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% Foreword

Rose Eichenbaum met her first movie star at the age of ten. Her big
brother delivered newspapers at the Samuel Goldwyn Studio near their
home in West Hollywood. He often took Rose along on the back of his
bike, and when they entered restricted areas, he left his extremely shy
sister on sound stages and instructed, “Don’t move until I get back.” On
one such occasion, she was on the set of I’ll Take Sweden, starring Bob
Hope, Tuesday Weld, and teen idol Frankie Avalon. During a break,
Avalon walked up to her, stroked her cheek, and said, “You’re very pretty.
What’s your name?” “It’s . . . Rosalie,” she stammered. That experience
would presage her entrance some forty years later into a world inhabited
by the people most mortals see only on the “silver screen,” theatrical stage,
or television.

Even if her brother hadn’t taken her on his paper route, Rose couldn’t
have escaped the glow that the movie industry cast over the landscape of
her life, from such visions as the imposing HOLLYWOOD sign, street ven-
dors hawking maps to stars’ homes, and the frequent street closures for
on-location movie and television filming. And if you were in the right
place at the right time, you might even catch a glimpse of a famous movie
star. Rose once spotted a white-haired Cary Grant on Canon Drive in
Beverly Hills, and Lauren Bacall in a restaurant. But you knew they were a
different breed, almost royalty. As a rule, you could acknowledge them
with a polite bow or by calling out, “I loved you in . . ” but to say more
would be regarded as a rude trespass.

As a teenager, before the era of shopping malls, Rose and her friends
hung out on Hollywood Boulevard along the Walk of Fame. Their play-
ground was the sidewalk imbedded with star-shaped bronze plaques, each
inscribed with the name of a film industry icon. From Highland to Vine,
Rose knew the exact locations of all of her favorite stars so enshrined. In
front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre she would place her hands and feet
into the cement impressions left for posterity by Judy Garland, Marilyn
Monroe, and Elizabeth Taylor.

As an adult, Rose overcame, one might say overcompensated for, her
shyness, as evidenced by her two earlier books, Masters of Movement
(2004) and The Dancer Within (2008), which required her to interview

ix



x TForeword

and photograph some of the world’s greatest choreographers and danc-
ers. In both cases, she had already made a name for herself in the dance
world as a photojournalist for America’s leading dance magazines.

To do The Actor Within, she had to enter unchartered territory and
breach the invisible “no trespassing” sign that shielded Hollywood celeb-
rities from “civilians,” as one actor would later label the rest of us. A
mutual friend offered to introduce Rose to former M*A*S*H (1970) star
Elliott Gould who found his interview with Rose so enjoyable he was
willing to make introductions for her to fellow actors Ed Asner, George
Segal, Piper Laurie, and Norman Lloyd. Asner was so moved by Rose’s
insightful questions he pulled out his Rolodex and began phoning fellow
actors Ed Harris, Amy Madigan, William H. Macy, Hector Elizondo, and
Shelley Berman. “You have to be interviewed by this woman!” he told
them. “I had an epiphany about my life!” Harris would later contact
Marcia Gay Harden. Segal enlisted Charles Durning and James Cromwell
—and so it began.

What’s a Rose Eichenbaum interview and photo session like? Her sub-
jects will tell you it’s like having an encounter with a fellow artist who does
her research and knows her craft. But more important, Rose asks pene-
trating questions that cut to the core of what has made them celebrated
actors—the inner truth of their lives that they bring to their characters.
Sometimes these truths touch on traumatic events in their personal lives.
When asked, “Why did you become an actor?” Asner told Rose that he
had played football on Yom Kippur against his father’s wishes. “Feelings
of guilt drove me from Kansas City,” he said. “Acting was my way out.” In
response to Rose’s gentle prodding in connection to the anguished char-
acter Sarah Packard in The Hustler, Laurie revealed that when she was five
her parents sent her away to a children’s home in California for three
years where she felt alone, isolated, and frightened. Durning reflected on
the horrors of his combat experience during World War II in Europe after
Rose asked how he knew what it takes to play tough guys.

Clearly, Rose is gifted in her ability to disarm her subjects within
minutes of meeting them; talking to Rose is like confiding in an old
friend. Though a stranger, she is able to ask probing questions that some-
times open new channels of insight and understanding in the artists
themselves: “How does acting inform you about yourself? What do you
bring of yourself to your roles? Where are you when you're inside your
character?”

Driven by an inexhaustible quest to understand the relationship be-
tween artistic expression and the human spirit, and armed with a camera



and tape recorder, it would take two years for Rose to tunnel her way into
the inner sanctum of the actor’s world. What she discovered is here
revealed. How do I know so much about Rose Eichenbaum? Not only
have I been her editor and artistic collaborator for many years, but I am
also her big brother.
Aron Hirt-Manheimer
Ridgefield, Connecticut
October 13, 2010
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Many of the actors profiled in this work are known for some of the most
memorable roles ever performed on stage or screen: Karl Malden as
Mitch in A Streetcar Named Desire; Ruby Dee as Ruth in A Raisin in the
Sun; Amanda Plummer as Agnes in Agnes of God; and William H. Macy,
the bungling Jerry Lundegaard in Fargo. I am grateful to these talented
actors for their willingness to allow me into their lives through my prob-
ing questions. When I asked why they had chosen to become actors, most
began to squirm in their seats. I had inadvertently trespassed into deeply
personal territory. For some, acting is their way of overcoming shyness;
for others, a way of coping with sad or traumatic experiences; but, for all,
a way of giving focus to their lives. All spoke of acting with passion and
reverence, as if compelled by some inner force.

CCH Pounder considers acting a calling. So does Joe Mantegna, who
after his first audition in high school said, “It was like an electric bolt
going through my body. . . . This is where I'm supposed to be!” George
Segal, now in his seventies, who dedicated himself to acting at the age of
sixteen, declares, “My passion and love for acting has never waned.”

“Acting is a spiritual practice,” says Ellen Burstyn, “a journey to un-
cover the deeper self, access it, and reveal it in front of people.” To succeed
as an actor, states Bill Pullman, “You have to believe that acting is an
investigation of who you are as a person.” Frances Fisher explains, “The
actor’s job is to express the human condition as truthfully as possible by
putting a magnifying glass on the things that ring true for all of us.” Many
actors portrayed here, like veteran Norman Lloyd, see acting as a means to
improve the plight of man: “During the Great Depression, I thought I
could make a statement with this actor within about our times and the
world around us.” For Native American Wes Studi, acting is a way of
serving his people: “Because we lost control of this continent . . . it is now
up to us as individuals to do what we can for our people and the earth.”

In interview after interview, I was told that great acting requires an
investment of the self. “Without that,” says Amy Madigan, “you don’t
have any base line, any truth.” “All my characters take on my traits and
whatever is going on emotionally in my life,” confesses Amber Tamblyn.

Preface
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Recalling one of the most chilling scenes in Carrie, Piper Laurie said, “I
knew I'd have to go to a really raw place inside myself for the scene in
which I stab Carrie (Sissy Spacek) with a large knife. . . . Acting is a way for
me to speak, to communicate and express myself, even if the words and
actions are not my own.”

Charles Durning, who survived the landing on Omaha Beach and
hand-to-hand combat on D-day, explains, “As an actor, I always think
about the war and the tough things that I had to do to stay alive. I bring all
of that to my roles.” Debra Winger describes roles in which she felt
trapped—trapped in someone else’s image of her, trapped in a lifestyle,
and trapped in illness. “I can identify with the feeling of being trapped,”
she says, “because it’s part of what it means to be a woman.”

Some actors identify with their characters to a life-changing degree, as
was the case for Lainie Kazan when, as understudy for Barbra Streisand,
she took to the stage in Funny Girl. “I was Fanny Brice!” she says. “I
performed my heart out. It was the single most important event of my
career.” In portraying painter Jackson Pollock, Ed Harris says, “The expe-
rience penetrated the deepest part of me, affecting me as a human being
and my acting thereafter” Marlee Matlin recalls that her tumultuous on-
screen romance with William Hurt in Children of a Lesser God spilled over
into her real life long after the film wrapped. Stephen Tobolowsky cau-
tions against taking on violent or unsavory roles: “You have to be careful
about what you do because everything you do affects you and you never
come all the way back.”

Actors rely on a number of things in order to perform well: a good
script, cast, score, staging, and directing, as well as a receptive audi-
ence. But it’s when she bares her soul, when he taps his essential self
and surrenders it to the circumstance of his character, that we witness
great acting. Regardless of wardrobe, makeup, or even dialogue, it’s the
actor’s truth—the essence—beneath the camouflage that we’re watching.
We travel to Middle Earth with Elijah Wood, not Frodo Baggins, in the
Lord of the Rings trilogy. Marsha Mason shows us her femininity and
frailty as the jilted single Mom, Paula McFadden, in The Goodbye Girl. In
David Mamet’s Oleanna, Julia Stiles takes to the stage and breaths her
daily mood into each performance. Perhaps that is why, when I met the
actors in person, I felt as if I already knew them; they had already revealed
aspects of themselves to me through their performances. I was amazed
that so many of them were like the characters they portrayed. Ed Asner is
Lou Grant, grumpy but lovable. Elliott Gould is Trapper John, cynical but



kindhearted. Teri Garr is perceptive and endearing like Inga in Young
Frankenstein. Hector Elizondo is sensitive and caring as the hotel manager
in Pretty Woman. As actors leave their imprint on their characters, so also
do they leave their imprint on their audiences. And they do so by giving

us a glimpse of the actor within.
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\%\ Norman Lloyd

In a career spanning seventy years on the stage and screen, Norman Lloyd
appeared in many celebrated roles: Cinna the poet in Shakespeare’s Julius
Caesar under the direction of Orson Welles for the Mercury Theatre
(1937); the evil Fry in Alfred Hitchcock’s Saboteur (1942) who falls to
his death from the Statue of Liberty in one of cinema’s most famous
special effects sequences; the choreographer in Charlie Chaplin’s master-
piece Limelight (1952); the stern headmaster, Gale Nolan, in Peter Weir’s
Dead Poets Society (1989); and the list goes on. Furthermore, Lloyd is
regarded as one of the most insightful and articulate experts on the actor’s
life and craft. I visited him at his Mandeville Canyon home, where he lives
with his wife of more seventy years.

“After a lifetime in the theater and in films, how is the actor within you
doing today?”

“At ninety-four, 'm no longer being offered many parts, but I still feel
that I can play them and much better now. If you started as an actor, you
are always an actor no matter what you do in this business—act, produce,
or direct. The thing that first propelled you into the business always stays
within you. So when you speak about the actor within, it’s ever present. A
true actor is always ready for a casting call. I made my last film, In Her
Shoes, when I was about ninety-one in 2005. I felt the same way about it as
I did in 1932 at the age of seventeen when I started acting with Eva Le
Gallienne’s Civic Repertory Theatre in New York City. I have friends who
say they’re retired. They’re not going to act anymore. Perhaps these peo-
ple who retire feel that acting was merely a youthful indiscretion or the
impulse in them has died. But I could never feel like that, not I. T feel
capable today of doing the best work I've ever done. But there are certain
considerations. I'm not so confident about the lines anymore, that is to
say, I could learn them, but when you’re in your nineties, you have mo-
mentary lapses of memory. You're human, that’s it. I can continue to
work in pictures or television, no sweat. But in the theater, standing there
with your bare face hanging out before a thousand people, it’s a frighten-
ing, frightening thing to not recall your lines.”

“What first attracted you to the stage, to acting?”






“When I first went into acting, I was rather romantic about it, thinking
I could be like John Barrymore or Alfred Lunt. Then, during the Great
Depression of the 1930s, I, and others, realized we could make a statement
with this actor within ourselves about our times and the world around
us—that we had power as actors. We did it in some of the work we did
through the WPA (Works Progress Administration), the Federal Theatre,
the Mercury Theatre, and other theaters. We felt the need and the de-
sire to speak out like writers did. So we adjusted that need to our own
art: acting.”

“Reading your autobiography, Stages, I noticed that throughout your
career you've been possessed of a deep restlessness and rebelliousness. Are
these still present within you?”

“Damn right!” he said pounding the table. “As an actor you have to
keep moving in order to work. I was fortunate also to step into the
production side of the industry so that I was behind the camera, directing
and producing. These were all ways of amplifying the economics of earn-
ing a living. As an actor, you don’t have much chance of making money
unless you are a great picture star. But there was also something else in my
case. I was trying in my own way to raise the level of creativity of the
marvelous actors and directors around me like Charlie Chaplin, Jean
Renoir, Lewis Milestone, and Alfred Hitchcock. These were remarkable
fellows who were always dreaming up projects. And I said, ‘that’s what it’s
all about.” They stirred something in me, and their influence stuck. Had I
not met them, I would have sat back as an actor and just waited for the
next offer. But you see, each of these men saw things on such a broad
human scale; their vision had such an encompassing quality that appealed
to the entire world. Renoir’s Grand Illusion speaks to all mankind. And
Charlie. At one time, Charlie Chaplin was the most famous man in the
world. The most famous man in the world! These men were worlds, and
every great artist has created his or her own world. It was true of Bee-
thoven, of Michelangelo, of Martha Graham. He or she is as big and as
important as the story they have to tell.”

“Did you aspire to be your own world?”

“Yes, yes, I aspired to that—to be my own world through acting. Re-
noir, Chaplin, Milestone, and Hitchcock stimulated something in me,
and I was fortunate to have them recognize that. But there was something
else. I was dissatisfied with the condition of man. I was unhappy about the
way the universe was going.”

“And so you felt that you could have a hand in improving the plight
of man?”
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“Yes! I may have been laboring under delusions of grandeur, but as an
actor I felt that I could affect my fellow man. I did feel that. And it may
have been totally unrealistic. It may have just been ego, but you need
plenty of ego to be an actor in this world.”

“As I watched your acting in a number of films, I began to notice a
presence about you, as if something of the real you had seeped into your
characters. Beneath these roles, I saw a man with a strong sense of self,
confident, determined. Did I get that right?”

“What you spotted, Rose, was the story that is within me, my story. I
make the role I'm playing consonant with myself. I relate that which is
within me to my character. Within me is the character within.”

“How did you come to understand this?”

“Since I did not go to acting school, I started by imitating actors whom
I admired on the stage. I watched George Arliss closely and was nuts
about Lee Tracy with his rapid-fire speech—ratatatata. . . . But while I was
adopting all these external styles, the actor within was growing.

“Now;” he continued, “my most successful endeavors as an actor were
in the theater. In my own view, I never equaled that in pictures for a
variety of reasons. The basic reason is that as an actor in the theater one
had a relationship with the audience that was palpable if you were really
in the groove. You could feel it. In the theater, I have felt inspired. When I
did Caesar, when I did Mosca and Volpone, Johnny Appleseed, and so forth,
I knew that there was something going on between the audience and me. I
never quite had that feeling in pictures. Now, strangely enough, when I
got to a certain age and by good fortune did St. Elsewhere, the writers on
that television show were very, very good. They knew of my career and
began to write for my character by incorporating real things about me
into the stories. Curiously, this character was closer to me than anything I
had done in pictures or on the stage. I had had success with Saboteur for
Hitchcock and in Dead Poets Society and so forth. While playing Dr.
Auschlander for six years, I never had to ask, who is this guy? It was I. The
writers had gotten within.”

“What is the biggest difference between stage and screen acting?”

“In the theater, you are the projector; the audience looks where you
are. In films, the lens is the projector; the audience looks where the
director wants them to look by cutting and shooting. You take a person
like Marilyn Monroe. The lens loved her. This was the basis of her star-
dom. The lens on her produced this luscious creature. She didn’t have to
do a damn thing. It was she. In the theater, it’s your whole body that’s
working. In pictures, the most important thing [is] the eyes, the eyes. This
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is why I don’t understand people like Jack Nicholson and Brad Pitt who
often wear shades—sunglasses—when they act. I don’t get it. Look at the
eyes of Garbo when she’s acting or Chaplin’s eyes—his looks were like
lightening. It’s in the eyes!”

“How do you prepare for a role?”

“What I like to do is absorb the material as much as I can, reread it over
and over again. And it comes down to all of the things that Stanislavski
focused on: mostly talking and listening. I think that’s the natural course
of preparation. There is no mystery about it. It is a craft. Just as a dancer
has to work out movements and steps with counts until there are no
counts and they just do it, so it goes with the actor.”

“Can anyone master this craft?”

“Much of acting is instinct. They make such a big thing about teaching
acting, but it’s instinct. If one lacks the instinct, it just won’t fly. ’'m on
guard about schools teaching acting. Those great old guys never went to
school. Stock companies—that’s where they were. And sometimes you
come under the wings of someone great like Pierre Fresnay, the greatest
actor I ever shared a stage with. I came under his influence by watching
him every night. If you have the acting instinct, it responds to that.

“The great stage actor Laurence Olivier once said that the director
William Wyler taught him how to act in pictures. I believe the film was
Wuthering Heights. Olivier came in [as] a brilliant young theater star full
of all the things of theater, the movement, the looks, the voice, and
particularly, the projection. Wyler brought him down, taught him that
the lens and the recording machine were doing that for him. As a conse-
quence, the actor becomes truer to himself.

“One of the amazing coincidences of art and technology is that Stanis-
lavski came along with his system of acting, which he said was really just
talking and listening. And this talking and listening emerged at a time
when the technology became movies. If you look at many of the films of
the 1930s, you'll see a lot of actors giving performances as if they’re trying
to project up to the second balcony. In contrast, you had actors like
Spencer Tracey and Gary Cooper, who just went out as themselves, re-
laxed and confident. If you watched Cooper on the set, you'd say, does he
get paid for that? He’s not doing anything—talking and listening, you see.
As Friedrich Diirrenmatt, the Swiss playwright, famously said, ‘One day
an actor forgot his lines and thus naturalism was born.””

“What is the relationship of director to actor?”

“It has been said many times with a great degree of truth that 8o
percent of direction is casting. If the director puts the right actor in the
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part, he can just sit back and eat a lox and bagel sandwich. The director
has two roles: to preserve the ego of the actor and, second, to show a
constant interest in his performance.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it! I don’t need a director to give me any profound insights,
although if a director happens to voice one, I'll grab it, because as an artist
you grab everything. And yes, for example, when I did Volpone in 1946, of
which I scored, if I may say so, somewhat of a success, the director, Morris
Carnovsky, said to me, “You always have an imaginary gold dagger that
you’re wearing on your hip. His intention was to remind me to maintain
my character’s attitude. And the other thing that he told me was, ‘It’s the
look in the eye. So yes, the fact that he said those things stirred all sorts of
things in me. What he was doing was showing constant interest and as a
result feeding my ego. You see?”

“How does the actor know when his character is believable?”

“With pictures, you don’t know unless you see it with an audience. And
in the theater, you know it if there is a stillness coming from the audience.
The quiet is a presence, and you know when it’s happening. It’s palpable.
When you do that same scene on the third night and there’s rustling and
movement emanating from the audience, you know it’s not happening.”

“What is the most common mistake that actors make?”

“Believing one’s own publicity,” Lloyd joked.

“How should actors choose roles?”

“T have admittedly made a lot of trash. One has the problem of making
a living, supporting a family, so I've done parts that I wouldn’t ordinarily
choose. You just do them; you report for work. It’s very difficult to say
how you choose a part. In the main, actors take parts offered to them. To
turn down a part, you have to be reasonably financially well off. I've done
plays where the parts didn’t mean a damn thing to me. But you do the best
you can, employ craft because you have to pay your bills and support
yourself and your family. You speak loud, you speak fast, you speak slow,
you go here, you go there. This is not why you became an actor. You
became an actor for roles that move you, roles that enable you to express
your passion for drama and the theater. So you get through these jobs and
wait for something meaningful to come along. It’s the same with movies.
God, I’ve done movies I can’t even remember.”

“Throughout your career, you gained the professional trust and friend-
ship of two of the greatest filmmakers of all time—Charlie Chaplin and
Jean Renoir. What did these men see in you?”

“I believe they saw in me a level of desire and professionalism. They
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could talk to me about their work and found in me a sympathetic ear.
Chaplin and Renoir were among my closest friends at one time. Charlie
considered all great men a challenge to his greatness. And at that time,
some organization I can’t remember . . . published a list of the greatest
people in history. And Charlie was on it. He was number 6 or 7, but I
noticed on his copy, he rearranged the list so that he was second only to
Jesus Christ. That’s what I loved about him. He and I played tennis
together about four times a week at his beautiful Beverly Hills estate. But
the best part about that was that afterwards we’d sit together just the two
of us with his favorite drink, Scotch Old Fashioned, and we’d talk. We’d
talk about life, and art, theories of acting and directing, politics—an array
of subjects.

“Jean Renoir was another brilliant man. He was badly wounded in
World War I and almost had a leg amputated. It was around 1919, while
forced to convalesce with his leg up, that he began watching this new
invention: films. He had been a ceramicist but thought to himself, I'm
going to do that—become a picture director. You'll find on every best pic-
ture list two of Renoir’s films, Grand Illusion and Rules of the Game. The
artistic world of Paris said of him, ‘Sure he wants to make pictures. He'll
get a free ticket. After all, he’s the son of Pierre-Auguste Renoir, the great
painter. So Jean said I am determined to be as unlike my father as I
possibly can. For fifty years, he was conscious of trying not to be like his
father. And at the end of his life, he decided to watch all his movies and
view them with his friends. My wife and I would come to his home every
Sunday for screenings in his beautiful living room. One day after the last
movie was shown, he said, ‘When I first started, I vowed that I would do
everything possible not to imitate my father. And now, after fifty years,
some fifty-one films, I realize that all that time what I was doing was
trying to imitate my father” To sit in a room with the son of the great
painter Renoir, surrounded by his father’s paintings, and hear him say
something like this, well, it knocks you for a loop.”

“After a lifetime in the business, what would you say is the secret to
great acting?”

Norman took a deep breath and thought for a moment. “Great acting
is when the actor within and the role you’re playing come together as one.
I can’t tell you how to achieve it or when it might happen. It’s this
something that lives inside certain artists. And have you that, it happens.
Truly great performances happen but only a few times in the actor’s life.”
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% Frances Fisher

Frances Fisher’s story reads like an independent film script: young mar-
ried woman working as a secretary at the Firestone Rubber and Latex
Company in Orange, Texas, decides to get involved in community theater.
There she meets a retired New York actor (John Holland), who tells her,
“Looks like you have talent.” Realizing her true calling, the pretty redhead
quits her job, leaves her husband, and hops on a Greyhound bus to Barter
Theatre in Abingdon, Virginia, where she signs on as an actor’s appren-
tice. A year later, she makes her way to New York City, where she befriends
a seasoned actor who teaches her how to crash auditions and introduces
her to agents. She hones her craft doing regional theater and eventually
lands a regular spot on the TV soap The Edge of Night. Her next big
break comes when she is cast as Lucille Ball for the television movie Lucy
& Desi: Before the Laughter. The following year, she is picked by Clint
Eastwood for Unforgiven (1992) and, five years later, appears in James
Cameron’s Titanic (1997). Today, the onetime secretary from Orange,
Texas, is one of the entertainment industry’s most respected stage and
screen artists. Sitting in my patio, her brilliant red hair shimmering in the
sunlight, Frances responds to my first question: what is the actor’s job?

“To express the human condition as truthfully as possible by putting a
magnifying glass on the things that ring true for all of us. There is no
difference between you and me, a man and a woman, a black person or a
white person, because the feelings, desires, hopes, and dreams we carry
inside our shells are the same. Great actors have the ability to tap into
some kind of unconscious urge or archetype that lives within us all. As
actors, finding our inner truth and connecting that to the characters we
play is how we bring them to life.”

“What helps you grow more as an actor, the stage or the screen?”

“The theater is much more informative. When you perform the same
play over an extended period of time, you have time to develop new ideas
about what you're doing and incorporate those into the performance. In
the period between opening and closing night of a play, I almost always
experience huge growth. Working in film is completely different from
stage acting. You do your scene one time—boom—and that’s it. And
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usually, you're shooting scenes out of sequence. It is a uniquely disjointed
process. You still have to be honest and in the moment, but the thrill of
creating something where you have a true arch—a beginning, middle, and
end—the ability to go through all of your character’s emotions as they
unfold, usually doesn’t happen. In my opinion, film is not so much an
actor’s medium as it is a director’s. It’s also where the film editor practices
his art.”

“Are you saying that screen actors are merely instruments for the direc-
tor and editor to demonstrate their craft and artistic vision?”

“Yes. We actors are their clay, their paint.”

“How is the actor’s craft more fully realized on the stage?”

“In theater, you usually have a four-week rehearsal process with the
entire cast. As you hear their lines, you begin to understand how all the
puzzle pieces come together in a cohesive way, how everyone’s role fits
within the story. In film, you just show up, say your lines, and then hope
or trust that the director and editor will use your work well. The director
chooses which take he will use in the film. On the stage, the actor chooses
her own take.

“Theater is also a much more collaborative experience for the actor.
After rehearsals, you go home, but you're still living it, thinking about it,
trying out your character in different ways. The next day, you might say,
‘Let’s try it this way, and share your ideas with the rest of the cast. So when
you get on stage and bring in your scene partner, who has been doing the
same thing on his or her end, it’s a very alive experience.”

“Is it difficult to perform the same material night after night and make
it look as if it’s the first time?”

“The trick is to act as if you don’t know what’s going to happen. We
have to surprise ourselves and re-create spontaneous emotional reactions
to material that we may have been working with for months. It takes
complete concentration to surrender to moments without anticipation.
What we’re always aiming for is to be as fresh as we can be. I think Al
Pacino is a master at this. I've studied his work on the stage and watched
him throughout the run of a play: the first week, the middle of the run,
and toward the end. I’ve observed that he does not allow himself to be
locked into what worked last night. In a play he did called Orphans, he
said a line in a way I'd never heard before. It was phenomenal! I thought
to myself, Surely he’s going to do it the same way again tomorrow night.
went back the next night, and he said it completely differently. Wow, the
risks that he takes! He was in the moment, and that is exactly what makes
great acting. It is what I aspire to.”
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“Do you strive for perfection?”

“Striving for perfection is an unattainable goal. Let’s say you do achieve
perfection. After that, everything is downbhill, and you’ll be slitting your
wrists because there is nothing left for you to aspire to. What I strive for is
honesty and truth. If audiences believe the character on the screen or
stage, then the actor is effectively exercising his or her craft. People know
when they are watching a brilliant, believable performance and when
they’re not.”

“You've played a wide array of interesting women, many of whom are
very much a product of their time and circumstance: the aristocratic
mother in Titanic, a prostitute in Unforgiven, a real estate attorney in
House of Sand and Fog, a topless barmaid in In the Valley of Elah, just to
name a few. Do you find that most roles written for women are realistic?”

“I'm going to make a huge blanket statement here: women tend to be
more emotional than men. We are allowed to cry and express how we feel.
It’s inherent in our makeup that we are able to suffer the pain of child-
birth and still be soft enough to suckle our children. We also have to deal
with the threat of being overpowered by men and have had to develop
survival skills to deal with that. In Unforgiven, 1 play Strawberry Alice, a
whore who sells her body for money in the Old West of the late 1800s. It
beats being raped and abused at a time when women had practically no
rights at all. The character I played in Titanic, which was roughly around
the same era, the early 1900s, also has limited options because of her
station in life. Instead of becoming a prostitute, she sells herself by marry-
ing a man with money. These women do the best they can in order to
survive. I think that men have the same human feelings as women but,
due to social mores, have been limited in their range to express those
feelings.”

“In In the Valley of Elah, you play Evie, who works in a bar near Fort
Rudd, New Mexico. You only have two short scenes, but we get a real
sense of who you are, what your life is like.”

“Playing Evie was like creating a Jackson Pollock painting. I had to
move fast and hit hard. I made up a whole backstory for Evie. That’s the
fun of creating characters. If you are cast in a leading role, you get to act
out and experience a more fully fleshed-out character from her feelings,
thoughts, and emotions to her actions. But if you only come in for a
couple of scenes, you still have to do the same amount of work for those
highlighted moments of your character’s life, and that can be frustrating.”

“How did you prepare to play Evie?”

“First, I wrote out her history—made it all up. Writing out what my
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character is all about gets my creative juices flowing, and the more specific
I can be, the more distinct my character becomes on screen without my
having to be explicit about it. Past her prime, Evie has to work during the
day selling drinks, rather than at night, pole dancing when the bar has
more customers. After I'd written out her story, I tried to imagine how
she might look, so I tried on different outfits and wigs. I also arranged for
a photographer to do a photo shoot of me as my character Evie, working
and dancing just to make myself more comfortable in her skin. I ex-
plained to writer-director Paul Haggis that I wanted Evie to look different
in her second scene with Tommy Lee Jones, when they bump into each
other in a restaurant. He doesn’t recognize her, and she says, ‘Evie—from
the bar. Remember me?’”

“Were you nervous about being topless in the bar?”

“Yes! If I were in my twenties, I'd have no problem showing myself
nude. But yawee. . . I was fifty-six! Before we shot that scene, I invited my
castmates over for dinner, put on one of the wigs, and walked out topless
just to see if I could do it. I could. I've always found that if T trust the
process and open myself up to the experience, then the magic happens.
The day of the shoot in the makeup trailer, the girls put on some great
music to help me pump up for the scene. We were having a blast, when
there was a knock on the trailer door, ‘We’re calling lunch. I went, ‘Ah.. ..
oh, man, a delay’ But then I thought, lunch . .. everybody will be gone. So 1
put on my robe and went to the set. It was completely empty. I walked
around the bar and made it my own: moved the napkins here, wiped
down the bar, washed a few glasses, poured a few drinks, and just started
working there. By the time cast and crew started to trickle in, I was already
in character. They were coming into my space. By doing it this way, I gave
myself another layer of comfort and ease to make it work. ‘Hey, I'm Evie.
How are you? What can I get you?’ It really worked for me.”

“Are there some types of roles that you back away from?”

“I'm not interested in doing horror films. I got an offer to play a
character that has to vomit out some animal. How would playing such a
character help humanity? When I am offered a job, I look for humanity in
the character. I believe that as human beings we are on [a] spiritual
journey and what we experience in our lives helps us to grow. When I was
just starting out, I went to an audition and did really well. But I didn’t get
the job. I complained to my acting teacher, ‘There was magic in the room.
Everybody was smiling. I don’t get it. I did so well. It was like one of those
moments of bliss when everything comes together perfectly” My teacher
said to me, ‘Frances, maybe that’s all your soul needed to do. Maybe
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getting the job wasn’t necessary. Performing so well in the audition was all
you really needed because you're on a spiritual journey. 'm getting chills
just thinking about that advice. It helped me so much throughout my
career. Whether I end up getting parts or not, the artist within me always
asks, What have you learned from this character? How has the experience

enriched you?”
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\%\ Joe Mantegna

When David Mamet cast fellow Chicagoan Joe Mantegna in his 1984
Broadway production of Glengarry Glen Ross, it set in motion what
would become one of the great artistic collaborations of stage and screen.
Mantegna went on to appear in several of Mamet’s plays and films,
becoming known in the industry as Mamet’s voice. His insightful inter-
pretation of Mamet’s characters attracted the attention of many top direc-
tors, Barry Levinson, Woody Allen, and Francis Ford Coppola among
them, who cast him in their films. I interviewed him at my home during a
break from shooting his weekly television drama Criminal Minds. Arriv-
ing still in makeup, he reflected on his humble beginnings.

“When did you first recognize the desire or impulse to act?”

“I had a taste of it as a child. When I was eight years old, I was diag-
nosed with rheumatic fever, and what they did back then was put you in a
hospital for bed rest. So I was in a children’s sanitarium for five months
near my home in Chicago. To keep the kids entertained, they had us put
on plays, and I got cast as a dog—not a very auspicious beginning but the
first acting I can remember doing. At sixteen, I saw the movie West Side
Story ... ooooh. Growing up in an urban environment and in my teens, I
felt it sort of mirrored my life. I wasn’t in a gang, but I related to it even
though it was a Romeo and Juliet story with singing and dancing. I went
back and saw it eleven times, even bought the soundtrack album. A year
later, I saw a sign posted at my high school calling for auditions for West
Side Story. Everyone was encouraged to try out. My friend Glen and I
dared each other to go. If you do it, I'll do it. I played that album over and
over until I memorized all the lyrics to “Maria.” The auditions were held
at night at the school’s little theater, which I never even knew existed. So I
went up to the third floor, and the first thing I saw was a bunch of kids
wearing black leotards. These were the theater people, the kind of kids
who were off my radar, totally foreign to me. I felt like Dorothy in Oz. My
friend Glen looked at me and said, ‘I’'m out. I'm not doing this. He could
sense what this was—the stage fright, the whole thing. So he bailed. I
thought, What do I do? I was nervous; I could feel my heart beating, but
something inside of me said, You’ve got to follow through.
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“T hear my name, ‘Joe Mantegna, you're up. I walk up on the stage, and
I’'m blinded by the footlights. The piano girl hits a few keys . . . and I start
singing. ‘Maria, I just met a girl named Maria. Suddenly I found how
wonderful a sound. . .’ I get to the end, ‘Ma-rr-ii-aa.” And out of the
blackness behind the footlights comes this thundering applause.

“No one had ever applauded anything I’d ever done in my entire life.
It was like an electric bolt going through my body. My God, it was a
revelation . . . this is where I'm supposed to be! “Thank you, Joe. We’ll post
the names of the cast outside the theater tomorrow morning.’ I remember
walking off the stage and all the way home in a total daze. That night,
lying in bed unable to sleep, I'm saying to myself, I really want this. I didn’t
know this existed a few days ago, but now, I want this more than anything
Ive ever wanted in my life. I didn’t tell any of my friends how I felt because
I knew they’d never understand. It would be like telling them, ‘I want to
become a Martian or an astronaut. The next morning, I rushed over to
the theater to see if I had been cast. My name was not on the list. I was
devastated. But I accepted the news. Maybe it’s just not meant to be. Then,
a week later, I heard that one of the cast members hurt his foot. So I
sought out the director, Jack Leckel, and asked him if there was an open-
ing in the play. He said, ‘No, but I remember you from the audition.
You're a little too short and too young, but I liked you. I think you have
some talent. 'm going to put you in my advanced drama class.” He went
down to the office and enrolled me in his class. He changed my life right
then and there. That’s where it all began. It’s been nearly fifty years, and
I’ve never veered from the energy that that electric bolt put into me the
night I sang “Maria.” I'm still that sixteen-year-old kid with no more, no
less, enthusiasm than I had back then. I’ve never altered the desire, the
will, or the path.”

“Once you made the decision to become an actor, what did you expect
to happen, and did it match up?”

“My initial expectation was that musicals would be my ticket to the big
time. The shows I participated in junior college were all musicals like
Little Me, Carousel, Brigadoon. 1 also started a rock band during those
years. We were pretty good, opened for Neil Diamond, and toured with
the group that was to become Chicago. Then I went to the Goodman
School of Drama, where I did a lot of straight plays like Hamlet and
Merchant of Venice, but I always did musicals. While a student at the
Goodman, I tried out for the musical Hair along with about five thousand
other people. I went through six different auditions to the final callback
and got cast. I couldn’t believe it. ‘Oh, my God, I'm going to be in an
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Equity professional show. I still had one more year at the Goodman and
was under scholarship, so I went to the dean and said, ‘What should I do?’
‘Joe, he said, ‘you just got a job. Go do it. You're ready. So I was in the
national company of Hair (1969), and after that I did Godspell (1972).
Afterwards, I joined the Organic Theater in Chicago and, for the next five
years, did a lot of improv and experimental plays, until 1978, when I got
cast in the Broadway show Stud Terkel’s Working. Working turned out to
be a flop, but it was Broadway, and that was exciting. Around that time, I
met David Mamet, who had seen me in something I did with the Organic.
He said, ‘Hey, I like your acting. Someday, we’ll have to work together. I
thought to myself, yeah, sure, whoever you are.”

“What happened next?”

“My wife and I moved out to Los Angeles, where I got involved with the
theater scene and started getting spots on television. Things were happen-
ing for me a little bit at a time, but I was nobody—way low on the totem
pole back then. I’d get a line or two on a sitcom, and then I’d be right back
at the unemployment office and hanging out at the beach. Now, it’s 1983,
and I'm thinking my career isn’t panning out, when I get the call from
Mamet. ‘Joe. It’s Dave. I've got this new play called Glengarry Glen Ross.
We’re going to try it out in Chicago, and if it goes well, we’re going to take
it to New York.’ So he sends me this play that’s all about the gritty world of
the real estate business. I knew nothing about real estate. I grew up my
whole life living in apartments—people above me and below. The story’s
about leads. ‘What’s alead?’ I had to go speak so some real estate people to
understand what it’s about. I had nothing else going on, so I said, ‘Sure,
I'll do it. I'll play this guy Ricky Roma. Unbeknownst to me, the pro-
ducers had already asked Al Pacino and Robert De Niro to play Roma, but
they turned it down. Mamet told the producers, ‘We’re not going to go
down the list of every semifamous Italian actor in Hollywood. Pacino
took a pass. De Niro took a pass. I want my third choice. And it was
me, and they said okay. So we opened with previews in Chicago. It’s
opening night. . . . Ricky Roma has a ten-minute monologue in a Chinese
restaurant. I'm about three minutes into it, and I can’t remember the
next seven.”

“You mean you forgot your lines?”

“That’s right. My life is flashing before my eyes. I'm sitting on the stage
thinking, Well, it’s been a good ride. And then a strange calm came over
me, and I remembered the last line. I jump to it, and we end the first act.
Curtain comes down, and I know that everyone in the audience knows I
blew it. I was so pissed at myself. Exiting the stage, 'm thinking my
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career’s done. Mamet’s wife comes over to me and hugs me and says, ‘1
love you, Joe.” The director comes over. Mamet comes over. 'm thinking,
This is so sweet. I've just let everybody down, and they’re all hugging me.
Everyone felt devastated for me. I realize that I still have to finish the play—
the second act. So I went back out there and gave it everything I had. I
figured, if I'm going to go down, I'm going to go down in flames. And I
got through it.”

“I remember that opening monologue. It’s strange, all over the place.”

“Yeah, that monologue was a bitch, almost like stream of conscious-
ness. [t’s dialogue like a spider spinning a web. It was really a lot of bullshit
until he sells the client. I didn’t really understand what I was saying half of
the time. I figured once I got on stage I'd be able to just pull it off. That
was my thing back then. Don’t work any harder than you have to. But after
that, I knew I needed to work a lot harder. I went home, typed up the
monologue, and then I wrote it out in longhand, and did that over and
over again until I felt like it was part of me. In essence, I turned my worst
moment in theater into my greatest triumph because then we opened on
Broadway. I nailed it.”

“Where were you when you first learned that your Ricky Roma earned
you a Tony nomination for best actor?”

“It was early on a Sunday morning, and my wife and I were sleeping on
the floor of a friend’s Manhattan five-story walk-up. We weren’t sure how
long we’d have to stay in New York, so we didn’t get our own place. There’s
a ring; someone’s downstairs. This old place didn’t have an intercom, so
my wife goes down to get the door. Then I hear two sets of feet coming up
the stairs. I open the door, and she’s with this young man holding a silver
shopping bag. I'll never forget this. He says, ‘I represent the Antoinette
Perry Awards. Congratulations, you’ve been nominated for a Tony, and
hands me the shopping bag. 'm standing there in my underwear. ‘Thank
you, I say, like someone could have knocked me over with a feather. Then
when they said my name a month later, and I won, it was the icing on the
cake. The nomination was the cake. After Glengarry Glen Ross won a Tony
and then the Pulitzer Prize, we were gold. I stayed with the show for a
year on Broadway and toured with it for six months. Every actor, cast-
ing director, and producer saw me do that play, and that’s how my career
took oft”

“Why weren’t you in the film?”

“Mamet, God bless him. I was still on the road when he came into my
dressing room and said, ‘T got to tell you something. I just sold the rights
to Glengarry. . . . You’re not doing the movie. Pacino’s already attached.
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He didn’t make that same mistake twice. I understood. Carol Channing
didn’t do the film version of Hello, Dolly. That’s how it goes sometimes.
And as he is saying this to me, he hands me two scripts: House of Games
and Things Change. ‘Joe, he says, ‘T won’t make these movies without
you. He directed those and was true to his word.”

“What do you think Mamet saw in you, and what’s it like for you to
work with his material?”

“David Mamet was the definitive Chicago playwright. What I repre-
sented to Mamet was the voice of the kinds of guys he liked to listen to. He
liked to hang around guys like me from Cicero, Illinois—the wrong side of
the tracks, guys that didn’t have a privileged life. If you were an acting
student back then, so much of theater you did originated out of New
York. You almost felt that you had to adopt a New York accent to do plays
by Neil Simon and Edward Albee. Speaking Mamet’s dialogue required
no adjustment for me. I got it. His stuff never sounded foreign to me.
How fortuitous for me that the actor that he chose to be the voice of his
characters was me. It’s like being Shakespeare’s guy.”

“What’s your take on playing Mamet’s characters?”

“I don’t approach Mamet’s characters from a kneeling position. Ac-
tors do Mamet badly when they put him on a pedestal. You hear it in
the sound of their voice, in their cadence. It sounds manufactured, like
they’re trying to add an extra layer to tell you this is so important. I'm
going to make it sound important. I never came at it that way. I have
reverence for Dave’s writing; it’s like he’s writing music. It’s not my job to
change the music. It’s my job to interpret the music. It’s like jazz: you can
rift on the notes, but you're not going to change the notes. Don’t add
notes; don’t subtract notes. Play the notes. That’s the key. There’s no
improv, no ad-libbing, with Mamet. Never. You can’t just throw in a
bunch of fuck you’s if you feel like it. The real key to Mamet’s characters as
I see it—Ricky Roma, Mike Mancuso, Jerry Stefano, or Bobby Gold are all
heroic figures, but they’re flawed. Everyone is heroic in the sense that they
are honorable men doing the best they can in their chosen professions.
Take Mike in House of Games (1987). He says to the psychiatrist that he’s
just conned, ‘I told you what I did for a living. 'm true to my code, true to
my word. I never lied to you. I conned you, but I told you that I was a
conman. What did you expect me to do?’”

“And as she’s plugging you with bullets at the end of the movie, you're
defiant, sarcastic, and abusive.”

“Mike Mancuso is not all of a sudden going to turn into a sniveling
little child just because he’s being killed. He’s going to be true to his
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character. ‘I conned you, so you're killing me?’ It’s an outrage! She shoots
me. And just listen to Mamet’s writing. He has me say, ‘Thank you. May I
have another?” Give me another one.” I know I'm out, but I'm not going to
give her the satisfaction of seeing me plead for my life. Actors often think
that if they’re playing strong personalities they have to embellish their
acting with body movement. One of the most important things I learned
from Mamet early on with Glengarry Glen Ross is that you gain more
power from stillness. If you're really powerful, you don’t need to prance
around, because you're the guy in control.”

“Tell me about the scene in the film Homicide (1991) when your charac-
ter Bobby Gold makes anti-Semitic remarks, unaware that his phone
conversation is being overheard by the murder victim’s Jewish grand-
daughter”

“Bobby knows that he’s a Jew in an anti-Semitic world. All his life, he’s
been on the outside looking in. His only defense is to wear that cloak and
be part of that club. He’s like the tailor who doesn’t have a prejudiced
bone in his body but happens to be the tailor for the Ku Klux Klan. He
sews their hoods and has to go to all their meetings while they’re shouting
‘nigger, nigger, and suddenly he notices that the black woman who had
been his nanny is sitting there listening. The granddaughter nails me right
to the wall, and I have no defense. But this scene is a catalyst that helps
Bobby make that turn, that has him take a leap of faith to embrace his
Jewish identity, and that takes the story through another twist.”

“To play that must have been disturbing.”

“It was very disturbing. Even now, years later when I watch the film, it
disturbs me. Ultimately, what Mamet is trying to say with this story is that
shit happens and tragedy can be very multilayered and complex. Things
aren’t always going to end up happy or satisfying.”

“Where is your real identity when you'’re in character?”

“I think it’s always there. Joe Mantegna can be buried pretty deep, but
it’s still me that’s bringing voice to the character. I do find that often I
identify more with some characters than with others. When I played Will
Girardi in the television series Joan of Arcadia (2003—2005), I felt like there
was a lot of me in him. I played a father who had a daughter. And I'm a
father and I have daughters. Now, Ricky Roma is not me. I could never be
that kind of a guy. I could play the shit out of him, but he’s not me. Every
night on Broadway, I'd put on his suit, a three-thousand-dollar Versace,
and I felt like a matador getting dressed. To enhance Roma’s look, I went
to tanning salons in New York, so that I looked like I had just come from
Florida. I even had my nails done and wore a pinky ring, but I wasn’t him.
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At the end of each performance, as soon as I took off my costume, I was
instantly back to being me.”

“Is acting compelling because you get to be a lot of other people?”

“There’s this great line: the three greatest professions in the world are
professional athlete, rock-and-roll star, and actor. The actor’s the best
because you can play the other two.”

“You were nominated for an Emmy and Golden Globe for your por-
trayal of Dean Martin in The Rat Pack (1998). How did you prepare to
play such a well-known personality?”

“You know, if I had to pick the five favorite roles that I've ever played,
this would be one of them. When I first got the offer, it was a mixture of
anticipation and fear because I thought to myself, I know Dean Martin,
but so does everyone else. What if I can’t pull it off? 1 knew that I didn’t have
to transform myself into him, but I needed to look and sound like him. I
read books and magazine articles, viewed a lot of footage, and inter-
viewed people who knew him, including his daughter. I studied him,
listened to his voice, watched his mannerisms, his gate. One of the biggest
challenges was matching up his voice. I thought I could fake the singing a
little bit, but what about his speaking voice? I discovered that he sounded
like the announcer who advertises the sugar bears cereal on TV: ‘Can’t get
enough of those sugar crisps, sugar crisps. You know that commercial?”

“Ido”

“Well, I took on that voice, and I think it worked. Then there was the
look—the hair and makeup. I understood that if I could grab the audience
in the first ten minutes, they would suspend their disbelief for the whole
ride. In the end, I thought I had fooled a good portion of the people. Jerry
Lewis liked the film so much he took me to lunch and signed a copy of his
book for me: “To Joe. You were pretty close. Jerry Lewis. I treasure that.”

“You've been cast alongside some wonderful actors. When you work
with great talent, does it raise your game?”

“Yes, you want to work with the good ones. If you're an Olympic
runner, you don’t want to run with the high school track team. You want
to run with the best runners in the world. If you’re acting with the best, it’s
going to push you to your best. And I've worked with some of the greatest.
It’s a thrilling feeling when you work with your idols. I remember doing
The Godfather III (1990). I had seen the previous Godfather films and
considered them two of the greatest movies in history. Now I’'m on the set
ready to do my first scene in the film. 'm standing next to Pacino, and
over there is Francis Ford Coppola about to say, ‘Action. I'm looking
around and thinking, Holy fuck, I'm doing a Godfather! I practically had

Joe Mantegna 23



an anxiety attack, but then I said to myself, Joe, you're like the kid who
played little league all his life and made it to the minors. Then you made it to
the big leagues. Now, you're going up to bat against Roger Clemens in the
World Series. Why did you play all that little league, to get to what? Wasn’t
this your dream? Isn’t this what you aspired to—to get to this exact moment?
What are you going to do, run out of the room crying? Or are you going to
say, ‘Yeah. I belong right here.”
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\%\ Amber Tamblyn
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Amber arrived at my door wearing a simple white cotton dress, leather
sandals, and not a trace of makeup. Straightforward and confident, she
struck me as a present-day Katharine Hepburn. When she handed me a
gift of Bang Ditto, her second published book of poems, I realized that she
took as much pride in her literary accomplishments as she did in her
acting achievements. We sat down in my living room to talk about her
Hollywood rise, her need for poetry, and her hopes for the future.

“You come from a rather amazing acting family. Your father is Russ
Tamblyn (Peyton Place, Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, West Side Story),
and your grandfather, Eddie Tamblyn, performed in vaudeville before
making a number of films in the 1930s. I suppose it was in the cards for
you to follow in their footsteps.”

“My dad was actually against my becoming an actress. When he began
acting at the age of ten in the late 1940s, kid actors were taken advantage of
and often given drugs to keep them awake during long shooting sched-
ules. He didn’t realize that today very strict laws protect children in this
industry from all sorts of abuse.”

“So how did your acting career begin?”

“My dad’s former talent agent attended a school play that I was per-
forming in. I had the lead role in Pippi Longstockings. She turned to him
and said, ‘Let me send her to just one audition. I ended up getting five
callbacks my first time out. On my next audition, I was booked for a spot
on the daytime soap General Hospital. It was supposed to be for a three-
month stint. [ was on the show for seven years.”

“What was it like going from being a regular kid to a child actor?”

“T was eleven when I started. I had school in the morning, and then I’'d
go directly to work in the afternoon—five hours every day. I'd come home
and cry. My friends got to go to the beach after school or out for ice
cream. They’d do their homework together, and I didn’t have that. My
dad would say, ‘Okay, quit. You don’t have to do this) He’d get ready to
call the producers and tell them it was too much for me. And, of course,
then I would cry harder. ‘No, don’t!’ There was something in me that
loved it, but I wasn’t sure what it was until I was around fourteen. I






remember the moment when it hit me: You are blessed having this! Be
aware of what’s going on in your life! I suddenly understood that whatever I
was exhibiting in my life could be solved through the concentration,
intensity, and therapy of acting.”

“How does that work?”

“Acting is not about becoming someone else. It’s about making the
character part of you. It’s often believed that the character becomes you,
but what I do is reverse it. Rather than stretch outside my own boundaries
to create someone else, I have the character form to who I am. She takes
on my traits and whatever is going on emotionally in my life. In other
words, I adapt my emotions and thoughts to her. Once in that space of
‘this person is me and I am this person, I can go anywhere and do
anything with it.”

“Is this how you played your character in the film Stephanie Daley
(2006)2”

“Yes, Stephanie Daley is a classic example of this process. During the
making of that movie, I was in a very bizarre space emotionally. I was
going through a lot of changes, including a breakup with my boyfriend.
The film is about a sixteen-year-old girl who gives birth in a public
bathroom stall, flushes the baby down the toilet, and says she never knew
she was pregnant. Tilda Swinton plays a forensic pathologist hired by the
prosecution to interview my character to find out if she was telling the
truth when she said she knew nothing about the pregnancy. If she knew,
then it’s murder. My character is in a space of total denial, numb, unable
to feel anything emotionally. We shot the film in upstate New York on
Hunter Mountain. I chose to stay in this massive, old, neglected inn with
twenty-two bedrooms and eleven bathrooms. It was very remote and
isolated with no phones or Internet access. This place was really spooky:
long, dark hallways adorned with oil portraits of women from the late
1800s staring down at you, a wicker baby carriage parked precariously at
the foot of the stairs, boarded-up rooms. All east-wing windows were
broken and the rooms inhabited by bats. The film’s producers dropped
me off there and said, ‘Hey you don’t have to stay here. The rest of the cast
and crew were staying at a nearby ski lodge. I insisted on staying on alone
in that house because I thought doing so would help me develop my
character, who was portrayed in the script as being alone, isolated, and
desperate. I think the combination of my going through a very tumul-
tuous time personally and staying in this really isolated environment
enhanced my performance. The film won an award at the Sundance Film
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Festival, and both Tilda and I were honored. I agree with people who say
that my portrayal of Stephanie Daley is the best work I’ve done.”

“What happens when you get a role and the character’s mind-set or
circumstances are nothing like your own?”

“When that happens I have to work very hard. To embody my charac-
ter, I have to develop lies and invent things to help me identify with her.
Actors are the greatest liars you'll ever meet on screen. I can’t speak for
them off screen.”

“Do you think that you are a natural born actor, that this gift you have
of bringing characters to life is somewhat innate?”

“I don’t like to spoil the magic by thinking about that too much. The
more you know, the less magic there is. I prefer not to weave my way
around my brain to figure out why or how. I prefer to just let things
happen.”

“You get a script, learn your lines, and then what happens?”

“T usually rehearse with the director. Some parts require a good deal of
conversation. That was the case with Stephanie Daley because the film’s
plot grew out of what went on between the lines. When you’re dealing
with subtext, words can take on a number of different meanings to get a
point across; you might have to decide if it’s more powerful not to say
something and use more body language.”

“How was playing Stephanie different from portraying characters like
Tibby Rollins in Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants (2005) or Joan Girardi in
the TV show Joan of Arcadia (2003—2005)?”

“Joan and Tibby didn’t require as much preparation or emotional
investment as Stephanie did. They were quick characters and came fairly
naturally to me. But all three of these young women were struggling with
their own issues and trying to hide their emotions.”

“Is there a line you won’t cross: nudity, sex, violence?”

“No, Id probably do anything under the right circumstances and if the
project is in the right hands. Here and there, it’s hard to control what
happens to your work, as was the case in one film I did where the people
that distributed it looked at it and said, ‘Oh, look, Amber Tamblyn’s in her
panties. Let’s slap a NC1y rating on this and make us some dirty bucks off
of it I didn’t appreciate that.”

“Love scenes?”

“Been there, done it”

“And what’s that like?”

“It is no fun. You're fake kissing. His genitalia are wrapped up in a
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sock with wire. It’s just awkward. So you have a shot of whiskey and get on
with it”

“What if youre asked to play someone whom you find unethical or
lacking in decency?”

“Nothing is unethical or wrong in the realm of the imagination. It’s not
real, so nothing is off limits.”

“Do you worry about typecasting?”

“I have a very young face, and so I haven’t fallen into the typecasting
hole yet. I can play characters from the ages of fifteen to twenty-six. I have
worked more than once in the horror film genre. I did The Ring (2002)
and The Grudge 2 (2006) and just got an offer to be paid a lot of money to
do another one. If that’s what you're being offered and you want to act,
you take it. Often theses roles lead to other things. If I hadn’t done The
Grudge 2, which is a fairly bad movie, I would not have been cast in
Stephanie Daley, which won me the Bronze Leopard award at the Locarno
International Film Festival.”

“Do you care what reviewers say about you?”

“Yes, I read everything.”

“Really, you care?”

“Of course, I care. 'm an actress. I care even though I know that I
shouldn’t, and a review is only one person’s opinion. But I want to be
loved by everyone.”

“You're in one of those volatile professions, a roller coaster of extreme
ups and downs.”

“It’s awful. It’s torturous! Maybe it’s great for really famous actors, but
it’s a brutal process if you're still down in the gutter of developing yourself
and striving to be on the cutting edge. That’s where the poetry comes in
for me. The writing and the acting inform each other. Where one doesn’t
gratify enough, the other will pick up. I take my feelings and put them
down on a page. I write about the movies I've lost because I didn’t go on a
date with the producer or because someone thought that my arms were
too fat. I write about being told I was wrong for a part when I knew in my
heart that I was right for it. Even when things are going well and I'm
winning awards and people are phoning to congratulate me, I still feel this
immense cavernous loneliness.”

“How do you explain that feeling?”

“The loneliness comes from the isolating feeling of Schadenfreude, the
satisfaction felt at the misfortune of others. And there is a price to pay for
looking at everyone around you as material—potential “characters” whose
deepest faults or traits you might pilfer to win an award. It’s like integrat-
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ing your mother’s way of walking into how you play a broken woman
character: how cruel but how satisfying.”

“As you look ahead to your future, what do you see?”

“I think I'll need to write my own scripts. I think I only read two or
three scripts a year that I would fight to the death for. There are many fine
actors in my generation but not enough parts to go around. For every
Amber Tamblyn, there might be fifteen other Ambers out there. That’s
even true for someone like Meryl Streep. What excites me about acting is
creating interesting characters, so I think it’s going to become my respon-
sibility to write roles for myself. There’s a lot brewing inside of me:
tension, anger, loneliness, but also a feeling of strength and the power of
imagination.”
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N
% Karl Malden

“With a name like Mladen George Sekulovich, agents thought I was a
member of the Bolshoi Ballet,” Malden joked when asked about his early
attempts in the late 1930s to get acting work in New York. A name change
and a few lucky breaks landed Karl Malden with some of the industry’s
greatest stage and screen roles: Mitch in A Streetcar Named Desire (1951);
Father Barry in On the Waterfront (1954); Dad Longworth in One-Eyed
Jacks (1961); Herbie Sommers in Gypsy (1962); and Omar Bradley in
Patton (1970), to name a few. I visited the ninety-seven-year-old actor at
his West Los Angeles home, where he shared stories, memories, and even a
few confessions. Karl Malden died on July 1, 2009, just a few months after
our encounter.

“When did you know that you wanted to become an actor?”

“I was hooked on acting from the time I was a kid. My father loved the
theater and produced Serbian-language plays in which my mother and I
acted. After I graduated from high school, I got a job working in the steel
mills in Gary, Indiana. In time, I began to wonder, Is this how I'm going to
spend the rest of my life? I decided to try to make it as an actor. So, I quit
my job at the mills and took off for the Goodman Theatre, the dramatic
arts school at the Chicago Art Institute. I hadn’t applied and didn’t even
have a letter of introduction. I just walked in. The man in charge was Dr.
Gnesin who offered me a full three-year scholarship. My dad thought I
had gone crazy to pursue acting in the middle of the Great Depression.
But my mother stepped in and said, ‘how will he know if he’s any good
unless he tries.”

“After graduating from the Goodman Theatre, did you head straight
for New York:”

“No, not immediately. I had no money, so I went back to Gary and
drove a milk truck for a while. Then I got a telegram from Robert Ardrey,
a playwright I had met in Chicago, informing me that there was a small
part for me in his next play. I collected whatever money I had earned at
the dairy and hopped on a bus for New York City. The year was 1934.
When I arrived, I got the news that the play had been canceled. So here I
was without a job and only $175. I knew that wouldn’t take me very far.
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Days later, Ardrey got in touch with me and offered to introduce me to
Harold Clurman, one of the original founders of the Group Theatre. Elia
Kazan also attended the meeting. After our conversation, I'm heading for
the door, ‘thank you very much, and Kazan calls out, ‘Leave your tele-
phone number and your address with the girl outside” And sure enough,
a week later I got a call to appear at the Belasco Theatre. I was offered a
four-line part in what was to become a big hit, Golden Boy by Clifford
Odets. I was cast as the manager of the boxer who dies in a fight. I knew if
I was going to get anywhere I had to make those four lines count: ‘You
murdered my boy. He’s dead. You killed him. You murdered my boy’
That’s all I had, but I had to make an impression.”

Malden’s recalling his lines of more than seventy years ago at a mo-
ments notice and performed as if he were on the verge of tears was
stunning. Malden’s actor within was staring me right in the face.

“After your initial success, did you look for specific roles to play?”

“No. I took whatever I could get. During my twenty years in New York,
I acted in twenty-four plays—a lot of failures, a few hits—and that got me
through. From that time forward, I never had to do any other kind of job.
I didn’t have to sell ties at Macy’s or hot dogs on street corners like so
many. I knew that, if I didn’t succeed, I'd have to go home and face my
father. I'd have to say, ‘You were right and I was wrong. I'd have to admit
failure. So I went door to door from agent to agent, pounding the pave-
ment. Most of the time, I was lucky, but I had my share of rejections. It
takes guts to go looking for work day after day, knocking on doors, only to
have a secretary tell you, ‘Nothing doing today, nothing doing today,
nothing doing today’ And you have to accept it. It’s devastating to hear
‘nothing doing today. Acting is the only profession in which rejection is
so personal it can consume you. It can be so devastating that you begin to
believe you're a nothing. You’re nobody. It can ruin your life. That sort of
rejection can turn you into a bum or an alcoholic. It can kill you.”

“You must have believed in yourself, that you could go all the way.”

“All T knew was that I got hired and pretty often. That was my talent:
getting hired.

“I was lucky in this crazy business. I came in looking to be an actor
with this nose,” he said pinching his famous nose. ‘Why don’t you get
your nose fixed?’ they told me. ‘You’d make a great leading man.’ But I was
a coward, afraid to do it. Turned out, a lot of people hired me because of
my nose. They knew I wasn’t good looking enough to steal the girl.”

“Elia Kazan directed you in several plays and films. What was your
relationship like?”
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“I loved the man. He did so much for me, gave me a lot of work over
the years. He was like my agent. After we worked together in Golden Boy,
he directed me in All My Sons, A Streetcar Named Desire, On the Water-
front, Baby Doll, and other projects. Once Gadget knew what I could do,
he just let me go. We all called him Gadget, a nickname he got from one of
his early acting roles. Sometimes, he would direct me by giving me just a
word or a sentence, and that was usually enough. Gadget always knew
what he was doing, who he was hiring and why. Kazan had a lot at stake,
so he invested himself in his actors. If he placed you somewhere on the set
or stage, it meant something. He knew what he could get from you. He
knew you better than you knew yourself. Gadg was not a magician, but he
understood what strings to pull to get great performances. I trusted him.
I believed.”

“The character of Mitch in A Streetcar Named Desire was your break-
out role.”

“Yes, and it was a great honor to create this character. I played Mitch
for two years on Broadway before doing the film. Mitch really wants to be
like Stanley Kowalski, Marlon Brando’s character. But instead, he’s got to
wear these goddamned suits that his mother picks out for him. For me,
there was one line I deliver in the play that is the key into Mitch’s charac-
ter. Blanche and Mitch sit down in the living room and we’re talking. She’s
going for me, you see. I'm her last and only hope. And I'm falling in love
with her. Finally, she asks, ‘You love your mother very much, don’t you?
There is a long pause, and I say, ‘I love her very much, very much. And
turn my head away. Mitch is really thinking how much he hates his
mother and how he wishes to be rid of her. At the end of the play, he
breaks down and cries. He realizes that he’s lost his last chance for happi-
ness when Blanche is being taken to the hospital after her famous line,
‘T've always relied on the kindness of strangers.” Christ, I had to cry on cue
every performance for two years.”

“It’s a brilliantly written play!”

“Tennessee wrote as if he was creating delicate lace. His work was so
meticulous and precise; if you missed one word in a Williams’s play, the
whole thing fell apart. For the actor, it’s all about the writing.”

“On the Waterfront . . .

“Oh, yes!”

“As Father Barry, you give a rousing speech on the docks after Dugan is
killed, persuading Terry (Marlon Brando) to turn against the corrupt
union boss played by Lee J. Cobb. Afterwards, as you're being lifted up
from the dock on a platform, you reach for a cigarette and—"
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“Did you notice anything about that cigarette?”

“I'm not sure.”

“The cigarette is bent. I bent it in my pocket before putting it in
my mouth.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Father Barry was a drinker and a smoker, and it occurred to me to
gamble with the end of that scene by using the cigarette to show more of
his true nature: his honesty and truthfulness, his humanity. It was a
spontaneous moment and seemed to work. But if you look closely, that
scene really belonged to Marlon. We worked so well together. We had
signals. Our eyes talked,” Malden said, squinting as if delivering me a
message. “He made me work. Oh, he made me work, and he knew it.
Every scene of a play or a film has its own rhythm. Marlon didn’t give a
damn about that rhythm. He had his own rhythm, and if it bothered you,
then it’s your own tough luck. I remember one day in rehearsals for A
Streetcar Named Desire it bothered me. My character comes out of the
bathroom and meets Blanche played on the stage by Jessica Tandy. She
and I speak for a minute, and then Marlon is supposed to call me, ‘Hey,
Mitch; Mitch, come on.’ Then I scream back, ‘T'm coming!” Well, it took
the longest time for him to say those lines, leaving Jessica and me standing
there with nothing to do or say. I blew my top. I said, ‘Jesus Christ,
Marlon,’ and I left the stage. Gadget heard me and came after me. “‘What
the hell happened?” ‘T don’t know about him, I said, ‘but I've got a rhythm
in that scene, and when he doesn’t say his lines, I have to ad-lib all kinds of
stuff. He does it differently every time. The next day, Kazan called a
meeting with the cast and laid it on the table. After that, Marlon never
missed a cue. Brando was a genius. He was an absolute genius. But one
has to learn how to work with a genius. He was impulsive, instinctive, and
of the moment. And so I had to accept that about him. A good example of
that was when we did One-Eyed Jacks. In the scene when I’'m about to
whip him, I come over to him, rip open the back of his shirt, and say,
‘Let’s see what kind of stuff you're made of, and he spit right in my face.
That was entirely unplanned and unrehearsed. But I took it and went with
it. “That’s a pretty good start, I reply. I walk behind him, and with all my
strength, I begin throwing that whip. I whip, and I whip, and I whip some
more. And finally, he called, ‘Cut. When I walked over to him, he said,
‘Jesus, I was scared shitless that you were really going to kill me.”

“You worked with him more than with any other actor.”
“Yes, I think I have. There were a lot of actors that wouldn’t touch him.
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There were people in this town that hated working with him. I loved it. I
think ’'m the only actor in the business that worked with him five times.”

“Did you enjoy a friendship with him as well as a professional rela-
tionship?”

“Yes, absolutely. Till the end of his life, we would speak every couple of
weeks and be on the phone for at least an hour at a time. We didn’t have
the sort of friendship where we’d go out to dinner together. He’d been to
my house a couple of times, and I’d been to his, but it was never, Gee, he’s
my best friend. It was a committed working friendship, and if he asked me
to be in something, I jumped.”

“Would it be fair to say that, in order for Brando to be as great as he
was, he needed someone that he trusted to work off of? And is that true in
reverse . . . he made you a better actor?”

“I think you said it perfectly.”

“You also partnered up with a number of other highly respected actors.
What was it like working with Steve McQueen?”

“We made two pictures together: The Cincinnati Kid and Nevada Smith.
Steve McQueen was an actor who was always afraid that someone was
going to take something away from him. He was always watching his back,
and I think it showed in his acting. In Nevada Smith during the card-
playing scene, his character accuses me of cheating. He grabs me and,
boom, throws me full force into the wall. I knew instinctively that I needed
to protect myself or he was going to really give it to me. So I put my foot
up behind me against the wall so McQueen couldn’t jam his knee into me.
Someone else without as much experience wouldn’t know that was com-
ing. McQueen subscribed to a method of acting where every action had to
be real. So if he was coming at you, you'd better watch out. After we
shot that scene, he said to me, T'm sorry I had to do that to you. But I
can’t act any other way. I kept my mouth shut and let him do what he
needed to do.”

“In the Birdman of Alcatraz, you played the prison warden opposite
Burt Lancaster.”

“T had some problems with him during the making of that film. Bird-
man of Alcatraz was Lancaster’s picture, and he had the habit of rewriting
scenes in the middle of production. I had two very good scenes with him.
The first day we went into rehearsal, he brings in three new pages of
dialogue. I didn’t know these lines and was embarrassed to do them in
front of everybody without having rehearsed them. A day or two later, he
did the same thing: three more pages of new dialogue. ‘Burt, I say, ‘lets go
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into my dressing room and go over these lines together.” ‘Oh, no! Can’t do
it. Can’t take the time!” So I said to him, ‘I’'m taking the time, and took off
towards my dressing room. Not knowing one’s lines is like going out on
the basketball court and not knowing where the hoop is. So finally, he
joined me; we went over the scene for about an hour. He didn’t like it.
This was the way he was. When you're not the big star, it can be tough.”

“That’s funny. I always thought of you as a big star.”

“Oh, no, no. I wasn’t a big star. I was a character actor, third or fourth
name down on the credits. Stars have parts written specifically for them.
Character actors just move the story along and make it interesting. But I
eventually did get star billing. I did a picture with Gary Cooper: The
Hanging Tree, Warner Brothers. During the last two weeks of the picture,
the director got sick and went to the hospital. So I got a call on a Saturday
to come over to Coop’s house. I get there, and he says they might have to
close down production. ‘That’s too bad, I say. So he says, ‘Why don’t you
finish directing the picture?” ‘Me?” “You can do it. You directed Widmark
in Counter Attack. You can do it So I said okay, but if I find that ’'m lost
and I don’t know how to do it, and we have to sit there and figure it out,
don’t scream at me. ‘Kid, he said. He always called me kid even though I
was almost as old as he was. ‘Kid, I've never spoken angrily to anyone in
my life, and I'm not going to start now. So I accepted and directed the
picture for two and a half weeks. When it was finished, Gary Cooper went
over to Warner’s and said to them, ‘Star billing!” That’s the first picture in
which I ever got star billing. That’s the kind of man Gary Cooper was. My
next picture was with Marlon: One-Eyed Jacks. And because Gary Cooper
had given me star billing, Marlon did the same. From then on, I was
up there.”

“You have the capacity to play both good and evil—very convincingly.
In On the Waterfront, you play the good priest, and in Nevada Smith, a
ruthless killer. How do you change masks so dramatically?”

“T'haven’t the slightest idea. I know that 'm a nice man, and sometimes
when I see myself on the screen, I think, Look what they are making me do:
saying these lines and being so vicious. But the lines are the lines, and the
story is the story. If that’s what’s called for, I have to do it, and I have to do
it right”

“What happens when you're asked to play a part that you don’t iden-
tify with?”

“Don’t do it! You don’t do. I wouldn’t know how to approach it. Where
do I start? But sometimes you take parts because you'd be a fool to reject
the money you’re being offered. And that is what’s wrong with this god-
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damned business. You give a guy a role he could care less about, and he’ll
do it. T had a situation at Warner’s when I was under contract to complete
a certain number of pictures. Same was true for Bette Davis, which is how
we came to do Dead Ringer.”

“Oh, I watched that last night.”

“Oh, you did?” he asked, throwing me a look that read not one of my
best. “Okay, well, we had scenes together. We did them well. I looked her
straight in the eye, she did me. She knew what her job was. I knew what
my job was. And then it was up to the editor to put it together.”

“Looking back on your career, are you satisfied with how it all turned
out?”

“I'm going to be very weepy and say that I'm indebted to this profession.
I'loved it, and it was a great challenge. I worked with brilliant and talented
people, and would gladly do it all over again if I could. It’s not easy being an
actor. When you first step out there, you have no idea where you’re going.
Where’s the path? All I knew was that I had to catch a bus and get to New
York. Once doors opened for me, I just went with it. You learn very quickly
in the theater that when the curtain goes up it’s all on your shoulders. And
you never know what you’re gonna get or where you'll end up.”

“Ultimately, it’s about communicating to an audience, isn’t it?”

“Yes, absolutely. You cross yourself a couple of times, and you hope
that the audience will be with you. The job of the actor is to pull in
the audience—pull them in! When that happens, they forget that they’re
watching actors using props in front of scenery. They find themselves
inside a story and experiencing something about life and—smack!” he
clapped his hands together—“that’s what it’s all about. If you can get a few
of those moments in a career, you've done it. I had moments like that.”

“If you were offered a part in a film or a play today, would you take it?”

“The answer to your question is no. Now, I've stopped. At my age, I
don’t know whether or not I have the physical energy for it. My acting was
fueled by vitality. When I came out on the stage or appeared in a film, I
wanted everyone to know, I'm here. That’s what it was about for me:
vitality and presence. And besides, I always vowed that I'd give it up if I
couldn’t remember my lines. ’'m afraid to find out if I've finally reached
my end.”
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Breaking into movies and television after a successful career as a musi-
cian, Amy Madigan gained recognition for both dramatic and comedic
roles during the 1980s in such films as Places in the Heart (1984), Twice in
a Lifetime (1985), and Field of Dreams (1989). The red-haired, raspy-
voiced actress leaned back on a sofa cushion in the guesthouse at her
Malibu home where she lives with her daughter and actor husband Ed
Harris, and confessed that the actor’s life is at times as frustrating as
it is thrilling. “It’s an occupation that continuously tests your confidence,
courage, and capabilities,” she told me. I was curious how she came to
the profession and why she has kept going back for more after nearly
thirty years.

“How did you get started as an actress?”

“T was a keyboardist and percussionist prior to becoming an actress.
I performed with a number of other musicians, performance art, rhythm
and blues, rock and ragtime, and a variety of things. Then, one day, a
friend of mine suggested I take some acting lessons. I thought it was a
good idea and enrolled in classes at the Lee Strasberg’s Institute in Los
Angeles.”

“Was that a difficult transition?”

“No. Acting for me was sort of a lateral move. The thrill of performing
was already inside of me and didn’t need to be ignited like in someone
who is hitting the stage for the very first time. I wasn’t some wide-eyed
innocent when I came into the business. I already had life experience,
been on the road as a touring musician for ten years, had studied philoso-
phy at Marquette University, and attended the Music Conservatory of the
Chicago College of Performing Arts. So I wasn’t fearful or intimidated
doing scenes in front of people. Acting was like discovering a creative
pathway to tell stories in an entirely new way.”

“Did the musician within inform the actor within?”

“Yes, particularly with regard to working with other people. I had
never performed music as a soloist. It was always in collaboration with
others. Musicians must really listen and be highly attentive to what is
being played in order to pick up their cues. There is a certain rhythm and






timing inherent in that. The same thing applies in acting, when you’re
doing scenes with other people. You have to listen carefully to what
they’re saying or doing so you can respond appropriately—in a call-and-
response manner. And like music, acting with others has its own rhythm
and timing.”

“The first time I saw you act was in Twice in a Lifetime (1985), for which
you were nominated for a best supporting actress Oscar. You played
Sunny, the daughter of Ellen Burstyn and Gene Hackman. Hackman
begins an affair with Ann-Margret. You're furious with him when you
find out about his infidelity and refuse to forgive him.”

“I think Sunny’s fiery nature and sense of loyalty is very close to who I
am in real life. With so much injustice in this relationship, my character is
not going to be understanding or forgiving and say, ‘Let’s talk about it’
No man! She’s going to say, ‘F——Lk you! You want to come to my sister’s
wedding? That’s fine. But 'm not talking to you. You've crossed the line.’ I
absolutely have this in me. 'm a very loyal person. If someone crosses the
line, that’s pretty much it.”

“So playing Sunny, you were in a way being yourself?”

“I think most actors bring themselves to their roles. To exclude yourself
or shut yourself off doesn’t really serve you. Actors who don’t commit
themselves fully to a role are incredibly boring to watch. If you're offered a
role to play someone who’s in prison, for example, and you’ve never been
in a prison, you have to educate yourself about that sort of life, so you can
bring yourself completely to the role. Without that, you don’t have any
baseline, any truth.”

“What do you store in your actor’s toolbox?”

“T would say there are three essential tools for all actors: one’s emo-
tions, accessibility to self, and willingness to go outside one’s comfort
zone. Actors must be able to connect their emotions to those of their
characters and at the same time be willing to reveal themselves publically.
The roles that have been the most challenging and also rewarding for me
have been the ones that have been the most personally revealing. In Places
in the Heart (1984), I played Viola Kelsey, a pretty Southern woman who
seemingly had it all, but beneath the surface she was desperately unhappy.
I know the feeling of unhappiness, but I'm not a quiet and reserved
woman living in the South during the Depression. To show Viola’s un-
happiness, I had to go to deep places within myself and not be embar-
rassed to bring those emotions to the surface and show them. After my
performance in Places in the Heart, people began to see that I could play
fairly complex characters. And I realized that about myself, too.”
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“Are you judgmental of the characters you play?”

“Judging, psychoanalyzing, or censoring things about my character
becomes an obstacle to playing her affectively. It’s the being and doing
that’s exciting for actors, not the analyzing of our characters to figure out
what makes them tick. That’s not the actor’s job.”

“How is acting creative?”

“There are no restrictions of one’s creative process, nor are there limits
to one’s imagination. In your mind, you can have your character jump off
a cliff if you want, and that’s what makes acting so much fun and enor-
mously creative and liberating.”

“How do you typically prepare for a role?”

“Whether I'm doing a quick TV spot or playing Mother Courage, I need
to have quiet time with myself. I might take long walks with the dogs or
come here to the guesthouse where there are no phones, no computers.
Sometimes, when I'm trying to figure out a character, I just let myself wan-
der with her. The quiet sets me up for ideas to bubble to the surface, even
though I may not be focusing in on the character per se. These ideas typi-
cally find their way into my performance. Once you start rehearsals or a
shooting schedule on a film, it’s just a constant barrage of people, noise,
and chaos. In the theater, it’s a little different because it’s set up in a way that
the actor’s dressing room can be a quiet and sacred place for preparation.”

“As you mature and gain life experience, do you find that your process
of inhabiting characters change?”

“How I might have inhabited a role when I was younger is different
than it would be for me now. The actor reaches different levels of aware-
ness of self at different times throughout a career. Even if I could look as
young as I did when I played Sunny in Twice in a Lifetime, I wouldn’t be
able to play her today. I'm just too different now, both physically and
mentally. But what remains constant for me regardless is that I am always
investigating how to make roles challenging, personal, and meaningful.”

“In Places in the Heart, you play opposite your husband Ed Harris. Did
you meet during the making of that film?”

“We got married while making the film but had met prior to that when
we were both working in theater.”

“In the story, your character, Viola, is having an affair with your best
friend’s husband, Wayne Lomax, played by Ed. Was it difficult to do
intimate scenes with Ed in front of the camera, given that you were
romantically involved in real life?”

“In situations like that when you share a personal chemistry, it’s either
going to work out well or it’s really a bad idea. Looking back, it just felt
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like what it was: I'm in love with Ed. We’re making this film together and
having this affair. How great! Let’s get a case of beer and have fun. Generally,
Ed and I work very well together and really enjoy it. We’ve acted together
on the stage and in films, and Ed has also directed me.”

“As Peggy Guggenheim in Pollock.”

“Yes. When Ed first came to me and wanted me to play Peggy, I said,
‘absolutely not.’ I was completely resistant to the idea because I didn’t feel
that I was right for the part. I was intimidated by the character of Peggy
Guggenheim. She was this iconic person, royalty in the art world, and
Jewish, who looked nothing like me. Finally, I gave in and said yes, but I
was very frightened. This was Ed’s directorial debut, and I wanted to be
the best actress in the history of cinema,” she laughed. “I tried to find her
humor and compassion, and I think ultimately it worked.”

“Because, as you said, actors must draw from within in order to em-
body their characters, is it important for them to try to cultivate a strong
sense of self?”

“A good many actors come across seemingly confident and self-assured,
but that’s often a lie, a facade. Actors as a group tend to be shy and neurotic
people, and acting enables them to infuse their neuroses into their charac-
ters. Ours is a profession of self-doubting, of self-examination, and con-
stant self-scrutinizing—not to mention a good deal of worrying about
when the next job is going to come. You’re only as good as your last job,
even when you’re very famous. Actors are always questioning their abili-
ties. It’s a scary, intriguing, and thrilling profession, and I think this is what
keeps people in it.”

“And constantly hoping for exciting roles.”

“Absolutely! I'd much prefer to play a serial killer than a district at-
torney who just sits there and says, ‘T object. If 'm a serial killer, I have to
use the tools in my actor’s toolbox. Playing Iris Crowe in the HBO series
Carnivale (2003—2005) required that. This show was a mixed genre of
fantasy, mystery, and horror that takes place during the Great Depression
and Dust Bowl era.”

“Irecall it had a very surreal quality with two juxtaposing set of charac-
ters: misfits and lost souls working in a traveling carnival and the other a
religiously obsessed preacher and his sister. The themes running through
both stories dealt with good and evil and destiny versus free will.”

“That’s right. I play the preacher’s sister who was totally out of her
mind and completely obsessed with power. Her moral compass was very
clear in that she knew what she had to do. For her, violence was like a
purifying act drawn from the Old Testament. I loved Iris for that. Unfor-

44 The Actor Within



tunately, the show only lasted a couple of seasons, probably because it
didn’t have big stars leading the cast, but it was critically acclaimed,
having earned ten Emmy nominations and winning five.”

“What have all your years of experience taught you about the actor’s
craft?”

“Acting is more difficult than I thought it would be. It’s also simpler
than I thought it would be. Right now, ’'m probably the best actress that
I’ve ever been, the most open I've ever been, more full of love, and very
present. I'm also the most neurotic and cynical that I've ever been and
have a greater understanding of how to bring all of these things to any
character I play. Yet, I only get to act a couple of times a year. Acting is not
a trade that rewards experience, especially if you're a woman over fifty.
Actually, I think now it’s forty. I'm a realist. Well, maybe not. If I were a
realist, I wouldn’t be in this profession.”
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You name it—police detective, surgeon, hotel manager, chef, judge, cross-
dresser, hijacker—and Hector Elizondo has probably played it. For start-
ers, he is a perennial favorite of director Garry Marshall, who has cast
him in almost every one of his films. Elizondo has also appeared on scores
of television shows and is recognized as one of the industry’s most reliable
actors. I visited him at his Encino home to inquire about his life as a
working actor, with a long list of screen and stage credits and awards.

“Do you feel that you've fully actualized the actor within you?”

“T've come close, but the fact that I haven’t is probably my own fault.
While I still had the energy and the interest and was at the top of my
game, I passed up some good opportunities due to an inexplicable lack of
ambition. I never had that wind beneath my wings. I could have made
better choices.”

“On what did you base your choices?”

“Paying rent. I grew up with my parent’s Depression-era mentality.
Having a steady job was the thing. Acting is never steady. Their voices
echoed in my head. What do you mean you haven’t worked in three months?
Where I come from, if you don’t work in three months, you’re a bum. Art?
What do you mean art? A man works, and that’s what he does. If you don’t
work, you'’re not taking care of your family. I remember when my mother
came to see me on Broadway in Neil Simon’s Prisoner of Second Avenue.
After the show, I asked her, ‘Ma, what did you think?’ ‘Very nice, very nice,
she said, but I knew she was really thinking, When are you going to get a
real job, like in a bank, and wear a tie? And my father would always say, ‘A
man has to lift heavy things. There had to be some sweating, some back-
breaking component, to what you do. I think a vestige of that thinking
exists in me.”

“In spite of that, you chose an acting career. Why?”

“When T first started acting on the stage, I experienced wonderful
transcendent moments that taught me what it means to be an actor and
confirmed for me that I'd entered a noble profession. The actor is the
intermediary between author and audience, the delivery unit. 'm part of
the storytelling that conveys what it means to be a human being. I became






very serious about theater in the 1960s, but nothing much came my way
after appearing in Steambath (1970). I could have bided my time, waited
for good roles, and made choices that offered better opportunities for the
future, but I didn’t. Instead, I took commercial work, movies and tele-
vision. If I have any regrets, it’s that I didn’t pay enough attention to the
arc, and take control of my so-called career when I could have.”

“T understand you started out as a musician and a dancer.”

“My path was never clear to me, but I did have this vague sense that there
was something out there waiting for me. I expected that it would reveal
itself to me through some sign. In the meantime, [ was a great dabbler and
didn’t say no to too many things. I was very easily distracted. I'd hear
music, and I’d go after it. I'd see movement—oh, isn’t that beautiful—and,
before I knew it, I was drafted into a professional dance troupe—DBallet Art
Company of Carnegie Hall.”

“How were you drafted into this dance company?”

“T'd been working as a musician, playing the conga drums as accom-
paniment for one of their jazz dance classes, when one day the choreogra-
pher said, ‘I need a male dancer, and I know you're athletic and you move
well. Can you just walk through something for me, just block it? And I’ll
get a real dancer tomorrow; take off your shoes.” Take off my shoes? Real
guys don’t take off their shoes. But I tried it. ‘You're great!” the choreogra-
pher told me. ‘You’ll be the dancer in this show. What? I'd never taken a
dance lesson in my life. So here I was in my twenties performing in a dance
company. Yikes, I ached in muscles I didn’t know I had. And through
osmosis something seeped in and I developed an appreciation for the
dance. One thing led to another, and my soul gravitated toward that great
mystery of creativity. I appreciated people who were always trying to
discover what it means to be human and expressing it. That’s what turned
me on to all forms of art, including acting.”

“T've noticed that you have a real gift for comedy. What’s your secret?”

“Tlove comedy,” Hector said, letting his elbow slip off the chair’s arm in
a Chaplinesque manner. “Humor comes from a wonderful juxtaposition
of irony and accidents. ‘They went that way, and you poke someone in the
eye. When I'm on the verge of despair, thinking about the suffering and
injustice in the world, humor eases the pain. Sometimes, the only way I
can get through the day is by finding the funny.”

“How do you find the funny?”

“As an actor, I think in terms of being in a situation, a circumstance
that I’'ve never been in before. Then it’s about engaging the audience,
carrying them along with me while I'm figuring things out. I'm thinking,
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contemplating, working it out, and the camera likes that. The camera
picks up the ephemeral: that experience of trying to find out how to move
forward. The audience resonates with that because they know that feeling
and circumstance themselves. I suppose this is my process.”

“In The Taking of Pelham One Two Three (1974), also starring Robert
Shaw and Walter Matthau, you play a guy named Grey who is part of a
team that hijacks a New York subway train. Since you're by nature a nice
guy, how did you transform yourself into this cold-hearted thug?”

“I love to play bad guys, as long as they are genuine, as long as they’re
human beings.

“Having grown up on the streets of Harlem, I knew plenty of tough
guys like Grey. That environment was part of my cultural marrow. When I
read the script, I thought, Yeah, I know this guy. I can play him. Grey is a
combination of people I grew up with. They both scared and fascinated
me because their behavior was so alien to my own. Of course, after
playing the hotel manager Bernard Thompson, in Pretty Woman, I can’t
get arrested playing a bad guy.”

“You were nominated for as Oscar for your portrayal of this character.”

“Yes. Initially, he came across as really boring, no personality. So I said
to Garry Marshall, the film’s director, ‘We need to do something about
him. So he says, ‘Oh don’t bother me with that. Why don’t you just create
the kind of guy you’d like to work for. So, little by little, I evolved his
character, gave him a backstory, a personality, and a reason for why he
was the way he was. Thompson had come from the streets and at one time
had been down and out. That’s why he had such empathy for the hooker,
played by Julia Roberts. What you saw on the screen is less than half
of what we shot. Garry Marshall reminded me during the initial screen-
ings, ‘Everybody liked you more than the Richard Gere character, and
that’s not this story.” So, they cut many of my scenes. And, of course, I
understood.”

“Is it typical for you to develop your character in this manner?”

“If the character strikes me as contrived or stereotypical, I ask the writer
to make him more human. Even villains are not without humor. Adding
humor actually makes them disarming and even more dangerous. The late
Heath Ledger did that brilliantly as the joker in The Dark Knight.”

“Do some of the characters you play ever mess with your mind a lit-
tle bit?”

“T've been affected by everything I've done, even the parts I've hated.
Some roles you can skip across the water and are not really challenging to
play, while others can be dark and require more emotional investment. If
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you are a lonely person prone to depression who finds comfort in isola-
tion, certain roles can be hard to shake off. Even if you are a healthy, well-
functioning person, sometimes a role can push you to your limits. In
Prisoner of Second Avenue, 1 played a character that has a nervous break-
down. I did eight shows a week. Oddly, my father was having a real
nervous breakdown during my run with the play. I was resilient enough,
thank goodness, to get through it. Did it change me? Yes. It reminded me
of the affinity we humans have for one another and how vulnerable we
can be.”
“What advice do you give young aspiring actors?”

“1. Always be prepared; failing to prepare is preparing to fail.

2. Asking the right questions is more important than looking for the
right answers.

3. Always be open, always.

4. Don’t be a patsy, a sap, a victim.

5. Beware of people who want to be your friend without knowing
you.

6. Judge a person’s character by how they treat those who can do
nothing for them or to them.

7. Reject ideology. Avoid certainty and embrace doubt.”

“Do you consider yourself an artist?”

“I always thought it was presumptions to call myself an artist—inter-
preter perhaps, or craftsman maybe. The difficult part for me is the
third act”

“You mean—where you go from here.”

“Yes. I keep my ear to the ground for good roles, but I haven’t found
many. I was recently offered a part in Waiting for Godot on Broadway. At
first, I said, ‘Oh, boy! Beckett! Godot!” And then I thought this play’s been
done a thousand times. I'd have to move to New York—March to July,
eight times a week—no, no, no. You see, I don’t have the need to perform.
I have a need to be part of something new and original, like introducing
the next great American playwright to the world. That excites me.”
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CCH Pounder (Carol Christine Hilaria Pounder) is a familiar figure on
television, having appeared in dozens of popular shows, including Hill
Street Blues, L.A. Law, Miami Vice, The X-Files, ER, Law & Order, and
The Shield, as well as in numerous films. I caught up with CC at her
personally owned art gallery on Sunset Boulevard, while she was on a
break from shooting her current show, Warehouse 13.

“How did you find your way into acting?”

“Quite by accident. I was born in Guyana, South America, but grew up
in England where I attended boarding school. When I was around eleven,
I got hit in the back of the head with a ball during a cricket match and
suffered memory loss. To improve my memory, the nuns at the school
had me recite poems. I really enjoyed entertaining them with my recita-
tions and discovered that I was pretty good at performing. The nuns
entered me in elocution competitions, and I began winning awards for
our school and eventually studied acting at Ithaca College in upstate
New York.”

“How was that for you?”

“Coming from Guyana, I had a very strong Caribbean accent, which I
felt set me apart from the others. One day, my elocution teacher, Stella
Curran, asked me, ‘Do you think you need to change the way you speak?’
‘Why? Isn’t it fine?” Yes, it’s absolutely fine!” Her giving me permission to
speak in a way that was me filled me with a new confidence and a sense of
pride. Then in high school, I befriended a Nigerian girl, Abimbola She-
koni, who helped me open my eyes to who I was. One day she was playing
arecord, Say It Loud: I'm Black and I'm Proud by James Brown. I said, ‘But
we’re not black.” “Well, of course we are, she said. “‘We are black people! We
are from the continent. You are just displaced. You’re from our people’
This was an awakening for me, a real eye-opener. Being able to speak in my
own natural way and knowing who I am not only gave me a sense of self,
but this made me curious about other people and their inner emotions. I
came to understand that this was an integral part of the actor’s job.”

“Did your self-awakening continue as a professional actor?”

“Absolutely. In the early years of my career, I expected to play all






different types, but I was cast as weak, sniffling, victimized women. One
day, I told my agent, ‘Enough! I want roles that say something positive,
relevant, and inspirational. I wanted to be more than an actor—an activist
who could use television to influence society. ”

“How were you able to get cast in roles that portrayed women more
positively?”

“Getting roles usually comes down to what you're offered, but it also
has something to do with if you're willing to make sacrifices. After I
started turning down roles, I starved for a year. Then I received a script for
a part on the television show L.A. Law, but it was as another victimized
woman. I decided to go for the part of the judge. My agent told the
producers, ‘She’s interested in the role, but she’d really love to read for the
part of the judge.’ And then, of course, I had to prove beyond a shadow of
a doubt that I could play a judge.”

“Apparently, you did.”

“Yes, I now mostly embody strong characters, but that little sniffling
person—she’s inside me, too, except I don’t have to parade her out any-
more. What acting does is take you beyond the circumstance of a particu-
lar character to discover her essence, her soul—like the prostitute with a
heart of gold. The actor looks to portray her character’s complexities and
that which illuminates her humanity.”

“Your role in the independent film Bagdad Cafe (1987) was a perfect
vehicle for that. Brenda is angry and disillusioned until she meets Jasmin,
a sensitive German woman, played by Marianne Sigebrecht, who after
leaving her husband in the middle of the California desert, rents a room
in Brenda’s rundown motel and café.”

“Yes, that’s right. Brenda is like a tied-up, barking dog. People are
afraid of a barking dog, but the dog is barking because she’s afraid.
Brenda was empty, depleted, but in the loudest way. You know, an empty
vessel makes the loudest noise. Jasmin filled her up. Brenda was ready to
soak up everything that Jasmin had to offer because she was an empty
receptacle, having already given out everything she had to her husband,
her children, and the café. These two women were able to nurture each
other. This story was about a moment in life when things coalesce and
love happens in the strangest of ways.”

“What did Bagdad Cafe mean to your career?”

“It was really the beginning. Brenda was a God-sent role originally
written for Whoopi Goldberg. When this part came to me, for the first
time I didn’t let my agents get in my way. I trusted my instincts and my
internal radar to guide me. It set a precedent for everything that followed
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in terms of how I was going to navigate the rest of my career. I informed
my agents from that time forward, “This is what I want, and you're going
to get it for me. Some agents don’t understand the actor who is driven,
and I fall into that category.”

“How do you know when you have fully explored a character and
understand what makes her tick?”

“When I no longer pine for her or feel the need to be her. Take, for ex-
ample, the role I played on The Shield, Police Detective Claudette Wyms.”
(Claudette was a tough veteran detective on the Los Angeles Police Force.)
“I explored Claudette inside and out over a period of six years and went
through her full maturity. I experienced her full arc. By the end of the
series, I had little more to learn about her. When I play someone that I feel
I haven't fully fleshed out, I try to keep her alive in the new roles I take on.
I might preserve her nature in other stories so that I can complete the
investigation of who she is and what she will become. Her name might be
different, her look, her wardrobe, but I find myself needing closure about
characters that I invest in.”

“Are you cognizant of an internal force or presence within you that
drives your acting and artistry?”

“Yes, I very much feel her, but I don’t know where she resides inside me
until a script arrives and she shows up. As I turn the pages, she grows
larger and I watch my physical characteristics change. If I'm lucky enough
to get the job, I start filling her in with the director’s help, the lighting, the
costumes, et cetera. It’s like assembling a puzzle with bits and pieces.”

“How do you know that what you're assembling is right?”

“Every now and again during this process, I hear in my mind, No! No!
That’s not her. She needs to be like this or that. You’ve got it all wrong. So 1
have to go back in, pull things out, and add new ideas. And I'm always
hoping that the director says, “Yes! Yes! That’s her! You’ve done it” When
you work like this, you feel like a real collaborator within the theatrical
process. The actor is the one who brings to life the writer’s words and the
director’s vision. Without the actor, the lighting, costumes, sets, and di-
rection make no sense.”

“As a black actor, did your role in the HBO film Boycott (2001), the
story of the birth of the civil rights movement in Montgomery, Alabama,
have special meaning for you?”

“Oh, absolutely. We shot scenes in the very church where Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. had preached. Sitting among the actors in the pews were
people who knew King personally and had attended his sermons. Jeffrey
Wright was cast in the role of Martin Luther King Jr., and Terrence
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Howard played Ralph Abernathy. Before shooting, I could hear the old
women complaining about the casting. ‘Hmm, see, it’s because it’s a
movie they had to lighten up his skin, to be appreciated by white people’
But when Jeffrey Wright began to preach as King, those women had the
look of witnessing a spirit descending. They began to weep and clap and
fall in love with Wright. They suspended disbelief and surrendered them-
selves to him, even though he did not physically resemble King. Wright
had transformed himself [so] that those people who knew King saw King.
This is exactly what I meant earlier when I said an actor’s job is to bring
the essence and the soul of his character to life.”

“How does the actor’s desire to communicate with the audience help
drive the acting?”

“Acting is all about communication, about sending messages through
performance. Communication can happen in many ways, not just
through dialogue. It can be through body posture, the way I look at
people, or how harshly or softly I speak. My main concern is that I
communicate the writer’s words clearly, even if I'm playing a drunk, or if
my character has a strong accent.”

“Do you concern yourself much with how you look on screen?”

“I'm usually not that aware or concerned with the camera during
shooting. I depend completely on the cameraman to do his job. Some-
times I'm not shown in a flattering way; the camera might catch an
unusual angle or expression. My concern is portraying the character; it’s
not about my vanity. I believe you can act in whatever body you’re in. The
body is simply the vessel to create the character and an instrument to tell
the story.”

“You played Moat, the spiritual leader in Avatar.”

“Oh, yes, and it was positively thrilling. We had no sets, no props, just a
giant grey box from which to create out of sheer imagination. I actually
had a moment when I thought, This is probably what it was like for the
actors of the silent screen era who witnessed talkies for the first time. It’s like
watching your shadow dance. How amazing is that?”

“You've come a long way since reading poems to the nuns in your
British boarding school. Do you feel after so many years in this business
that you’ve fulfilled your acting aspirations?”

“You know, nobody chooses acting as a career. It’s a calling—and par-
ticularly true in my case. I was born with one foot in a contemporary
world and the other in a formal, traditional world. My Caribbean family
viewed acting as incredibly frivolous. So I kept my acting secret, as if it
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were a criminal activity. I was fully invested in all the actors unions before
I revealed to my parents that I had become an actor.”

“Do you consider yourself successful?”

“People tell me that I am successful, but I don’t see it. Perhaps it’s
because my ambition has always been greater than my accomplishments.
And so, I still feel like I'm on my way but not there yet.”
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\%\ James Cromwell

I grew up watching the hit television show All in the Family (1974) in
which character actor James Cromwell played Stretch Cunningham, one
of Archie’s co-workers. My kids loved him as Farmer Arthur Hoggett in
the endearing film Babe (1995), for which he received an Oscar nomi-
nation. As Captain Dudley Smith in L.A. Confidential (1997), Warden
Hal Moores in The Green Mile (1999), and George H. W. Bush in W.
(2008), Cromwell has proven that he only gets better with time. When he
visited me at my studio, I was eager to learn how he continues to evolve
the actor within.

“You were born into an acting family. Your father was the acclaimed
actor and director John Cromwell and your mother, actress Kay Johnson.
Were you expected to follow in their footsteps?”

“T actually chose to major in engineering at the Hill School, Middle-
bury College, but my engineering path was quickly aborted when my
father visited me at college and surveyed the aftermath of a Saturday night
fraternity party. He decided to get me out of that environment and took
me along with him to Sweden, where he was making a picture. Although I
had been on sets with him on a number of pictures in the past, beginning
when I was five with the filming of Anna and the King of Siam, this time I
found the process fascinating, and I was hooked. When I returned to the
States, I dropped out of college and moved to New York to study acting.
My father disapproved of my decision, so I enrolled in Carnegie Tech
College (Carnegie Mellon today) and got my engineering degree. After
graduation, I aspired to be a director but couldn’t land a job, so I turned
to acting.”

“Did your parents influence you as an actor?”

“Yes. My mother, Kay Johnson, was a wonderful actress. One of her
best-known roles was Nora in Of Human Bondage, a film my father
directed. Norah falls in love with Leslie Howard’s character, Philip Carey,
but he chooses the dark-spirited Mildred, played by Bette Davis. I remem-
ber watching the film in the auditorium at Lincoln Center at the first New
York Film Festival and thinking to myself, Wow, she’s really good! My
mother had a quality that I take for granted in my own acting: letting who
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I am as a human being come through on the screen. People see my
character and like the guy, even when he’s a son of a bitch. They under-
stand that the person behind the character is human. He’s real.

“T also admired my father’s acting. He won a Tony Award for his work
alongside Henry Fonda in The Point of No Return and then did Mary,
Mary and Sabrina Fair, each of which ran for three or four years. My
father influenced me mainly by example. He never formally worked with
me on acting. I didn’t learn his technique. What I got from him was the
elegance with which he conducted his life, his dedication to the craft, and,
most of all, his sense of discipline. I needed discipline as a way for me to
conduct my life because I was drawn to actors like James Dean, who was
erratic in his behavior and had destructive tendencies.”

“Would you agree that people are drawn to films, live theater, and
television shows because consciously or unconsciously they are trying to
make sense of their lives?”

“Yes. Shakespeare wrote, ‘“The purpose of playing is to hold a mirror to
nature.” So we as actors mirror real life through dramatization, which is
an abstraction of reality. This allows us to look at ourselves from a dis-
tance, with a degree of objectivity. The concept of abstraction was under-
stood and used well by the Greeks. It began as a dance, the dithyrambic
dance in which every Athenian was obliged to participate in creative ex-
pression. Then it became formalized with a chorus and dancers. A player
danced a solo and then began to recite lines. The chorus responded, and
that’s how plays came to be. But by the time they got to the Athenian
theater—the theater that we now think of as the beginning of Western
theater performances—staged performances became a tool to expurgate
feelings of resentment and rebellious tendencies of the audience through
catharsis, making citizens accepting of the status quo.”

“In addition to the influence of your acting parents, were there any
films that made a strong impression on you early in life?”

“Yes. I saw two films before the age of six that had a lasting impact on
me as an actor. Henry V, staring Lawrence Olivier, introduced me to the
works of William Shakespeare, which would become the love of my life.
The other important film, The Red Shoes, left me with an image that has
reoccurred in my dreams since the age of twelve: A woman is running
down the length of a balcony as a train whistle sounds. Steam rises and
she disappears ominously.”

“Why do you think this scene has stayed with you all these years?”

“The protagonist in the film, a dancer, faces the dilemma of having to
choose between a happy personal life and dedication to her craft. I have
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tried to have both: personal happiness and an acting career. I have failed
again and again to achieve the right balance.”

“Youre at an age now when most actors are looking back at their
careers. But yours is in full blossom. How do you account for that?”

“It took me many years to acknowledge my talent. I have always been
able to recognize talent in other people, but as for myself, I have just tried
to do the best I can. My personal impression is that, for the most part, 've
been a failure. There is a quote recited by Alec Guinness in The Horse’s
Mouth, a film based on the Joyce Cary book: ‘It’s never the same as it is in
your mind. In my mind, I give extraordinary performances, but when I
watch myself on the screen, all I can see is my inability to live up to what
I’d envisioned. I think this is true for most actors. My best performances
have been bullied out of me, or I've crashed and burned to such a degree
that it happened to fit the part I was playing. This happened when I
worked with Mike Nichols on Angels in America (2003). Threatened with
death, my character tries to hold it together. I was playing opposite Al
Pacino, who never makes a mistake. I had to keep telling myself, focus,
focus, focus. I'd overrehearsed my lines, and when it came time to shoot
the scene, I couldn’t remember a word—not a word. To compound the
situation, I'd eaten Indian food for lunch, which dried out my mouth and
made it difficult to speak. I was waiting for Nichols to say, ‘Jamie, I'm
sorry. I'm going to have to let you go.”

“How did you get through it?”

“Sheer willpower. Once I was actually inside the moment, the force of
Al’s performance kicked me into instinct. My instrument behaved appro-
priately, and I said my lines. So when you see my performance, you say,
‘Damn, what great acting!’ but it was just me scared shitless, and it just
happened to fit the character that was dying.”

“What did you take away from that experience?”

“To be in the moment, you must trust yourself and the lines will follow.
It is your presence that makes a performance compelling on film, not
your lines.”

“In L.A. Confidential, your character, Captain Dudley Smith, is one
very corrupt cop. A scene that caught my eye was not particularly signifi-
cant in terms of moving the story line forward. It was when you put
yourself between Bud (Russell Crowe) as he comes at you full force and
Exley (Guy Pearce). You could have been seriously injured placing your-
self in front of a charging Russell Crowe.”

“Good for you, Rose! I'm glad you spotted that. That’s my favorite
scene in the entire film. I loved that moment. I was supposed to do that,
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but the way I did it was a consequence of the dysfunctional relationship I
had with the film’s director, Curtis Hanson. It just so happened that, on
the day we shot that scene, my anger and frustration with him came to a
head. I was goddamned if someone was going to push me around. I didn’t
care if Russell would come full boar at me with the ferocity of his charac-
ter. I was totally psyched up and determined not to let him get past me—
period. Russell came at me in rehearsal, and I didn’t budge. I think he
knew, if he was going to take me on, that I was not going to back down
even after the director called ‘cut. Realizing that Captain Dudley Smith
was in a position of authority, Crowe backed down. The message I gave
him was that Dudley is a force not to be f——ked with. I was essentially
playing myself, expressing myself and being fully present in the moment.”

“What was going on between you and the director?”

“Hanson manipulated and provoked his actors, particularly Kevin
Spacey, Guy Pearce, and me. He knew how he wanted the characters to
behave, but his strategy was to see what we wanted to do and then limit
us, which frustrated and angered us. What Curtis did was similar to what
Otto Preminger liked to do, which was create conflict to beef up actors’
performances. All of us struggled with Hanson in making this film, and
that struggle is what made it such a stunning piece of work.”

“Do you resent being manipulated like that?”

“No. I bless him for getting that kind of performance out of me.”

“How did Oliver Stone’s direction in W. affect your performance in
that film?”

“Oliver Stone imposed his will on my performance, and that made my
performance. I was playing [George] Herbert Walker Bush opposite Josh
Brolin (George W.). Stone just kept pushing—push, push, push, more,
more, more. ‘Jamie, I don’t understand why you're so quiet?” he’d say. ‘It’s
a chance for you to be like your father” Well, my father was an alcoholic
and a real threat in my life. My father was antithetical to how I thought
George Herbert Walker was with his son. Oliver pushed me so hard that
ultimately I had to be me, Jamie Cromwell; anything else would have been
a caricature. What he wanted in this film was the dynamic between a
father and son, not politics. Josh and T understood that. Josh saw his own
father in me: a gentlemanliness, elegance, and quietude underlying for-
midable strength. I saw in Josh my own son: the difficulties I have with
him, my expectations, how I overreach, and my regrets. That essentially
was the performance.”

“So an actor’s real-life backstory can come in handy when the director
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calls, ‘action.
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“Positively! And the more willing you are to let the audience into those
zones in which you have a personal, emotional stake, the more human
your character will be. If you can just play it through without being self-
conscious or hiding behind some camouflage of yourself, the audience
will respond. ‘Now that’s acting!””

“Are you comfortable exposing yourself like that?”

“That’s a good question. My acting heroes are Melvyn Douglas, Spen-
cer Tracy, and James Dean. You watch their performances and see how
effortless it is for them. So the question is, will I ever in my life be as
comfortable as them in front of the camera? Will I allow whatever hap-
pens to happen? Will I drop my judgment of myself when I don’t live up
to my own expectations? Drop the expectation of being the good boy and
doing it right the first time? Drop my concern about how much money
might be lost if I mess up? Every time I take on a new role, I have an
opportunity to get it right. And yet, after forty-plus years, 'm still making
boneheaded, beginner mistakes. What happens is that, like most actors, I
surrender my creative power to the director, or allow myself to become
subservient to the film’s stars. Rather, I should remind myself, Hey, I'm in
this scene; it’s about me. It’s about me! I’'m here to support the others, but it’s
got to be about me. I'm not here merely to serve the lines. I'm not here to
serve the director or the producer. I'm not here to serve the stars. I'm here to
serve the artist within me.”
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Gloria Stuart

Groucho Marx once described Gloria Stuart as “one beautiful broad.” Her
blond hair and enticing smile won her the adoration of casting directors
and moviegoers alike. At the height of her career in the 1930s, Gloria’s
image graced the covers of movie magazines around the world. She starred
in dozens of films for Universal Studios, but when her contract ran out,
her career withered. Not until James Cameron cast her as Old Rose in his
1997 film Titanic did she make her comeback. I spoke with the Oscar-
nominated actress at the age of ninety-nine in her West Los Angeles home.
Gloria passed away on September 26, 2010, at the age of one hundred.

“I saw you in the film Titanic and then learned that you had once been
a great star during the 1930s.”

“Oh, no, dear. I wasn’t a great star. The great stars were Joan Crawford,
Norma Shearer, Greta Garbo, and Marlene Dietrich. Those were the great
stars. My name appeared under the title of films, but by the late forties I
was washed up.”

“You made forty-six films between the years of 1932 and 1946. That’s
quite an accomplishment. I watched several before coming to meet you
today: The Prisoner of Shark Island, The Invisible Man, and The Old Dark
House. You lit up the screen; the camera loved you.”

“Well, I didn’t have much training in acting, except in college and in
community theater. I performed in plays of Moliere and Shakespeare at
the Golden Bough in Carmel, the Berkeley Theatre and the Pasadena
Playhouse.”

“How did you get discovered?”

“I was spotted by talent scouts from both Universal and Paramount
studios. Both wanted me. Unfortunately, my agent signed me with Uni-
versal. Paramount had Chevalier, Dietrich, Hardy, Cosby, and Hope. Uni-
versal had Boris Karloff—that’s it. So, when you compare the pictures that
were made at Universal to the other studios, there’s no comparison. The
great artistic work was at Metro, RKO, Twentieth Century Fox, and Para-
mount. They had the actors and the writers. I never had a chance to be in
anything really great in those years, except for once, when Universal
loaned me out to RKO and I had the chance to work with the great Lionel






Barrymore. But at the time he was so sick he had to be moved onto the set
in a wheelchair. You don’t just sit down and chat with someone like that
when they’re on their last legs. The one good thing I can say about the
years at Universal is that I got to work with the British director James
Whale, best known for his films with Karloff: Frankenstein (1931) and The
Bride of Frankenstein (1935). I starred in three of Whale’s films: The Invis-
ible Man (1933), Kiss before the Mirror (1933), and The Old Dark House
(1932). He was wonderful to work with.”

“So you were frustrated and limited by your Universal contract?”

“Very much so, and I was trying desperately to get out of my contract. I
envied the actors at Metro, Paramount, and RKO and saw what great
pictures they were making. John Ford, who would become a famous
director and launched John Wayne’s career, was also at Universal back
then, but he had not yet established a reputation. I made a couple of films
for him. I predicted that he’d go far. He knew what he was doing.”

“Where do you think your impulse to act came from?”

“As a young girl, six or seven years old, I remember picking up my skirt
and performing a little dance in front of Mama’s friends. Mama yelled,
‘Gloria!” She was a prominent member of the Santa Monica Bay Women’s
Club who believed that little girls shouldn’t do such things. After that
incident, Mama enrolled me in dance lessons at the Rosemary Theatre on
the beach and at the Majestic Theatre on Santa Monica Boulevard. Evi-
dently, I was drawn to performing from as far back as I can remember. I
was a big reader of romance novels, and I imagined myself as a character
in those stories. I took drama class in high school and in the summers
took acting lessons. When I got to Cal Berkeley, I went down to the
Berkeley and Oakland theaters and told them that I wanted to act, and
they gave me work.”

“How did you envision your acting future?”

“I wanted to go to New York, the Broadway stage. It never occurred to
me to go into movies. That was slumming. But in my junior year of
college, I got married and dropped out. My husband and I settled in
Carmel. So I acted in plays at the local theater and later at the Pasadena
Playhouse. Then I got signed at Universal, and I was stuck! My ambition
was being squelched at Universal, but the money was good. My first film
was Street of Women (1932) directed by Archie Mayo, who would later
direct The Petrified Forest and other successful films. I'll never forget my
first five minutes on the set. I was brought in by the assistant director and
introduced to Mayo, who was sitting there waiting. ‘“This is Gloria Stuart.
She’s going to be in the film.” Archie turned toward me and goosed me. I
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mean goosed me,” she said, showing me her middle finger. “I thought to
myself, So this is how it is in the movies. Gloria, youd better stand still for
this because you’re on your way to New York and this is what it takes. That
was my attitude the whole time I was there. I knew that they were putting
me in inferior stories and dressing me in cheap clothes, but I thought it
was my ticket. Make the money so you can get out and head to Broadway.”

“Did you ever make it to Broadway?”

“Sadly, no. I did a summer production with Thornton Wilder who told
me he’d written a new play headed for Broadway and that there was a part
in it for me. Tallulah Bankhead was going to star in it. ‘It will be an
opening for you, he promised. I was thrilled and told him that I wanted to
do it. While waiting, I did a cheesy play in Brooklyn and made some
money. About three or four days after my show closed, I heard from
Thornton. T don’t know how to break this to you, Gloria, he said, ‘but the
producer doesn’t want you to be in my new play. He thinks you're too
common. Thornton offered to hold my hand, but I declined and never
saw him again. That turned out to be my one and only shot at Broadway.”

“How did the actor within you feel about stepping back into the Holly-
wood limelight with Titanic?”

“When I read the script, I knew if I got the part I could give a good
performance. The writing was there and the story was there. It couldn’t
miss. I had never heard of its director, James Cameron, but I was to learn
that he was one of the hottest directors in town and had done Terminator
(1984) and Aliens (1986). I also had never heard of the two actors Kate
Winslet and Leo DiCaprio, who had signed to play the young lovers. I
read for Mr. Cameron here in my house. “Fifteen hundred people went
into the sea when Titanic sunk from under us. There were boats floating
nearby, and only one came back. One. Six were saved from the water,
myself included, six out of fifteen hundred.” My audition reading got me
the part of Rose, age 101. When we shot my first big scene in the film,
where old Rose sees her jewelry and hair barrette that had been recovered,
I received a huge applause from everyone on the set. James Cameron said,
‘That’s an Academy Award. For all those years that I had been disap-
pointed that my career didn’t go far enough, I was reassured of one thing:
my knowledge of acting was still within me. I still had it. I hadn’t lost it.
The first day that I walked onto the Titanic set, I felt as if I had never left
acting. Filmmaking, of course, had changed quite a bit since I last worked.
I realized as I was about to do my scene that Mr. Cameron wasn’t present.
Ilooked around and thought, Where is he? I stopped everything and said,
T'm sorry, 'm sorry. Where’s Mr. Cameron?” Well, I had never heard of
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the director watching scenes on a monitor from a booth about a mile
away. I was really embarrassed and said to everyone, I’'m really sorry. 'm
used to having the director sitting in a director’s chair nodding yes or
no at me.”

“You really embodied that character.”

“Well, you have everything set up for you. You know that your costume
is right, your hair is right, your makeup is right, the sound will be good,
the camera is on you, and you have very good supporting actors. And you
know that you are there because you're good. I wasn’t there because I'd
made films in the 1930s. I was there because I read for the director and he
thought I was right for the part.”

“You met with Kate Winslet prior to filming. Was that your idea?”

“Yes, I invited her to tea. I was preparing to play her as an old woman,
and I thought it would be helpful. She sat here like we are at this table and
got to know each other. I met Leo later, and when we were introduced, he
was sitting at a table sorting out silverware and practicing his scene in the
ship’s dining room. He looked up for a second and said, ‘Hi’ That was it.
I thought he was very rude, very rude. I should have kicked his butt.”

“Were you happy with the way your scenes turned out in the film?”

“Yes, but they cut some twenty minutes of my acting. I said to myself,
There goes my Oscar. 1 later learned that because of the film’s length
everyone had scenes cut. I can’t believe that Kim Basinger’s performance
as a tart equaled my performance as an old lady. It was a big shock when I
didn’t win the Academy Award. I really didn’t understand it.”

“How would you advise young women that aspire to become actors?”

“I would tell them, ‘Do it. Do it. Just do it!” Honey, women really have
it rough, and it’s because of men’s domination over them. In the thirties,
they only goosed yous; later, directors and producers brought sofas into
their offices. I've never known a man who was really concerned or inter-
ested in women’s problems or issues. I've been married and had lovers,
and I don’t think any of them really cared about what was important
to me. My husband of over forty years was a successful screenwriter
in Hollywood with credits that included Monkey Business (1931), Horse
Feathers (1932), Duck Soup (1933), Call Me Madam (1953), and Some Came
Running (1958), and he never wrote a script for me. He never came to see
me work or offered an idea that would help my career. In fact, he didn’t
want me to work at all even though it was my dream to be a great actress.
So I say to women, ‘If it’s your dream, do it! Do itl’ Don’t let children,
husbands, or anything else stand in your way.”
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Bill arrived at my studio on an early Thursday morning, a Starbucks
coffee cup in his hand, looking as if he could have used a couple more
hours of sleep. Nearing the end of a seven-week run (eight performances a
week) of David Mamet’s Oleanna at the Mark Taper Forum in Los
Angeles, the popular stage and screen actor woke up early for our session
at my studio. I began our conversation by asking him what surprised him
most about becoming a professional actor.

“The first thing I learned was that the odds of making it are really
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against you.” “There is no amount of research or data that will make you
secure about what your chances are on the slippery slope of this profes-
sion. This is a tough business of ‘he’s good, he’s not good.” To succeed, you
have to believe that acting is an investigation of who you are as a person.
And if this excites you, gives you a high about what you’re learning and
experiencing, then it’s worth your while to pursue it.”

“What sets actors apart from other performing artists?”

“Actors tend to have a solitary nature. They spend a great deal of time
among people, particularly if they work on the stage, but it is matched by
an interior journey that’s fed by being alone. Many years ago, [ went with
a friend to the Kennedy Center to see a production of Old Times, starring
John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson. I was with this brassy graduate
student who, after the performance, said, ‘Let’s go backstage and say
hello. In those days, no one did that. It seemed almost perverse. Yet, we
walked right up to Gielgud and Richardson and introduced ourselves. We
had a nice conversation with them, told them how much we enjoyed their
performance, and left. Excited about having met these two brilliant ac-
tors, we hung around the parking lot talking long after most people had
gone. Then, suddenly, I saw John Gielgud emerge from the stage door all
alone, a solitary figure. He stood there for a moment quietly unaware that
he was being watched and then walked very slowly down the long ramp. I
watched him until he was gone from view. That image stayed with me. I
knew that acting was about being in the presence of people. I was yet to
learn of the need and the desire 