatment of that character is conveying a
greater truth about the world that he comes from. If our job as actors is to illuminate the
human condition, then we must force ourselves to think beyond the theatrical components
of a piece, and consider its greater implications in our own lives. In other words, our craft
demands that we develop not only a self-consciousness but also a hyper-consciousness
responsive to the world around us.

I have been asked to consider what I think my life as an actor may bring. To be
perfectly honest, I don't know what to expect. Perhaps that is my youthful naiveté or maybe
my selective ignorance at work. Either way, I have a hard time grasping what a future in
the theatre will mean for me. I am certainly aware of the constant struggle of many fine
actors to find work that is lucrative enough to make a living, let alone artistically fulfilling.
The choice between favoring one’s artistic ideals or one’s financial needs is one that no
actor hopes to face, but I think it is a fair bet to say that I will struggle with this decision if
and when it is presented to me. The point I have tried to make is that I believe one should
choose to be an actor not just because of the way it makes him feel onstage, but also
because of the way it makes him feel offstage. In this way, I expect my life as an actor to
be very fulfilling.

In a recent project at school, a group of first-year actors, directors and dramaturgs were
asked to create a piece of theatre based on the legacy of the 60's, attempting to consider
how that tremendous time in our country's history still resonates today. In my research I
came across a speech that John F. Kennedy gave at Amherst College in October of 1963, in
which he discussed the role of the artist. We haven't reached the Massachusetts accent in
our speech class, so I will spare you my JFK imitation today.

"The artist, however faithful to his personal vision of reality, becomes the last
champion of the individual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society and an
officious state. In pursuing his perceptions of reality, he must often sail against the currents
of his time. This is not a popular role. If sometimes our great artists have been the most
critical of our society, it is because their sensitivity and their concern for justice, which
must motivate any true artist, makes him aware that our nation falls short of its highest
potential. I see little of more importance to the future of our country and our civilization
than full recognition of the place of the artist."
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JFK's words strike me as eerily relevant over 40 years after they were spoken. If
anything, JFK reminds us that the work of the artist should be more than a commodified
item for massive consumption; it should rather be an important tool for cultural as well as
societal reflection. I believe in the power of the artist in a democracy, and I believe that a
career in the theatre will give me the genuine opportunity to enrich the lives of others.
George Bernard Shaw once said:

"I am of the opinion that my life belongs to the whole community and as long as I live,
it is my privilege to do for it what I can. I want to be thoroughly used up when I die, for the
harder I work, the more I live. I rejoice in life for its own sake. Life is no brief candle to
me. It is a sort of splendid torch which I have got hold of for the moment and I want to
make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to future generations."

If breath is inspiration, then Shaw's words are fresh air. I too would like to be used up
when I die, and I can think of no other way to set my own personal torch aflame than by
pursuing a life in the creation of theatre.

Michael  Bryce and Ben, I want to thank you for making our day.  Along with everybody else in
this room, I would now like to welcome you now as delegates to this Congress.

THE ACTING TEACHERS PANEL

Ron Van Lieu, Chair; Richard Feldman, Gerald Freedman, Melissa Smith, Robin Lynn
Smith, and Janet Zarish

Ron What was it that people were saying yesterday about this generation being cynical?
That was quite beautiful.

I'm Ron Van Lieu, currently the chair of acting at the Yale School of Drama, and I will
be moderating this panel. On the panel is Robin Lynn Smith, who is with the Freehold
Theatre in Seattle; Gerald Freedman, dean of North Carolina School of the Arts; Melissa
Smith, director of the conservatory at American Conservatory Theatre, the MFA program
in San Francisco; Richard Feldman, head of acting at the Juilliard School, and Janet Zarish,
head of acting at NYU's Tisch Graduate Acting Program.

I’d like each of us to talk briefly about what led us to become teachers of acting and
what influences us most in our work.

Robin It's an incredible honor to be here. The articulation of things by people yesterday was
extraordinary and moving, and the young people speaking this morning—that just gives me
juice to go on for another year.

I trained and worked here in New York for years before moving out to the hinterlands,
as it were, and I was saying to Michael yesterday it’s like I'm coming back to the Vatican
City after being in the woods of Canada. I get reconnected to the heart of things here.

I acted for a long time before I went back to school at NYU. I trained as an
undergraduate in the conservatory and acted in a few different kinds of companies before
going back as a director at the Tisch School. I think I've been in acting and theatre because
on some level I wanted to be a preacher—but I also wanted to be a Jedi knight, and wanted
to find some way that the Force is active in our culture. As a teacher I have the great
privilege and challenge to facilitate young artists finding that in themselves and bringing
that forward to the world.
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I'm based in two main things. One is organic acting, which comes from revealing the
truth inside of you and from the craft being something that opens up your natural and
innate inspirations. A lot of our tools are about getting other stuff out of the way. I also
have a physical theatre background, so the whole sense of the actor training themselves and
being excited about the instrument of voice and body as a prism for the light of their
inspiration to shine through is something that I foster in my work.

Gerry I don't know Ben Gunderson. Even though he’s a student at my school, I just met him
this weekend. I came upon his essay in the same way that you did, reading it freshly after
he had written it. I wish I had written it because it's everything I believe in. And I think,
boy, did he find the right school to come to because it's very much in tune with my beliefs
in terms of the theatre.

I actually started as a visual artist. I thought all my young life I was going to be a
painter, and I entered the theatre as a scenic designer. Then I went to Northwestern
University and encountered an extraordinary woman named Alvina Krause who changed
my life and channeled my life toward the theatre. I came to New York, and my first
professional job was in live television. Then I did an Equity Library show, and a talent
scout from Columbia Pictures saw it, and I was under contract to Columbia for seven years
out in L.A.. Then through associations at Columbia, I came back to assist Jerry Robbins in
Bells Are Ringing with Judy Holliday. I remember walking into the empty Shubert Theatre
and knowing that I was home. I have no idea how, why, what, but I felt at home.

After that, although I kept a little bit in film and TV, it was theatre that was important
to me. Because of chutzpah and youth, I saw a production of Joe Papp’s and I had the nerve
to tell him, "I think I can do better." Can you imagine? Oh, God. And Joe called me in for
an interview. We had a conversation. He said we're going to work together. I didn't hear
from him for nine months, and then he called and said, "Would you like to do a production
of Taming of the Shrew in the park?" and how could I resist—although I was dead broke
and had no idea how I was going to make it to June when we were beginning rehearsals.
But that started me on a classical theatre career. I was already involved in the musical
world through Bells Are Ringing and West Side Story, et cetera. I think my ideas about the
theatre and training come from all those sources and resources.

Being dean of a conservatory theatre program is quite a surprise to me because I believe
in a liberal arts education. When I talked to young people who said, "Gee, I've wanted to be
an actor since I was five years old," or "seven years old," I couldn't understand that. How
the hell would you want to be an actor when you are five or ten? I thought the best thing I
could do would be to serve that dream and ambition in the most honest way I could in
terms of all my background. That's what shapes my idea, our program.

Melissa My first acting teacher was Nikos Psacharopoulos when I was in college, and I think
he's still an influence on me. I can remember Nikos entering with his camel-hair coat
thrown over his shoulders. Just his entrance into the class was a lesson in itself. After
college, I trained at the Yale School of Drama. My class was accepted by Robert Brustein,
though we trained with Earl Gister and Lloyd Richards. All three are influences on me, and
David Hammond. I was fortunate enough to be directed by Lloyd in a production of Uncle

Vanya when I was still in my third year at Yale; Harris Yulin was Astrov and Glenn Close
was Yelena. That production was worth the three years, just as an acting class for me.

When I got out of school and I was in New York acting and trying to get jobs acting, I
fell into teaching when a friend of mine called and asked me to substitute on a Saturday
morning to teach a group of nine-year-olds in Westchester. I had never ever thought about
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teaching. I came away from that class just high, high as a kite, and so I started teaching
when I was in between acting gigs.

I had a job where I was asked to be a guest artist at Princeton University, to be in a
production of Fefu and Her Friends and teach a beginning acting class. The combination of
teaching and acting was just the most extraordinary experience. I thought, "This is it! This
is it!" to get to do these two things next to each other. And I did that for several years.
During that time, I also took an acting class in a studio in New York with Caymichael
Patton, who's actually here today. She was a tremendous influence on me, because at Yale I
found that I'd gotten a lot of technical work, but I didn't really understand the basic thing
about how to use the truth of myself, how to do that thing that Ben quoted, that acting is
standing up naked and turning around very slowly.

I think that is what I am trying to do when I teach, but I've never heard it put so
succinctly. It's so hard to do. I began to learn that with Lloyd Richards and then again with
Caymichael Patton. I've also been influenced by conversations with Ron Van Lieu in the
last ten years. And I continue to be influenced by almost anybody or anything that I find
interesting, and that includes the faculty that I work with at ACT. I've sat in on Marco
Barricelli's classes when he taught there, and Greg Wallace's classes, and guest artists, and
when I connect with what they're doing, I steal it and do what I can with it.

In addition to trying to teach actors how to stand up naked and turn around very slowly,
I'm interested in teaching actors how to take up more space with who they are—once
they're naked and turning around slowly, to get bigger in it.

Richard  It is surprising and humbling to be sitting up here. I think I'm here because I love
actors, and yesterday was an amazing day to be in a room full of actors, who are the most
generous people on earth.

I started out as an undergraduate. Melissa and I were in college together a couple of
years apart. I managed to survive Nikos’ class, too, largely because there were people he
hated a lot more than me. So when I came back for the second year, he figured I must have
been okay, otherwise I would've been frightened out of the class.

I went to ACT for graduate work, and that's when I met actors for the first time, truly,
and I knew I wasn't one of them. They were different from me; there was a passion and a
calling that I didn't quite have. It was a remarkable group. It was a rep company then—Bill
Ball was there—and the actors were amazing and generous. It was a life that you could
dream about. I had some amazing teachers there, Allen Fletcher, and David Hammond was
a very important teacher to me.

I got cut after a year there for good reasons, and I stopped being in the theatre
altogether. I went into the used and rare book business for six happy years. Maybe the most
important years of my life. The main teacher in my life was a man that no one will ever
hear of. He was an amateur painter, a book man, and I thought that's what you could be: an
evolved human being. I began to feel that, in the hierarchy of things, there was the artist,
and then maybe you got to be a human being—that an artist was a human being in
training—and that's what I aspired to.

I came back to New York, and through some strange course of events, the wonderful
actress and playwright Ellen McLaughlin asked me to direct a play for her at Juilliard.
That's where I got my real education. My teachers there are numerous, but I'd have to say I
have a very strange blend of the work of the late John Stix, a great teacher and a great man,
and Michael Langham—two strands of the theatre, very different—and I've been trying
ever since to find a way to bring those two things together. I have some great colleagues
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there whom I learn from all the time, like Melissa says, in all the departments. I think we
all teach acting there, the voice people and the Alexander people. So it's with great humility
that I sit here—and with a lot of love for actors.

Janet I have a lot of love for actors, too. I did a lot of theatre in New York, and then I decided
to go to Los Angeles. I lived there for four years, and I was doing a lot of guest star
television roles and feeling incredibly dissatisfied. I was starved for language and conflict
and passion, big, big things that the theatre seemed to give me in New York and that I
couldn't find in Los Angeles. I was over at a friend's house, John Delancey—we went to
Juilliard together—and we were talking about what we were missing in Los Angeles. He
said, "Well, why don't we start teaching together?" and I went, "Oh, God."

Teaching. The word probably never even crossed my mind, and I was really a little
hesitant to do it because I didn't know how to articulate what I did. I never thought of it
from that angle. But we started this school, and I guess we were lucky enough that we had
both been on television shows, so we put our pictures along with the ad, thinking, well,
okay, maybe we'll get some students. We had about 200 people come and interview.

Two years later, I still couldn't take it in Los Angeles and realized the only reason I was
there was that my sister had two children and I got to see them everyday. So I ripped
myself away from the babies, and I came back to New York. Teaching really stirred me
and challenged me, and I felt really connected to it, so I asked Michael Kahn if I could sit
in on all the classes at Juilliard. A friend of mine said, "Well, maybe you can sit in at NYU
with Ron," and so I sat in on classes there. Then one day, I was walking down the street,
and I bumped into Mary Lou Rosato, who was with me at Juilliard. She was teaching at
NYU, and she had just gotten one of the leads in Once Upon a Mattress, and she was
leaving NYU. She said, "Why don't you go in and talk to Zelda about teaching?" So I set
up a 20-minute interview, and I was there for two hours. We connected on so many
different levels. I started teaching there for a semester, and then it progressed.

What influences me, what moves me? The world? I wake up every day and I'm bursting
to do something with the body, the mind, and the heart together. I feel lucky that I have a
place to go where there are these young people, like you heard today. I was moved to tears
listening to that. These students, everyday, feel that move to affect the world, to change it
emotionally, spiritually, intellectually in a way that most people are scared to talk about or
are scared to understand. That's what I'm influenced by, waking up everyday and seeing the
world in the condition it's in and understanding the power of art.

Ron Like a lot of people that talked about their lives yesterday, I was headed for the
seminary. I came from a strong old Catholic family in Ohio, and if you had more than one
child, you were supposed to sacrifice one of those children to the church. There were four
children in my house, and I was the last; they all escaped, so I was selected. The real reason
I didn't want to be a priest was because you couldn't see movies that were on the
objectionable list. And what I really liked about church anyway was dressing up and
running around and swinging the incense. It had nothing to do with spirituality or God.

I did a little bit of acting in school. In Catholic school I played Jesus Christ, more than
once actually. So that was my beginning. I went to Bowling Green State University in Ohio
and became an English teacher. I wanted to be an actor, but I had been deeply scared by my
family about the dangers of being something like an actor. In my family, the highest
accomplishment in the world was not to stand out at anything. When I was 26, I finally got
the courage to declare that I wanted to be an actor. I auditioned for NYU, for Michael
Miller, actually, in the directing program. I was accepted, and the directors were put in the



46

acting classes. I was put in a class with Lloyd Richards, and that's what did it actually,
because Lloyd believed that I could act. At the end of the first semester, Lloyd said, "Well,
the best actor in that class is that director kid." So that legitimized me to myself, the feeling
that if Lloyd said that, I could do this.

After NYU, I became a company member at Milwaukee Repertory Theatre for two
years. I always wanted to be with companies. Back in New York I worked with a company
that Omar Shapli had created, and I worked with Garland Wright and Gene Nye when they
founded the Lion Theatre Company on 42nd Street.

I became a teacher because Olympia asked me in 1975 to cover for her when she was
doing a play for six weeks. I did, and I never left.  I was at NYU for 29 years after that. For
a number of those years I was the chair of the program and I was the head of acting.

I had a lot of influences, but NYU was a life-changing experience. Actor training
should be, at its best, a life-changing experience—not just a place where you go and pick
up some skills. It taught me to be an authentic person, which I didn't really know how to
be. Only then could I even begin to conceive that I might be worthy of the appellation
“artist”; if I knew myself, I might be able to do something that was truthful and revelatory
to other people. Many people helped me: Olympia, Lloyd Richards, Peter Kass, Omar
Shapli, Kristin Linklater, Joseph Chaikin, Michael Miller, and Rosemarie helped me.

I don't have a methodology that's easily charted out. Mostly my teaching is about how
can I help the person that's in front of me at this moment in time, and whose voice from my
education can I call upon to be of service to that person. So that's how I arrived here.

We're going to take up the questions that Michael suggested that this panel investigate:
How have changes in the acting profession affected changes in an actor's training, and how
have changes in society changed the acting student and therefore that actors' training?

Richard  At Juilliard, in the last four years or so, the questions about what the actor faces when
they go out in the world, where we're going, and why, come up all the time. It's been a
process of tremendous change and renewal. The curriculum hasn’t changed so much. What
we do in acting class isn’t that much different. It has to do with context.

Two years ago, one of my first-year students said, "You know, we talk a lot about
making choices in a scene. Aren't we skipping a step? We’ve never talked about what it is
we're doing and why. Why theatre, why acting?” Her father was a painter and her
boyfriend was a sculptor, and they talked about their art all the time. "They go out drinking
and I can't hold up my end of the conversation. I can't talk about our art."

I realized we were working on all these assumptions that were never discussed. The big
change for us now is trying to put everything we do in context.

The world that I know has changed a great deal since Juilliard was founded in 1968.
Certainly commercialism has always been part of the American scene. Now it may be
worse than ever, but I don't think the arts were ever welcomed in our culture, and they
probably never really will be, with a few exceptions. When Juilliard was founded, there
was the hope of a National Company at Lincoln Center. It seemed viable, a place where the
best students would go when they left. That's all gone now.

We realized they were learning all these things without a context, and that's what we've
tried to change. What does that mean? We've just decided to devote one evening a week for
the first-year students to see a play or go to a museum, talk to artists. Seems obvious. But
we went to see Gem of the Ocean, and one student said, "You know, that's only the third
play I've ever seen. I now have a better sense of what it is you're trying to teach us." It was
shocking to me, a huge wake-up call. Here I am talking about objectives and moment-to-



47

moment, and she's never seen a play. I don't know what you would make of a script if
you've never seen a play. So now, once a week, we go to a show. We've been to the
Metropolitan Museum, we've been to downtown dance concerts—they meet other artists—
just to figure out what the heck they're trying to do.

Acting is a calling. It's an art, a craft, and a business. It's all those things. Some of those
seem contradictory, but it's all those things. In figuring out how to help a young person deal
with all those aspects, sometimes you have to address them as both a student and a
colleague—and help them address the fact that it is a business.   

The two cheapest things in the world are naiveté and cynicism, and neither one is
helpful. We're trying to arm them. The realities will not change—well, maybe we can help
them change in terms of the commercialism—but being naive about what's there is not
going to help them. Nor is being cynical. And they're not cynical. I found the students who
spoke today beautiful and very typical of our students—a tremendous amount of idealism
out there. They are hungry to do it. But a world awaits them where I don't think they can
make a living doing it, can't make a life. So the big thing that has changed for us is trying
to create a context—because they live in a world of no context.

My dream is when an agent sees Juilliard students and says, "I want to sign them," they
know they're getting really talented people, but fierce and self-defining people who will
push back. That's what we want to send out to the world, self-defining artists.

Janet There are two changes in our program. One is a literal change in the curriculum
because of the times; the second is that there's probably a change in some of the courses'
importance. What we offer now has a new relationship to the world outside.

It's fascinating auditioning students each year, and you audition about a thousand of
them, so you get a good sense of what's out there. We found that year after year, the
students' ability to connect with language has shrunk, their ability to connect a large sense
of individual passion to a text. It's all emails, computers, movies, and television, and that's
making them have a passive and small relationship to their own form of self-expression.

In my acting class, I teach Shaw and Shakespeare, and it's amazing the difference in
how they come upon a text and how they attach themselves to a text, how verbal they can
be, how passionate. I talk about being in the center of who they are—how to find their
center and the ownership of that—and how to be a spokesperson for the human condition.
That reflection is getting less and less as our culture takes over in different ways. That's
uncomfortable to see, yet we have these two students who just spoke here. With all the
cynicism that you think is around, you walk into our schools, and they're filled with people
who are amazingly passionate and articulate and are fighting through everything. They
were born to go in a different direction: that's what you seek out and try to nurture.

Another part of our program has been there for a while. We've gone to museums and to
theatre and lectures and seen different parts of the city historically in connection to the
plays they're seeing. The teacher who leads them says it's bizarre, that there is no reference
point for them, that a lot of these things they learn are just floating with no context.

The third thing we have is called "free play," where they create their own work. It’s
important in this culture to teach actors that they can create their own work, that they can
be a force to make things happen, that they actually have individual desires and expression.
Sometimes they're only meant to be an actor, but a lot of times they're meant to be more.
They are artists. I remember this book they gave us at Juilliard, The Duality of Vision,
where they did a study on great artists—how their talents bleed into many different areas.
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The free play section of our training reflects that possibility, so they know they don't have
to sit and wait for something to happen.

As far as our curriculum goes, we've added what can be called a survival kit. I don't
think our training ever before had film, camera, audition, television, commercial, voice-
over work. When I work at Primary Stages for $275 a week, I like those voice-over
residuals coming in. I'm not embarrassed that we give them those tools to support their
habit, so to speak. It's changed their sense of themselves out in the world. They feel
resilient and able to go into many different areas to bring in money while they do theatre.
Maybe I'd like to spend time teaching them something else, but to tell you the truth, it's
been a really exciting change. It's all craft. It's a matter of putting more tools into their
toolbox, so to speak, so when they come out they can survive.

Melissa I find the same things among our students at ACT that Richard and Janet are talking
about. One thing that's somewhat different about our program is that ours is a three-year
MFA training program within a professional theatre. The big changes I see happening in
the MFA program are connected to the changes that are also happening at the theatre.

Ten years ago, when I came in as the new head of the school, there was a lot of change
going on. Carey Perloff had just taken over as artistic director. The theatre and the school
were very separate, and after several years, Carey and I realized that that wasn't good for
the theatre and it wasn't good for the school. We developed a phrase called "one artistic
community," and there's a small company at ACT, three to four professional actors—of
which Marco Barricelli has been one—who are on contract year round, performing in three
to four plays a year and teaching or directing in the school part of the time. Initially, when
we started to do this, I wondered how it would affect our curriculum because we had
teachers coming in and out. Marco might teach for six week and then he'd leave, and
somebody else would come in. There are challenges to that, but I've discovered those
challenges are worth it because those professional actors teaching in the curriculum helped
provide the context that Richard's talking about. The students see one of these actors acting
on a stage for a thousand people, and then they're taught by that person. They say, "Oh, I
can't do what they do. I can't yet do it." And they have a personal relationship to that actor.
That experience has done a lot to focus them on both the business and the art—and to
inspire them. In San Francisco there's a theatre community, but we're away from the big
communities of Los Angeles and New York. I try to bring in as many people as I can from
those places to teach, because I find that on-camera class taught by someone in San
Francisco doesn't have quite the same impact as someone from New York or L.A..

I do see this incredible fervor and idealism and desire in the actors in the program. At
the same time, young people are growing up in this world of cell phones and email. This is
the first year that in my first-year class, in the middle of an hour-long exercise, a cell phone
went off. The person said, "Oh, I'm so sorry," and they turned it off. I thought, Oh, well,
that will never happen again. It happened twice more before I said, "No cell phones in the
room." That was really a profound moment for me. The cell phone is just the symptom of
where people are living, so I'm thinking a lot about how to encourage more presentness.

Ron I have some thoughts about both the influences of society and the profession. I'd like to
frame them by saying, I think when you look at the pool of young people who come in the
door declaring that they want to be actors, people like Ben and Bryce are the exception, not
the rule. Ben and Bryce are fighting against aspects of their own generation. I see more
actors—or people who say they want to be actors—come into the room from undergraduate
programs basically erased, their own voice gone, whatever passion they may have, muted,



49

or stuffed down someplace. I see much more desire for me to make them into what I want
them to be than what they want to be. So to find a Bryce or a Ben is actually a hard job.

Yesterday Kate said that when she came from Chicago to New York, she was upset that
everybody in New York seemed to want to be safe. Everyone was ruled by fear. That's a
big aspect to consider in current actor training.

When I trained as an actor, there was a spirit of rebellion and a spirit of passion for both
artistic and social change. There was an appetite that an acting teacher could help give
shape to. When you have to spend so much time trying to find an appetite in somebody,
you lose faith in the idea that this person actually can make a contribution to the theatre.
This is across the general population of people who want to become actors. They don't
want to make a mistake. They want to be right. They don't want to offend anybody. And
above all, they don't want to be "too much." I hear that all the time. God forbid they should
be too much. I don't even know what they mean by that.

All of this conspires to contain rather than liberate, and I think we all feel an impulse—
and feel it's part of our job—to liberate things in people who want to be artists rather than
to contribute to this containment. Sometimes,  I just have to ask, what am I doing? What
am I contributing to? How much hope do I actually have? So much conspires to keep the
actor in their place rather than encouraging them to claim a very large place in the theatre.

I had lunch with an actor who graduated from a good conservatory a couple of years
ago. He casually mentioned that he had $110,000 worth of debt from his combined
undergraduate and graduate loans. He’d done a poll among his fellow graduates, and the
average debt was $90,000. If you're leaving a building with a bill of $90,000, where are
you thinking you need to go? It's obvious. You need to go where you can make the most
money, because if you can never pay that $110,000, how can you have a life?

As Rosemarie said, there's a lack of support after training. I went to a journeyman
program in Milwaukee after I got out of school. It was a great experience. Anecdotally, I
hear from actors who graduate that, if they're lucky enough to get an agent, they feel great,
but they soon discover that agents are no longer willing to support actors and help them
build a career. Their perception is that if they don't hit it in the first year, they're dropped;
that if they want to be in the theatre, the agents are not interested in them; that the agents
want to move them into film and television.

I think the issue of celebrity—and what you need to look like—is really damaging. The
boys spend more time at the gym than they do in their acting class. The women are all
obsessed with what their bodies look like and what their diet is, because of what they
perceive as the model for who makes it, for who gets the job.

All these things conspire to reduce the level of hope and idealism. At the end of three
years, I hope Bryce and Ben feel the way they do today. Conservatories are battling to keep
this torch alive. These are the factors that I find myself grappling with.

Robin Making the case for art—our work as artists—as the lead in our cultural evolution is, as
Gore Vidal said, "One small yes, like an act of love, in a vast sea of no." It's hard. But
young people are hungry for it.

The fear of trying to fit into the profession is the problem. We need to let them know
they're part of a continuum of people who are fighting to make their art something that will
change the planet, people who have gone through some of the same pressures, yet have
continued to struggle and endure. How do we, as Chekhov says, make art the thing, the

book of life, the way by which we can actually lead the culture as actors, rather than sit
back and try to figure out how the hell we're going to fit in? I feel like that's our job, to say,
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"Yes, be a revolutionary. Yes, go and create an alternative culture. Yes, bring your passion
forward, the way you look, your gorgeous, unique individual self. That's what the tools of
our craft need to empower. Take the power back as an actor. Don't give it away. Don't let
yourself be told you can and can't do this."

Sure, there's got to be a healthy respect for the business. Like you said, naiveté doesn't
help, right? But cynicism doesn't either, and giving over to something that is difficult and
sometimes overwhelming is giving up. How do we encourage risk instead of fostering
work that numbs our community and numbs human beings? How do we say, "Don't give
up, man." How do we open up to the difficulty and the sheer non-comfortableness of
working in art and working with other human beings?

Recently in Seattle we’ve begin exploring ways of looking at the actual event of the
theatrical performance, letting students experience something that might really change
another person's life, and their own. Part of our training involves taking performances into
prisons, and Tent City, and the psych ward at the public hospital. Because of their
experience, the students are more courageous, more generous in their work.

Janet Do you know the show In The Continuum? Those are two of our students, two African
American students. The minority students sometimes have more fire—they're bringing
themselves and their issues out in a way that's vital, and these two women created a piece
about AIDs in the African American community, in Africa and in America. You think,
What a hit, huh? Well, their fervor, their determination to express this, was the thing that
moved it to Off Broadway. And I think it's connected with this authentic voice, this
courageousness, this passionate desire to have something to say in the world.

Gerald It may be a generational thing. I began training in the '40's and the '50's, and I don't see
that big a difference. I don't see that the culture has changed in its influences. 

A couple observations. It's interesting how many people who have spoken have
connected to religion. "I thought I was going to be a priest." "I thought I was going to be a
minister." People used to say to me when I was young, "You ought to be a rabbi." "I don't
want to be a rabbi. I want to be somebody in the theatre." But several decades ago, I
realized I was a rabbi, and that the theatre is my pulpit. What I think I do, and can do as a
teacher at the head of a program, is to teach values. I know very well that's what I do, and
that's what my faculty does—teach values and craft. We all know we can't teach talent. I
was a little surprised and maybe shocked, Dianne, when you said you had no training
because I think you're a great actress. On the other hand, there's Olympia, who is also a
great actress, who's had lots of training influence. And then there was Audra who was
trained in musical theatre.

I have at the most 30 people in a class. It's in the Southeast. There aren't the kind of
museums and theatres in Winston-Salem that you've been talking about, so you have to
look inward, and what I try to do is communicate my sense of passion in the theatre. And
while I can demonstrate that in my own life, those who will take it will take it, and those
who can't or won't, don't. As a teacher, I can't be responsible for making my life their life. I
can be responsible for communicating what I believe in and what I've always believed in,
and let them grab hold of it and take it where they will.

James Kieberd (from audience)  I think it's time that somebody say something really stupid and
profane, and I'm going to do it. My hobby is working as a national ambassador for
UNICEF, so I've had the chance to go around the world and deal with survival issues, basic
education, health, safety for children. One of the most interesting things that has hit me in
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my travels for UNICEF is that a community or a culture is as good as the stories it tells
about itself. It's through our stories that we imbue the ethics, morals, and values that we
need to survive living in groups. We make certain agreements based on the stories we tell.

I would argue that our culture is in trouble in the United States because of the stories
we're telling. We're telling stories about celebrity, about greed, about wealth, that really
don't happen in the rest of the world. I asked ambassadors in African nations, "What do I
need to tell the kids in America?" Every one of them said it, Nelson Mandela said it: "You
need to tell them they don't know anything about the world."  

I've heard a lot of talking about the world that the students are going in to. I'm with Bill
Gates. He just made a shameful transition. After decades of saying computers are going to
save the world, he got involved with UNICEF and said, "Throw out the computers. You
can use them as a plate. People need basic food, education, sanitation, safety."

Nine-tenths of the world has never dialed a telephone; seven-tenths doesn't have
electricity. The stories that people are surviving by in the real world are very different from
the stories that we're surviving by in our world. So I look at myself as an actor and I say,
"What do I need to do? How do I need to train myself? I need to be a kinesthetic computer
for storytelling"—because an actor embodies story. 

Jenny Mercein (from audience) I am blessed to be here. I graduated from the University of
Washington two-and-a-half years ago. I did my undergrad at Yale years before that. The
most vital part of my training was being required to do one-person shows in our second and
third years. Some people adapted material. Some did nonlinear text. I have continued to do
autobiographical work. It was empowering to have that experience, to be scared shitless.

I studied with Ron, and he knows I was the queen of trying to get it right. I was small.
That was why I went to grad school. I wrote in my essay, "I know that I'm more interesting
in life than I am on stage because I'm so fucking scared of getting something wrong."

Another vital component of the training was teaching the undergrads. At first I thought,
"What do I have to say?" But you have to do it, and you realize, "Shoot, I know
something." And here's one thing that hasn't come up: is it ethical to keep training so many
actors? Here I am two-and-a-half years out of school and, thank goodness, I've done a little
bit of work, but I'm not quite making it—and now I want to teach. Is it ethical?

I think it is—because of what those wonderful boys said this morning, and what's
contained in the other essays. I used to say to my undergrad students, "It's my sincerest
hope that none of you become actors because it's the hardest thing in the world. But
through this class I can teach you how to analyze a play, how to look at a piece of art, how
to be a supportive ensemble member. I can teach you how to listen.” Not everyone's going
to get it, but we're teaching them how to be human beings. In the grand scope of things, a
lot of people change careers in their life. People go to law school and don't become
lawyers. If our acting training is worth it's salt, we are teaching them to be better humans
and better participants on this planet.

Empower your students. Because all the negative things that Ron talked about, they're
not going away. It's hard. We're all in debt. We don't have agents. We can't get
commercials. But we can tell stories, and that has power. I feel helpless in the city a lot, but
I suck it up and I keep writing and performing. I've performed at Bennigan's and I've
performed at beautiful theatres. When I do my solo shows I sometimes think, "Oh, no, no
casting directors came, no agents came," then I hate myself because that's not why I do it.
I'm on stage to open a few hearts and share a bit of what's unique in me and my goofy little
stories. That's why we do this, to just open up a few people's eyes.
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Gerald We're talking about two different things. One is training for the theatre, and one is what
do you do with that. Training for the theatre, whether it's in a conservatory or in life, is
investigation of yourself, opening yourself up. We're heard a lot, yesterday and today,
about what that does for various people, self-investigation, the opening up, being naked—I
could never be naked, by the way, and turn around. So that's one thing. Then you're talking
about what to do with it, which is another problem. Do I tell stories? Am I a writer? Am I
this or that? And I think it's important to make the distinction that training is one thing and
then what we do with it is something else.

Richard  But a school can have a point of view about what you might do with it. Sometimes I
think maybe it’s not so bad that you can't make a life here in New York, that you have to
go someplace else and do it. We have a student who's an ex-Marine. He understands
something about sacrifice and commitment that's been a huge uplift to his classmates. This
summer he wants them to go to Iraq and perform monologues and stories for the soldiers.
They're telling him he can't do it unless he gets a star, so he's written to some of Juilliard's
stars to see if they'll come. We'll do whatever we can to help him—it would be great to
hear those stories. That's an example of what people could do.

Ron But the real problem is they have to have a star to do it.

Richard  Right. Well, I'm hoping that there are some stars who are willing to. But these young
students actually finding an outlet: that seems the most natural thing in the world to this
Marine. He wants to serve. That's his idea of what art is. He couldn't serve as a Marine
anymore, and now he wants to serve as an artist. I do think you can have a point of view
about what actors should be doing with art and then help them do it.

Carmen Roman (from audience)  I think that journeyman training should be 17 years of a life in
the theatre. With the way theatre is structured now, we're not even supposed to talk to each
other. We're not supposed to give each other notes. I talked to a beautiful 80-year-old actor
called John Normington in London, who said that the older actors used to take the younger
actors aside and say, "Darling, this is how you do that monologue." He said it doesn't
happen anymore. We don't have to have a change in structure for us to mentor the younger
actors that are in the plays that we do. To take that on, to say, "I'm going to cross that
invisible line of no notes to actors, I'm going to take that risk," actually does take a little
courage. The bigger the production, the bigger the theatre, the more courage it takes to
cross that line and go, "What do you think about this?" I think as mature actors, we should
take that responsibility on.

Ron I completely agree. Laurie Kennedy was at Yale last year and did two shows. She came
to every first-year acting class and talked to everybody. It made a tremendous difference.

Kate Buddeke (from audience) I didn't go to school. I know nothing. But if I was doing a play
with Olympia Dukakis or with you, Carmen, I'd be all over you because you could teach
me. What happens with education, especially institutionalized, is that it gets so narrow
minded. Training never stops. I need these people who know a hell of a lot more than I do.

Delphi Harrington (from audience) Listening to these two young actors, I was struck by how
little one changes, and also by the fear that these voices might be silenced by the sense of
victimization that one can quickly get in this business, either because one allows oneself to
be categorized too readily because one wants to survive, or for any number of reasons. I
was thrilled to hear the emphasis on finding an authentic voice in each student, and
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heartened to hear that they were presented with such a banquet of opportunities to
encourage them to express their authentic voice.

This summer, I came somewhat reluctantly to a play about breast cancer, a subject that
I think most of us, especially women over 50, live in fear of. I thought, "Do I really need to
see a play about breast cancer?" We are subjected to so many canned experiences about
many topics that I thought I'm just not sure I can see this. It was written by Oni Faida
Lampley, and by the time I'd spent 15 minutes in the theatre, I didn't care what the subject
was. It was so thrilling to hear an authentic voice, someone with such tremendous powers
of observation, someone who was so specific about the experience as to be startling. I was
so grateful that she had shared this with me, and I rose spontaneously at the end of the
performance to cheer because it's so rare that one has this experience. Thank you for
insuring that it can happen.

Alvaro Mendoza (from audience) I have a question that I would love to hear the panel’s
thoughts on, and it goes to what Janet was saying about storytelling and the world that we
reflect. In the admissions process, in choosing artists to train, how much emphasis do you
think is put on physical looks? It seems to me that there’s a disproportionate amount of
very beautiful people in the top training programs. I've seen students at RADA or at the
Moscow Arts Theatre, and they're a lot more diversified. I apologize because I'm
generalizing. And yet we speak as idealistic artists of holding the mirror up to nature and
reflecting society as it is. We differentiate ourselves from a lot of mass media and work on
TV—the world they put forth has nothing to do with what I see on the street.

Gerald In our program physical looks have almost nothing to do with it. It's the interview.
They have to show some aptitude, but what we're looking for are interesting people who
seem able to take the training and have something interesting to say. There's a lot of
diversity in terms of body type, looks, everything.

Janet We work in the same way. I can think of two actresses who got in who were heavy, and
we thought, "Fantastic, think of the roles they can play." Then they came, and they
completely lost weight and tried to match up to the image.

We talk about this as far as how much it costs to go to a training program. You actually
worry that if the prices continue to rise, you're going to get an echelon of people that don't
have the same diversity of cultural experience, that the price of education is homogenizing
the students. On our audition tour, we're going to some smaller cities, hoping to find those
who may not have the money to be able to fly to one of the major cities to audition. We're
hoping to find some interesting talent there.

Richard  Having gone on the audition tour for the first time last year, I can say we have a lot of
very goofy looking actors. I know what Juilliard's reputation is, and it hasn't been true for
years. It's a very diverse student body thanks largely to the work of Michael Kahn.

The economics are biggish in determining who gets to go to school. There was a move
one time to make the tuition free, but they worried that donors wouldn't want to give to the
school, thinking, "Oh, they're so rich they don't need to charge their students." I think that
needs to be looked at again. But right now I feel the class looks like what American looks
like, a lot more than it used to certainly.

Melissa Diversity is one of the most important things for the actors themselves. Diverse actors
help each other learn more, so it's one of the things that I prize, including diversity of
personality and talent and looks.
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Jayd McCarty (from audience) Michael, correct me if I'm wrong here, but when the model for
the MFA programs was originally created, was it not created to fill a need for trained actors
in regional theatre? And now, with so few regional theatres having companies and that
need being gone, how has the training changed? And with the absence of wonderful
organizations like TCG and the forward thinkers like Earl Gister, Michael Miller, and
Rosemarie Tichler, is there any hope or discussion for some way to keep those wonderfully
talented actors from falling through the cracks? To help them find a place in our society
where their voice can be heard?

Olympia Dukakis (from audience) I think that dovetails with a number of things. When I was in
graduate school, I couldn't get the degree unless I did three or four projects, something
from the Greeks, something from the French Neoclassics, something contemporary
American, and then I had an option. I did Agamemnon, Long Day's Journey, Phaedra, and
a Japanese Noh play. I wonder how authentic anybody can be before they've confronted
some of the classics. This was the kind of training that regional theatre needed because
these were their seasons. This is what it was about: the opportunity for an actor in a training
program to spend three years in love with acting, without having to think about service and
what you're going to do with your life to justify why you're in a school.

There's something about knowing our history, the history of theatre and of actors, like
in the book Actors on Acting, that is meaningful and is a tremendous source of inspiration.
There's also something about getting to know our country and becoming politically
engaged here, with the violence against women and children, and the environment—that's
just the beginning of the list. I want to know the world, but I don't think that our profession
necessarily gets involved with what's going on here, never mind in the rest of the world.

How does it impact how you're teaching? It was the same when I was teaching. There
were people who walked in the room and you got scared because they were truly gifted.
And others where you knew your job was just to give them skills so that they could make a
living, a good living, and feel good about themselves. For a long time I wouldn't make that
distinction. It was not, I guess, democratic. Then it was Peter who said to me, "It's okay to
do that—and you could be wrong." And in three years something marvelous could happen.

For me, finally, the thing is being able to love acting the way you fall in love, which is
unreasonably. It doesn't have to add up to something. There's nothing reasonable about it.

Oni Faida Lampley (from audience) Thank you to anybody and everybody who said anything
nice about my writing. It means a great deal to me.

I'm going to make myself address just two things. I was institutionalized at New York
University, so I have a lot of that acting school stuff in common with a lot of people. I want
to mention two individuals. In terms of the comment about the diversity of the populations,
oddly enough, for once in my life I'm not really specifically talking race, but about
different kinds of diversity—maturity, for example. I want us to get braver as teachers, or
push our institutions to allow us to work with people who are a little too old for the
program. There's a man in a class I'm trying to learn how to teach at the University of
Pennsylvania that combines writing and acting, and not only is he older than most of the
students, but he is a custodian in the facility. We talk about people getting to know the
world, you know—if they could just get to know the real world of what goes on in their
building, that there are people who actually work for a living. It's a risk, and he cannot
afford to pay for the class so he's auditing, but for me that's meaningless. He's going to be a
student, and I think he'll bring so much to the experience. He's not a charity case. He has
talent. I want the students to experience working with someone with that life experience.
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My second example is my wife. My husband knows that I'm married to Fanny Green,
who is a woman that I went to acting school with. One day—it was during our second year
of training, that fragile place when they could kick you out—Fanny took me into a room
and said, "I'm pregnant." My goddaughter is now a teenager, a beautiful young lady, but we
talked about an abortion, because how can you be in acting school and have a baby and be
somebody's mother? How dare you, you know? But she dared, and the program supported
her. Fanny was breast feeding, and you could really hear it loudly in the back of the room
while we were having acting class, Fanny and her baby. Most of the time people were very
supportive—even when they were honest about being frustrated, it was supportive. We all
made it through, and this girl is now about 15 years old, and Fanny's still an actor and a
writer. At my age, I can more deeply understand that kind of diversity, allowing real life to
exist, you know, people at different weights, people from different classes, people of
different ages. Maybe we need to be training people in their 30s. It can make a difference
in what happens in theatre.

Richard  I agree with that, Oni, and I have to say the Juilliard program is a strange because,
technically, it’s an undergraduate program. We have students who come in at 17, and
there's a member of our class who is somewhere in his 30s. It has had a profound effect on
that class. This is a man who has a life and has been out there and has seen a lot of things.
And, as Melissa was saying, a diverse class changes you as an artist. When I was an
undergraduate, it became apparent to me that a bunch of 20- year-olds hanging out with a
bunch of other 20-year-olds was not a very good idea.

Next year, if we have this congress again, one of the best things that could happen
would be to have a lot of students here in this room. We started accidentally—we weren't
smart enough to plan it—but our alumni started coming back to the school for a refuge.
We've found—to pick up on what Carmen was saying—that being with older actors makes
a difference. It's different from your acting teacher. To hear from another actor sitting in on
an acting class, talking about how the work paid off for them in a production, or what it
was like to go through school, makes a world of difference. When Alfred Molina came in
and taught a Shakespeare class, it was just different for them, or when Mercedes Ruehl
came in. Being with other actors is maybe the most important thing for young actors.

Janet We were all so amazingly moved by these two students, and I want to tell you that part
of the audition process, I think for all these schools, is writing those essays, and we read
them when we choose students. That's as much a part of their audition as their acting. And I
think one of the things we're learning here, amongst all this diversity, is that there's
something that continues—that never changes—and it's the heart of the artist in this world.

Michael This dialogue that has started now is at the heart of the matter, and it's going to continue
this afternoon. We need to take this conversation and put it to use. These two days cannot
be wasted. I want you to think about how we can best do that, and whatever else you have
to say, this afternoon. I have my own agenda, but we need to have yours, your thoughts,
your input. This afternoon's meeting is very crucial to what happens next.
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THE SUMMATION PANEL

Amy Herzberg, Chair; Olympia Dukakis, Peter Gerety, John Rothman, Mel Shapiro,
Michele Shay, Ron Van Lieu

Michael  This is our critical moment. I don't mean to put any pressure on this panel whatsoever.
The pressure is on ourselves, all of us here in this room. For me this has been an amazing
two days, and I think maybe it's been an amazing two days for you as well.

The word family was mentioned a lot yesterday. There's something about this
discussion that really has been a family discussion, and it's something that we need to hold
onto. It has so far exceeded my expectations that this only adds fervor and impetus to
taking advantage of where we're going. Without further ado, Amy Herzberg and the panel
on summation.

Jed Diamond (from audience) Can I interrupt for one second? Some people are leaving this
afternoon, Michael, I just want to say from my heart, this is fantastic, and thank you.

Michael  Most typically, and I can say this because I love him so much and I basically raised
him, he always jumps in ahead. That's supposed to be what ends the day.

Jed Diamond  Well, tough luck. We want to say it now.

Amy We do want to say it now. I don't know of another person that has the vision, the heart,
and the chutzpah to have put this together. So thank you.

Our wonderful panel: This is Michele Shay, Mel Shapiro, Ron Van Lieu, Olympia
Dukakis, John Rothman, and Peter Gerety. What are your feelings and thoughts as to what
has been discussed over the past two days?

Ron One way we talked about framing this was to use phrases or thoughts that we heard as
we were sitting out there as reference points, as a way of focusing our response. Naturally,
I think they relate to our own areas of interest and why we do what we do.

One of the first things that Michael said was one of the strongest things that hit me. He
said, "I go to the theatre and I see no revelatory moments." That was pretty painful to hear,
because I think what the panel that just left the stage is engaged in is trying to help actors to
do that sort of thing in the theatre.

Another thing was, Olympia, you said, "Methodology used by directors excludes the
involvement of actors."

Marco said, "I was the great justifier of other people's choices."
Kate said, "I see tremendous fear and safety in the young actors in New York City.

Who's pushing them? Who's getting at their place of courage?"
Someone said, "What is the actor's position in the collaborative process? There's a short

rehearsal time, and actors are last in consideration."
My attachment to acting is precisely in those moments in the theatre when the

collaborators involved—the director, the designer, and the actors—have found the way to
turn the idea of something into the thing itself. And when that happens to me, I have what I
would call a revelatory moment. I understand something, I see something, and I think the
audience feels something. Only actors can do this. People go to the theatre to get strongly
attached to something through the actors. Being in a system in which, economically, there
is neither time nor money to help a group of people achieve revelatory moments must make
actors despair, because the very thing that they're most capable of doing—and wanting to
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do—does not have the opportunity to reveal itself. And, again, I think the very reason
people come and sit in the seats is for that very same thing to happen.

One thing that was never mentioned here, and maybe this is something that in the future
we would want to talk about, is the relationship between directors and actors. I can't
divorce acting from directing—and certainly directing has an enormous impact on what
results on a stage. Maybe the education of the director is something we might investigate.

If revelatory moments hardly ever happen, and you're trained and capable of doing
something that hardly ever happens, then you're either nuts or incredibly brave to keep on
seeking another opportunity. The only thing that keeps me from sinking into cynicism—
why I bother doing this—is that sometimes it happens on the stage, and often it happens in
a classroom. I often see better acting in a classroom than I ever see on a stage. I see
revelatory moments, beautiful moments that the actors own and possess and are in charge
of and created and were brave enough to let happen. I rarely see that in the theatre. Like
you, Michael, I really miss it because when I was a kid, that's what drew me to the theatre,
to figure out what the mystery of that was. Why did that happen? How did that happen?

I loved the various ways that people expressed how they sustain themselves, and I think
that's really important. You have to have a reason to go into a room with a bunch of other
people to put on a play. And while it quickly becomes apparent that the reasons we thought
we were going to do it don't apply, we come up with other reasons. They're tied to the
possibility of change, of making people see and understand. They're tied to the knitting
together of a community.

As trainers—I think everybody said this today—it's important, in spite of all the odds
that have been mentioned, to keep encouraging young actors to find a way subversively, or
however they have to do it, to make that moment of revelation possible in a theatre.

We also have to keep fighting much that is invading the standards of what's expected of
young actors. The conservatories have to question themselves. We're turning out a lot of
useful actors, but are we turning out unique actors? We're turning out actors who are useful
to the theatre in that they are trained and they can do the job in a professional manner, but
where's the individuality, the uniqueness, the thing that makes them like nobody else?

Something we all have to avoid is a condition of what I would call “efficient neutrality"
in acting. It gets done. The story gets told. They understand the plot, but nothing happened
in the room. We have to help young actors resist settling for safety and predictability. I
found that change happens as you strengthen your ability to tolerate discomfort, and that
actually creativity happens in a place of discomfort. I think Bryce and Ben live in a world
where the minute discomfort strikes, you look for a way out. We look for a solution. We
don't think of it as a fertile and creative place to be. I think it’s necessary to encourage
actors to stick with that, because if they can, they can help us see something.

I heard three examples of ways that actors can feel they're not simply there to justify
other people's choices: actor-created and -produced pieces; encouragement for actors to
direct, because they understand more about the process of acting; and Marco's idea, which
is a really good one, for actors to become heads of theatre, not just employees.

There isn't any money and there isn't enough time to do what we wanted to do, what I
wanted to do, probably what everybody wants to do. I can imagine a theatre in which given
a proper amount of time and money a company of artists could actually turn the idea of
something into the thing itself, rather than a clearly explicated outline of what the idea
behind the production is. "If we actually were able to do it, then you would see it; but we
weren't, so here's the idea behind it; and I hope you enjoy the idea because it's a good idea,
but it will never happen." 
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I think it's absurd to feel that that's the job, that's what happens most of the time, and
that you still want to do it. But I think that's what people in this room want to do. That's
what I want to do. That's all I have to say. I don't have any solutions.

Peter I'm so happy to have been here. It's been exciting to be in a room with so many
wonderful people.

Several things leapt out at me. James Kieberd was very interesting when he talked
about Nelson Mandela, who said to him, "Tell the students to get out into the world.
American students don't know anything about the world." And Frankie Faison, who is one
of my heroes because he's actually a happy man, said, "I can't be there today, so tell the
students to get out into the world in America, too." Because if they're going to play
plumbers and electricians and elevator operators, they need to know a few of them.

And like everybody else I was moved by Marco—not his cynicism, but just his inability
to constantly knock his head up against that concrete wall of the finances in this society and
the inability of an artist to be anything other than someone who is basically living out
somebody else's dream, either the costume designer's or the director's or the people that
make all the decisions for you.   

After the first day, I was thinking a lot about the critics. Critics. I wanted to interrupt
the critics. I wanted to have Dianne Wiest sing "Daisy, Daisy, Give Me Your Answer Do,"
just the way she did when she was in the Brownies. Or to have that phenomenal actor say
that line of hers from Bullets over Broadway, "Oh, God, what am I, just some vain
Broadway legend?" I fell so totally in love, and that's what theatre is supposed to do to me.

Richard Schickel said we're in a culture today that doesn't compare to the culture that
he knew in the '50's. And then he said that the critics' responsibility is not to attend to the
health of this art form. I respectfully disagree. I think it's everybody's responsibility that has
anything to do with this art form to attend to the health of this art form. I have been in so
many shows that got closed by critics that didn't deserve to be closed, maybe a few that did.
But I was with a truly great company that believed in having a place for the artist and
believed in permanent resident companies, Trinity Repertory in Providence, Rhode Island,
which was started in 1964 by Adrian Hall. I heard people talking yesterday of companies
that had five, six people, companies of up to ten people. We had 22 people on our payroll
for22 years in that company. That was a permanent company. It’s been there since 1964,
and there are still six original members in the company. That company never would have
existed without Stanley Kauffmann, who, when he was writing for the New York Times,

took that company on as a kind of a little bastard child and wrote wonderful things about it.
Partially because of that, they got a federal grant in 1965. Critics have a big responsibility.

That leads me to the next thing that leapt out at me: all of these wonderful actors and
teachers, all seeming to accept the fact that we're not going to make any money. We just
have to accept the fact that we're subsidizing, as Tim Blake Nelson said, the theatre in
America, in New York. If you're not making enough money to pay your rent, you're
subsidizing the theatre that you do. We have to accept in a quasi-spiritual way that we're
here to do service for the people, and not about our own needs and dreams and passions.

Someone said that they teach their students to be fierce and to push back. I loved that.
Not take no for an answer, and not just accept.  When the repertory theatre movement came
into flower in the 1960's, we had the Kennedy administration, we had the Ford Foundation
beginning, we had TCG beginning, we had all kinds of other foundations beginning and
being supportive of the artists. And society was supporting the artists because the country
was going through a sea change in the 1960's, and we had the war to fight against as a
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motivating force. Well, we've got a war, but we don't have the other things. I love the fact
that teachers are teaching brilliantly, and that young students are passionate and idealistic,
even though there's nothing but a grand commercial monster out there to go to.

And I think it's wonderful and ironic that at the exact time Kathleen Chalfant was
speaking, Tom DeLay was giving his notice.

Mel I came to this because Michael asked me to, and then, after I accepted, he asked me to
be on a summation committee. Since the topic of the conference is "The Role of the Actor
as Artist in Society," I realized I was being set up. I felt, I'm going to go there like the end
of some Ionesco play, where that messenger comes out and gives the answer in double-talk
for about 20 minutes. So I'm thinking about this question, you know, like the training
director I am; it's like when you're directing a play, you keep asking, "What is this play
about? What is the play about? " And I'm trying to think what is this question about.

For much of yesterday I felt like a very, very old person in a very, very old car driving
down very, very old roads that I had driven down many, many times, and I still didn't know
the way. I have heard these questions my whole life, and I certainly don't know the
answers. I mean, the issue of the actor as artist, what is the artist, what is the actor's role in
terms of commercialization of artists, the capitalism in society, the economics of the
theatre, the role of the critic. These are eternal questions, and it reminds me why we love
classical theatre, because in those plays those questions have not been answered, and they
are still with us today, those problems.

Then there was the issue I found extremely interesting about the way people came to
the theatre and the kind of epiphanies or transcendent moments that they had that made
them part of this art form. I was very lucky. I grew up as a kid in Brooklyn. I saw matinees
my whole life. Then I went into the Army, if you can imagine such a thing, and I was on
leave once, and I went with my mother to see a production directed by Jose Quintero, and
that was maybe the 14th time my life was changed. I never knew the theatre could be like
that. It was so incredibly spontaneous. It just flowed, and at the end of the piece I was
crying like an idiot, and I'm sure my mother was wondering what the Army had on their
hands. I followed his work, and at almost the same time I discovered the work of Tyrone
Guthrie. I always thought that if Tyrone Guthrie and Jose Quintero got married and had a
baby, I wanted to be the baby. I tried in my life to marry those, the spontaneity of Jose
Quintero and the staging, the vocabulary of movement and language of Guthrie. It wasn't
until I took a journey up to Stratford, Ontario, to see the stage that Guthrie and Tanya
Moiseiwitsch had designed, which was later replicated in Minnesota, that I saw the work of
Michael Langham, and that I think was the great religious experience. I just recognized
what the theatre is and what it can be and how extraordinary a place it is for the absolute
magnificence of what man can achieve.

I haven’t felt that way very often. I feel that way when I work in Central Park because
you get that connection with the community of New York City, the audience, and it's quite
incredible. But what I got yesterday was so much about the ache of being an artist, and it's
just an ache that never goes away. It's there because we're born with it, because we have to
do what we have to do, and most of the time, we can't do it, and some of the time when we
do it, it's not really what we want to do, but it's always there, this ache. There's no penicillin
for it, and I think much of that ache was expressed yesterday. Of course, people in the real
world have the ache, too, but they're not lucky. They don't have the outlet for it. They don't
have the life we have, and they envy us for it.
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I was most interested yesterday afternoon to listen to the actors in the last session talk
about training, and this was a revelation to me. I've been training actors for a hundred
years, and I didn't know that professional actors so respected training. When I first got into
the theatre, people would say to me, "You're going to college to study theatre? Directing,
what's that? Acting, what's that?" It was not the thing. Professional actors used to put down
kids who had gone to college. The '60's and '70's with the proliferation of the so-called
method was interesting in a certain way, but it was a very anti-intellectual force. The actor
was not supposed to read a book. The teacher would say, "What are you thinking about?
You think too much." "Well, I'm thinking I've got to murder my children." "No, just do it,
find your impulse." So it was very encouraging to have training validated in that way.

So, anyway, as I say, I'm pondering this goddam question, The Role of the Actor as
Artist in Society, oh, God, and I tried to pull this down to myself, and I think by today I got
kind of an answer. I used to do a lot of personal work. I developed an exercise called
autodrama. I used to do one-person shows with the students, until I announced that it was a
dead form, it didn't work anymore, because I felt that the actor should reveal something we
don't know, and it became like endless narcissistic exercises. But about five years ago, I
guess around the time Bush was elected, I started to think about my children and these kids
in class, and I was wondering what kind of world we were leaving these kids. I mean, the
air is being polluted, the waters are being polluted, the rivers are rising, there's corruption
on the most extraordinary level. Simply sitting in a classroom talking about art, how do we
relate to this? What is the world that you are living in as students?

I read an article in the L.A. Times about all these people who had lost their jobs, and we
started to talk about it in class. The kids started telling me about their parents who have lost
jobs, or husbands who have lost jobs, and we decided we would do a project we called the
unemployment project. The actors did research on actual people who had lost their jobs and
what that was like, and we developed it into a performance piece. And because so many
students today are sort of bloodless and frightened, I suggested we study people who are
activists, and learn about what they're doing and what their passions are and what they're
up against and whose work means something. This has been a tremendous experience,
these have been very revelatory moments watching the work that they have come up
with—something as complicated as finding someone who works with torture victims from
South America to someone who's simply an animal rights activist, or someone who has
worked with black school children in the South where there's no water. It’s trying to
engage students now in this crazed, horrifying world we're living in in this country.

It was great to hear the fellow talk about UNICEF and what's going on in Africa, but
there's a lot going on here. Maybe people think I'm cynical, but I think it's all right to be
cynical. Cynical is being realistic. So now we're doing work on bloggers because bloggers
are crazy, and we're finding an approach into that. So what I got out of this is kind of a
definition of what I'm doing—which I didn't quite understand before I came here—which is
that for me the role of the actor as artist in society is as an activist, is, yes, as an entertainer,
but also an educator. So I came here to find out what I'm doing.

John One thing that struck me was the number of people who related their acting career to a
calling and said they had started out in the priesthood or thinking of the rabbi-hood.
Frankly, I never really thought of myself that way. How come the church in this country
seems to be in an enormous, almost incomprehensible, period of revival? There are these
nondenominational churches that draw in thousands and thousands of people every Sunday,
and yet the theatre, as Michael said at the beginning, is depleted. Theatre seems to be
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shrinking. Is there a way of coming to terms with this sense of calling and this desire to be
more present in the culture? Can we help define ways of being more evangelical?

I want to go back to the critic panel. The critics were complaining about the fact that
the space in their publications for writing about the theatre was threatened. In the New
York theatre there was a period where they actually were almost not reviewing any Off
Broadway or Off Off Broadway. It suddenly disappeared—at a time, of course, when I was
doing a play. I'd look, and no review, nothing. I would say, "Wait a minute. There's nothing
in the paper at all about the theatre today," and people said, "Well, the Times is undergoing
a change. They're try to re-conceive how they're going to cover this. They want to be a
national paper, and do the people in the heartland really care about what's happening in the
New York theatre?" I tried to tell people that we had to protest this because it was
incredibly important. I mean, the media and the people who cover us are very powerful, as
we all know. At lunch, Olympia questioned Michael's desire to have critics be a part of a
panel. We're actors. It's an interfamilial conversation. Why do we want these outsiders in
that conversation? But one of the things that I took away from the two days is that we need
to increase the space for what we do, and I think they're a part of it. Their shrinking of
space and the shrinking of artistic opportunities directly affect their lives, too.

We're also supposed to talk about where we go from here, and I think that the question
of increasing the space for actors and for conversations about acting and for defining what
we do is extremely important. There is something to this actor/priest relationship—the
desire to help discover "the Force." In this increasingly technological and fragmented
world, the hunger for the Force is there, and I submit that that's what's driving those people
to the church on Sunday. They're hungry, and we have to find ways to tap into that..

Michael, you said in the beginning that you were motivated by this depleted sense of
artistic possibilities, which I think we've all experienced. At the same time, we live in a
moment of enormous artistic possibilities and opportunities, maybe greater than any actors
have ever had, in the sense that show business, the movies—what people are hungry for—
are marketed on a scale that's just absolutely unimaginable.

I was interested in the conversation between the actors who are in the theatre versus
those who have film careers and stage careers. There are people who can make a living in
the theatre, but it's very, very few. All of us have to find another way to support it, and I've
been lucky enough to be in films that I have found a great deal of satisfaction in, and those
films pay residuals, and that's something that does not happen if you're an actor in the
theatre. I have two children and a middle-class life, and I, like Frankie, consider myself a
happy, satisfied actor. However, if I lived in Los Angeles and only did supporting roles in
movies or was only a guest star—if I didn't have the theatre in my life—I doubt that I
would feel happy, fulfilled. To me it's almost unimaginable. I love the theatre. And I think
it's necessary to have a life in the theatre to survive as an actor. Of course I feel the ache
that you're talking about, Mel. But there's actually a lot of good news, because most of the
people in this room have a life in the theatre. Peter's going off to the Atlantic tomorrow to
start rehearsal in a Martin McDonough play. So many people in this room are working in
the theatre and are able to support themselves, not from the theatre, but from the other
possibilities that are out there for all of us.
 The other thing that really struck me was this sense of family. I think we all feel it. I
certainly feel it, and it's unusual. It's one of the main reasons that I feel so grateful for the
past two days, this sense that we're all in AA together. And I think that, out of this
conference, we need to find ways of re-enforcing that. I remember at one time Michael said
something about a dream at the Actors Center that there would be a building somewhere in
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Los Angeles and in New York where you could go and be with each other, that it could be
a physical place. I mean, there is 27th Street, but because it's a conservatory and it's small, it
doesn't really feel like that. And maybe it's not a physical space. Maybe it's an opportunity
like this, and maybe it's a virtual space. Maybe it's something that happens online. But this
sense that we're in it together—and can help define it for each other and not only for
ourselves—has enormous possibilities.

Olympia  You know, I didn't want to come. And I know what that's about. I just despair of all
this talk and where it takes us and what it gives us, and what possibility it has for the
future. How many times have I been at events like this, and we've talked, and how many
times have we shared stories? I remember the TCG conferences I've been to over the years
when I was involved with the theatre. How many times I recited Lorca's “The poem, the
song, the picture is water drawn from the well of the people and should be given back to
them in a cup of beauty so that in drinking they will know themselves”?  How many times I
said, "It's not a matter of old or new forms, but that a man speak from his heart." How
many times have we all quoted Chekhov over and over and over again?

 I'll tell you what happened here for me. Gerry Freedman offered me a job doing an
impossible play. I said, "Why do you want to do this play? Do you know how to do this
play?" He said, "No, but I want to try doing it." And I said, "Okay." And the other thing
that happened was over coffee this morning, a casual remark. I heard that a project I had
spent a good deal of time developing was now going to move forward with another actress.
And I thought, "Whew, what am I going to do with that now? I could get angry," and I
thought, "Oh, just let it go. There's another horse coming—just let it go."   

It’s moved me to hear people talking about the work they want to do, work that, like
Gerry said, you don't know the answers to, you don't know how it's going to work out. And
then having to live with, negotiate, and process what we might call the negative aspect of
our work—a casual remark dropped at coffee this morning—all of it there to move us off
of the thing that's the most important thing, which is that we hold on to defining who we
are, don't let ourselves be defined. That's what I've heard people doing, trying to find a path
to define themselves in their work, whether it be teaching or acting.

Ron, I was taken with the idea that you don't see revelatory work on the stage, but you
do see this in the classroom. There's something in the classroom that's homogenous.
Everybody speaks the same language. You make it safe. But in a rehearsal period, it's not
homogenous. Everybody has a different process. It's not necessarily safe, either from other
actors who'll tell you what to do, or a director who is dictatorial. In a classroom, the student
doesn't get to know about the dangers and pitfalls of collaboration, how difficult that really
is. And in our country, not only do you have the difference in process and in training, we
have a mixture of ethnicities. Other countries are more homogenous. People come with
such different mythologies, and sometimes clashing mythologies, so that what you're able
to do in the classroom does not necessarily happen in a production. So what you say is true,
those revelatory moments don't happen.

I went to sleep thinking about what Marco said about the wall, and I woke up thinking
about it, and I thought, “It has to be you're thinking about yourself” because I try to run
ahead of that wall. I think to myself, I can figure this out, I don't have to hit that wall. Like
that series I tried to do a year ago in L.A.: I finally had to realize that I hit the wall. There
was nothing but humiliation. I could listen to my friends who said, "Oh, no, no, you're the
best thing in this." I could fall for that, but the truth of the matter was, it was failure and
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humiliation. There's some dream that has failed. In our own eyes, there's something that has
not happened that we thought was going to happen.

The other thing that moved me was Dianne, when I handed her the mike, and she said,
"Me?" I could have cried right then. If not you, who else in this room, Dianne, if not you?
It was a killer, that one. And then I said to her, "Take it to Rosemarie. Get Rosemarie on
her feet." These women have worked away and have diligently hit the wall and then
somehow managed to bounce off again.

I come from a people that have a great belief in persuasion. The Greeks even thought
there was a god called persuasion, and they would pray to the god of persuasion so they
would find the language so they could speak. So for me to sit here and say I feel despair
about talking and then to go on and on and on talking—you have to know there's a battle in
me. Part of me says, "Language matters. If you say the words, if you find the expression,
you can get it." Then this other part of me is saying, "Shut up! Just shut up!" Do I want to
have another congress? Yes. Even if it's just to continue that ongoing battle for myself,
even if it's just to stand in a circle with Michele and Dianne and Judith and Lynn and
Penny, and hear Michele say, "Look at the power in this circle." I don't know if we're going
to change how acting is taught. I don't know if we're going to change how plays get done.
But speaking for myself personally, I'd like to come back again and see who wins, the god
of persuasion or the god of despair.

Michele  I just have to say publicly that in my dark times, Olympia has been the warrior queen
who has gotten me through many things because of her indomitable spirit and tremendous
love and passion for this amazing thing that we do.

Of the themes that I heard over and over, empowerment seems to be the most
important, because I want to know how we dig ourselves out of this loop of conversation.
We have an amazing wealth of wisdom, yet we somehow keep ourselves in the same place.
When I was listening to the critics, one of the things that came up for me was how do you
question the observations you're making. We need to question our perception of perception
itself, because what we're doing is designing a way for other people to have experience.  I
wonder what it is we're not seeing that might enable us to use our very creativity to come
up with solutions.

As human beings, we all deal with change and with things staying the same. If that's the
fact of life, then who are we going to be in relationship to that? There will come a moment
when humanity will focus on us as part of the solution, as it has in the past. Why? Because
we are the place, aside from the churches, where humanity comes to drink.

I'm particularly concerned about seeing us go forward in training and in how to take
better care of ourselves. We're going to be asked to do the impossible with little time and
little resources. The level of physical stress in your body, from doing that over time,
literally wears you down. On a certain level, we like the challenge of it. We'll complain
about it, but the truth is that if somebody asks you to do a Boston accent, you will find
some way to do it on a dime. Your system will pay for that, but you will find some way to
do it. And I'm wondering whether there's something that we can come up with in our
training that can help us handle that. In my study of energy, I’ve found that we have
amazing resources that can restore us psychologically, emotionally, and physically in a
very short period of time. We're Rolls Royces running around acting like Chevrolets.

I want to see us explore ways to help open up our tunnel vision, empowering us to go
forward as a family to create more moments of revelation in theatre, to articulate our
standards for excellence and how that happens. Is it possible to create more extraordinary
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performances and moments in theatre? Have we really looked at that and shared that
wisdom in one place? In terms of writing, for example: writing is like designing an
unfolding experience that has shapes and peaks and valleys and everything in it. Is there
some way to standardize some of that, by paying attention to what produces greatness? Is it
dependent upon somebody having talent? What are the skills, what are the movements,
what is the environment that allows that to happen?

As far as the money question goes, there's money somewhere, and I think we need to
talk to people who know how to get it. I was impressed watching Sharon Stone sit on
television and sell her diamond earrings for AIDs. We're some of the most important
people on the planet right now, because so many are moving away from empathy and
compassion, from what moves us in our hearts. In our next conference, I hope we can bring
in people to look at what's required to build a future. I want to know what we think is going
to happen in the future of the theatre or the world that we can address.

Olympia  There are people out there who spend their time thinking about how our culture is
evolving and where it's going, and I think it's not a bad idea to invite them to a conference.

There are other ways of structuring the congress. There may be a possibility of having a
panel that sets up a dialogue, and then you break out into smaller groups, and then
everybody comes back and each group reports. It's a way of giving everybody an
opportunity not only to express their own opinions, but to function as a small think tank for
recommendations.

I also liked the telling of our stories. At first I thought, "Where is this going to go, it's
the same story," and then, "Well, it is the same story, but for each person it's structured a
little differently." So maybe some aspect of that is always relevant.

Michele  I’d also like a visioning process—maybe that would help us too. What we would like to
see happen in the future, how to make that happen. So that we get more results.

Olympia  Some kind of political advocacy. Let’s face it, that is really necessary.

Peter I would like for the people in our industry to not have to find themselves in the position
of saying, "I know I just have to accept what I get. I just have to accept second-class
citizenship," or, "I know the money goes elsewhere. The money goes to the costume
people, and I'm just an actor." It's a kind of defeatism that is deeply ingrained in us. There
was a period of time in the 1960's where, as a culture, we rose above that. And I think it's
exciting that teachers teach the actors what they do today so that, however many years it is
before there's another sea change, we have a group of actors and theatre professionals,
directors, who are primed, they're ready to do it.

In the meantime, I think it's important that we become activists, that we demand that
theatres hire and maintain companies, for instance. It's important that critics take
responsibility for the health of the art form, in addition to their objectivity, and I think it's
important that actors throw their hats into the ring as artistic directors, or at least directors.
I'm not sure exactly why an actor would want to be an artistic director, nevertheless, it
would be good if they were, or that teachers and critics and the whole community get
involved in the politics of funding and censorship. Finally, I demand of the theatrical
culture that if I am going to commit my life to the theatre—as I have for 50-some-odd
years—that the theatre return the favor. It sounds like pie in the sky, but I don't think it is. 

In terms of a salary, in terms of employment, if we say, "I demand that I be a part of a
company," if we visualize, as Michele said, what it is that we want in this nation—I mean,
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if Trinity Rep in 1970 could have a company of 22 people functioning constantly in two
theatres and keep them employed for 20 years—then it can be done again.

John What happened to that?

Peter The Ford Foundation cut out. The National Endowment for the Art was whittled away
at continuously. Foundation after foundation began to lessen the amount of money.

John I think actors have to take some responsibility for that as well. When I got out of
college, I was a fellow at Center Stage. They gave you $175 a week, and you did
everything, and it was great. John Lithgow came to direct a play, and it was terrific. They
asked him if he wanted to be the artistic director, and he, probably wisely if you consider
John Lithgow's career, said no. The fact that there are almost no companies left and we're
not working in that kind of world deserves examination. But on this vision thing, why not?
I mean, starting an actors theatre with Marco as the artistic director and—

Olympia  He doesn't want that, though.

John Just hypothetically. There's nothing to stop a group of actors from thinking big this
way, and saying, "We're going to have a theatre, and we're going to pay more than a living
wage, and we'll go out and try to convince the world that they're going to fund it because
they're going to see revelatory theatre."

Peter Olympia and Louis did it, didn't you?

Olympia  Yeah, but we didn't pay a living wage for a long time, and we all had to do a lot of
different work, and we had to go in and convince Equity, you know, that they could trust
us. It's similar to what's happened out at ACT. The theatre has to commit itself to the
actor's growth and their life, and the actors have to commit themselves to the theatre. It
takes a special group of people for that to happen. I remember we were at a TCG
conference, and Zelda was saying, "Why don't people want to come and work in
Washington?" She couldn't get people to come out of New York. And I said, "Well, I have
the answer, and it's simple. Give them a piece of the pie. You want the actors to come and
make that kind of commitment, give them a piece of the pie."

And why would somebody want to be an artistic director? To do and accomplish all the
things that you say that you want to accomplish. You can be a relevant institution in a
community. You can serve other people—that word that’s used over and over again—serve
the theatrical community in terms of putting together directors, playwrights, actors,
designers. You can do that. You can be part of your own community as you see people
coming to the theatre and then bringing their children. That's a reason to do it.

Michael Johnson Chase (from audience)  I'm very much excited about what Thomas Friedman
writes in The World is Flat, and I believe this discussion is related to conversations that are
happening in many industries, because everything right now needs to be reinvented. We are
in a period of astonishing change, and it's happening so quickly that most of us actually
aren't even seeing it yet. I spent the last couple of years studying organizational
development techniques and methodologies, and I can tell you there are some extraordinary
methodologies out there for visioning processes. Other industries are ahead of culture in
terms of recognizing that the world is now highly globalized, it's 24/7, it's networked, it's
hooked up, and it's happening whether we want it to or not. There are organizations and
industries that don't want to back into the future, they want to walk into the future facing
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forward. And that I think is the challenge for theatre in America. Are we going to back into
the future, or turn around and walk into it facing forward?

Now, in these other industries, they have over the last ten or fifteen years developed
some extraordinary kinds of group interaction and group meeting, think-tank kinds of
methodologies. One of them is called Future Search, which actually was first done in the
'50's when 300 engineers were brought together, and over three days they collectively
designed a jet engine that is still in use. It works best for groups of people up to about
eighty. And there's technology around it, there are ways you break into small meetings, and
you come back into the whole group and so forth. But it is very much a way of digging into
the best of the past, the problems of the present, and ways to imagine and actualize those
things into the future.

There are other methodologies as well, and there are plenty of people who would love
to do it in culture, and would love to do it with a group of people like this because, as
Michele said, if we could harness our creativity and it could be used in concert with the
creativity that others have already engaged, there's no telling what could come out of that.

Michele  Sony created Walkman when there was no need for Walkman. Michael says we need
an infusion of inspiration so that we can think out of the box and not just respond to what
we're asked to do—that passivity we're always drawn to—but actually invent the next
Walkman for theatre. If we understand the principles of that, we creators should be able to
create something that's going to work for us as a community and build jobs. One of the
things that I see is that we're not concerned about building jobs for ourselves as a group.
We are concerned about jobs individually, not as something that's going to spread and grow
and constantly produce income.

People come to stuff that's relevant to them. We need to couple what we care about as
artists with what's relevant, and the money will come.

Peter J. Fernandez (from audience)  I do believe that we're in a global time, but that as we get
closer, we are also getting further apart. We tend to live more separate lives. We spend
more time in front of machines, in front of impersonal screens. Racism is on the rise in the
world. Prejudice and separatism. I think we were created to fight that.

Along that line, I want to talk about the notion of us as teachers and sharers in the
workplace. It was said earlier and I just want to reinforce that. It's very easy, when you're
working, to concentrate only on what you have to concentrate on. We don't have lots of
time—four weeks of rehearsal, three weeks of rehearsal—and I've got to make sure what
I'm doing is right. I've got to look good in this piece. I have to get my next job. Well, thank
God for those seasoned actors who, when I came into the business here in New York City,
took the time and said, "Wait a minute, young blood. If you'll just listen for a second, you
don't have to go all the way over there. It's right here. If you'll just listen for a second, that's
not what they're saying. If you'll just listen for a second, this is who you are at this point in
time. We encourage you for where you want to go and who you are, but we want to talk to
you about who you are.” They shared their lives.

I came out of Boston University. Rosemarie Tichler gave me my first major job at the
New York Shakespeare Festival. The Black and Hispanic Shakespeare Company. Joe was
putting together a company of actors of black and Latino culture heritage to do the classics.
I was excited—I had a job at the New York Shakespeare Festival. Well, there were a lot of
things that hovered over that project. John Simon was one of them. It was supposed to be a
very special project, and it was. It worked and it didn't work for lots of reasons, none of
which I understood at that time. But older actors like Frankie Faison and Morgan Freeman
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took me aside and encouraged me for who I was and what I knew—and helped me with
what I didn't know.

We need to do that everyday, especially for the young people coming into the business.
There's only so much you can learn in school. The rest of it you learn on the job, and we
have to share, which means sharing your lives. Take a kid out for lunch once in a while. If
you're going for drinks, involve them. So much of what ultimately lives on the stage
happens off stage and not in the rehearsal hall. It's conversations. It's coffee.

They watch us like hawks. If we shut them out, they learn to shut others out. They learn
to be very stingy and careful with their work. You see these productions with wonderful
individual performances that have nothing to do with the rest. If it's ensemble, if it's
working as a whole, everybody looks good. We all know that, but we do things that work
contrary to that. We need to remember that we're all teachers. I'm a happy man in the midst
of this very troubled business because people like you shared with me.

Lynn Cohen (from audience)  I am really so fucking torn by this whole event, it just makes me
crazy. First of all, I love actors so much, and it so thrilling to be here. Actors are the most
gallant, brave, ridiculous, passionate people in the world. I don't worry about people being
actors—if you have to act, you have to act. I applaud the idea of bucking up against the
words safe, being safe, being in a safe place. Make waves. We are living in such a world of
fear. We're living in such a country of fear that if we don't stand up and do what we have to
do, we're all dead ducks. But I think we have to figure out what we have to do. That's the
thing I really want to know here, and I don't know. I hear Peter talking about being a part of
a company, and is that what we want? What kind of theatre are we talking about? There's
not just one kind of theatre. It's not just one company. What are we really asking for?

Why don't we have a lobby? Are we thinking about lobbyists? We're not represented.
We're fucking invisible. We are the most visible invisible people I know. So, yes, the talk,
the talk, the talk—but walk the walk. We've got to figure this out.

Olympia  So you would come to the next congress?

Lynn Cohen Oh, yes, I'll come to the next. I think I should bring a senator with me.
You know, I would love to see a panel on how directors are being trained. I just had a

young director call me, directing for the first time, because he'd been so frustrated. He said,
"You know, I just had my first rehearsal, and they asked me a question, and I didn't know
the answer." I said, "Oh, thank God, thank God you didn't know the answer." I'm so sick of
directors walking in with all the answers. Leave space. Leave room. It's together.

CLOSING STATEMENT – J. Michael Miller

Michael I want to end on that kind of passionate note. We're where we want to be. I'm ending a
conversation that's right at its peak—it's always the right place to end because it's going to
keep going on in the hallway in a couple of minutes.

I don't know that this was a summation, but it was a real contribution of response to
what has been said over these days in a very individual and—as I asked you to do from the
beginning and which you've all been so committed to doing—candid way.

There's something very special that's happened in this room over the last couple of
days. Olympia says, "I'm tired of talking, talking, talking, talking." Well, I have a totally
different point of view. I've known her forever and will love her forever on, but if she didn't
talk to me and I didn't talk to her, often, about things that are really important to me, my
life wouldn't be the same. I think that's true of all of us in this room. If we don't have a



68

chance to talk once in a while, just to talk and to let it out until it gets into a formative stage
of action, I don't know how we get anywhere. We have sat here for two full days talking,
and I haven't seen so much energy and care and full exploration within each of us in a long,
long time.

The last thing I want is for this dialogue to end. I ask each of you to send me whatever
is on your mind. We've talked so much about priesthood here over the last few days. It is a
congregation, this congress. I call it a congress because I hope you feel that you are
members of it now, and that you will return, and that this will be a continuing conversation,
that out of it will come things that we want to do together. I don't know how long that's
going to take, but it's going to take a while. The emotions of today are not necessarily what
we want to do tomorrow, but we are going to continue to follow through on this.

I want to tell you what's going to happen now. We're going to take some time to sort
out what we’re going to do in the future. Tell me if I'm wrong: if you don't want to see this
thing happen again next year, raise your hand. (No hands are raised.)

We're going to do it.
In the meantime I’m going to see how much I can get of what happened in these two

days out to the rest of the country so people will know what it is we're talking about. And I
hope by the time we do this in another two or three years, that we will not only have our
continuing meeting in New York—that's going to be the main place for this congress to
happen—but we will have little rump sessions across the country. I would like to set up
places where the word goes forth—not just by email or mail. Then we'll come back here
where the one annual congress will meet each January.

This is not an idle thing that we've done this weekend. Bless you all.


