Contacts and calls
are as important as

technique and training

By Kay Peterson
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lT'S A TYPICAL day for Jennifer Estlin.
As soon as she has finished her first cup
of coffee, she starts in on her business—
the business of being an actor. As she
says, “When I get up in the morning,
right away, 1 face my ‘office’—my living
room, which contains my computer and
my desk. I'm my own boss, so half the
battle is getting myself in there every
day. But to get myself going, 1 have this
mantra: ‘What am 1 going to do today to
be an actress? What will 1 do today to be
an actress?™”

It’s a mantra that works. Estlin, who is
thirty-four, hasn’t taken a day job in two-
and-a-half years. She has survived first in
Chicago and more recently in New York
City supported by her work on stage,
film. and television, including projects
with Chicago’s Second City, appearances
in national commercials, and a recurring

role on Law and Order. But her career is a
work in progress, one that requires con-
stant vigilance, a commitment to her artis-
tic goals, and a keen sense of the business
side of acting.

So how did she get to this point? How
has she established herself in this industry
when so many are overwhelmed by the
odds? For Estlin, the key has always been
clear-sighted self-assessment—an ongoing
reappraisal of her skills, her goals, and
her options—supported by an unwavering
confidence in her own abilities. To her,
being an actor is “not necessarily reflected
in the amount of work that you've done
or what you were last in. It’s a decision.”

An actor prepares

Estlin made her decision back in Ohio, as
a student at Shaker Heights High School.

That was where she was first introduced to



pertorniing and, more importantly, to
the idea that theatre could be one'’s work
Socidlizing with an upperclassman who
was applving to college. Estlin asked.
*What will vou major in#” When the suu-
dent answered “thearre,” Estlin was blown
awav, “You mean vou can study that= You
can do that tor a living? What a great
ideal”

That revelation shaped the rest of her
education. After doing all the theatre
shie could i high school—which was a
Jot—Estin went on to Northwestern
LUniversitys She completed a bachelor's
degree m theatre and speech i 1987
Oune might think thar a degree from a
highly respecied undergraduate theatre
progran like Northwestern would equip
A voung actor to take the theatre world
by storm. But as Estlin learmed, lier edi-

cation was just beginning

Film: Jennifer Estlin

i the 1998 independent film The Stand-In.

I 1989 shie landed her first profes-
sional role. a lead in a production ar
the Northlight Thearre, a respectable
Equity house in Chicago. The experi-
ence was harrowing. When rehiearsals
started, Istlin expected 1o do the same
kind ol work she had done for her act-
g teachiers in college: ™1 would jusi
learn my lines, go to rehedrsal, run
through my scenes, and then wait tor
the director to tell me what's wrong.”

But Estlin soon found this was not
enough lor professional theatre, She
wasn’L growing in the role, and couldn’
hielp but notice she required more at-
tention [rom the director than the
other actors, something she wasn 't
proud of. “T probably frustrated the di-
rector o littde.” she admits. “1 think he
had to work a little bit harder with me

than he wanted 10.”

Following rehearsal one night, she
exclaimed to her boyinend, *1 just
formd something out today and it's ho
ritying. | don't have a rechnique! Fou
vears of college and no rechnigue!”

Estlin Laer admitted that this judg-
ment was . lictle drasuc, but shie had
stiumbled onto a trath that would guide
her career, She needed 1o take chinrge
ol her own training. to pursue her own
course, and to determine what tech-
nigues, skills, work habits. and knowl-
cdge she needed inorder 1o be the best
acror she could be.

Esthn doesn’t blame hey previous
teachers or hey college program (o
whiatever was missing in her back-
ground. ITer training in college had
been tharough and intensive, but il left
her too dependent upon those around
her, "L was used 1o a teacher pushing
my buttons,” she savs. “If vou have the
satme acting teacher for four vears. that
person gets o know vou really well.
I'hev know what vou need and how 1o
gel trom vou what they can. I'he prob-
lemis that the whole process is hidden
Irom vour You don’t know what works
tor you and why.”

Professional theatre held completely
different expectations, “When you be-
2in 1o work professionally, with a dive
toy whose job isi’i to be teaching vou
who doesn’t know vou by heart. and
who is expecting vou 1o come i with a
technique. vou find vourself a litle los
At least, I did.™ Esin lound that despite
ler skill and background, she was Tack-
ing an actor’s most basic asset: the abil
iy to come to rehearsal with something
(o offer. “1 wasn’t doing my ‘homework’
between rehearsals: Twasn't using that
time 1o explore the role. the choices |
wanted to make. and the methods |
would nse to implemeni those choices.”
And hardest of all, she tound she didi 't
know how to start doing that work.

Fhough rustrated during this pe-
viod, Fsilin was not defeated, Tnstead.,
she observes that her difficulties moti-
vated her to take control of her own
technique—the methods she could rely
uporn to create her performance—
through a sell-imposed, sell-direcied
course of studvy, “1 think that the hard-

est thing s to tind out what vou don’
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Stage: Estlin in the Cleveland
Play House's 1996 production
of The Front Page.

Imiprov: The Second City
Northwest’s revue It Ain’t
Over Until the Fat
Lady’s Done Watching
the O.]. Trial.
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know, and then from there to take the
necessary steps to fix the problem.”
Enrolling in courses at a number of
schools in the Chicago area, Estlin tried
a variety of approaches to performance,
some of which she liked and some of
which she didn’t. It was a process of se-
lection and assimilation, as she com-
bined new skills with old skills in her at-
tempt to build her own way of working.
Describing the course of her training,
Estlin stresses that she did not merely
absorb every technique that crossed her
path. “The important thing is to go 1o
class with an open mind,” she advises.
When learning about a new method,
she tries to accept and embrace it with-
out judgment. It’s only later, after the
class is over, that she thinks critically
about what worked for her and gave
her something she could use later. “You
may appreciate what a certain method
is trying to do, but it just doesn't work
for you,” she explains. “But once you
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row abotit i you can bypdss it and gel
to what t1's tivine to do another wav.”

I oy 4-\.|||1’)l:' she tound the Meisner
techimque ol repetition helps her con
nect with ler scene pariner and her
emotions. but it's not somethng she'd
take into perlormance. “What T feel
ine i the oment” nay not be appro
priate for the cliaracter.” By using that
method i rehiersal. she can access thie
cHiohon ").l\ .|||"|ll|(”| 1O 'l()‘.\ 1T rani=
lestsasell m her lacul expressions. ges-
tres and voice, and then reprodiee n
laletr Lor an .|||(||v-|)u e Nonetinies \\||.|I
ends upworking can be orve medchan
cal than the “emotionally antheatic
lechimiques shed use i rehearsal. Eino-
fotdal recdall can give sou a lot 1o worl
\‘illl \Il( "\')'dl'l\ l)'” \"llll“‘ll”‘\ sOne-
thing as simple and mechanical as
breath control s morve ellective and re
lable tor creanng a mood or emorion
i pertormance. “You do whar von need

1o do to convince the audience

A brush with fame:
Jennifer Estlin’s
‘Law and Order’ gig

Among Jennifer Estlin's many profes-
sional roles is a recurring character on
NBC's Law and Order. Estlin recounts
her “blissful” experience of being cast on
that show and filming three episodes.

I got called by my agency to audi-
tion for a very small role; it was a one-
line thing. I went in and read. and
the director and the casting director
began whispering to each other. Fi-
nally, they said, “Would you mind
reading another role: Kathy? It's out
on the table.” Would I mind? Oh, my
God! And I said, ever so casually,
“Oh, yes, I'd be happy to.” So 1 went
out to the table where the sides were,
and I looked at it—it was about seven
pages long, instead of my one little
line! After preparing for about ten
minutes, [ went back in and read it.

[his process ol experimentation and
assimilation has led her down sonie un-
expected paths. Having exhansted all
the ways she could think ol 1o expand
her traditional training, Estlin pursued
Iraining in improvisation with

Chicago’s nationallv-renowned comedy

“Anything that you can do
to affirm that you are an

actor is a good thing to do.”

tronpe Second Citv. This training gave
her “a whole new power base™ that
macke beie o staee o million times
Cusie ]\Hn\\tlil\‘) Ill)\ (8] ||1||)1()\|\{~ [()()L
Lthe leal onl ol a hng. “You know vou
can handle vonrsell inoans situation he-

Catl1se SO call wWork on the 11,7 she ex-

plains, Faced with dropped Hies or s

Actor for hire.

They seemed to like it: “That was great,
fantastic. Okay, that’s all we need.” I was
left with that halfsoaring. half-defeated
feeling—where you're already disap-
pointed because you know you'll be
crushed if you don’t get ir.

After two excruciating days of wait-
ing, they finally called. I got the part!
My role was as the daughter of Jerry
Orbach’s character. I was so excited.
Jerry Orbach is like a hero to me. The
day I got the role, I think you could
hear my shouts of joy all over Manhat-
tan.

The experience of filming the show
was great. First of all, Jerry Orbach was a

placed props. she now knew how 1o deal
with the ¢ ||.|”r-llgri 1 say 1o mvsell, T
just work it out.” and then | worl 11 oul

I change my blocking, or I sav whaieve:
| need 1o sav 1o make it work, and s
fine,”

Although Estlin speaks glowingly ol
her naming and would encourage even
dactor to take charvge in this sway . she is
quick to note that classes have thein ling-
its. “You can’t ler vour training take the
place of yvour perfornming.” she warns.
“or worse stll. let 1 put vou in the
frame ol mind where vou are alwavs
searclhing for vour own Lales,” 1-
ately. yvou need to toost that trainime
and 1o trust your abiliy (o uceess 1, Al

[yal [)Uilll. vou learn Brom vour worl

OO riratry ai tors, shie stpessses, trali
themselves always o dombt their cmn

ot GiIIQ. .lll(' llu' h.ll)i[ of tal T2 o e
and more classes \IIIII)‘\ [eeds thal fne
doubi. “Alter a while there has 1o be

something in you that just nakes the

prince to work with. The man could
not have been more generous—he was
Jjust as selfless as he could possibly be.
My first day, we had a really emotional
scene to play—one of those “held-
back” emotional scenes. The father
and daughter have been estranged,
but now she comes back into his life
... Well, he was very kind to me and
did everything he could to make me
comfortable. He took me out between
set-ups, we got bagels, anything he
could do to put me at ease and allow
us to get to know each other. It was
the same with the rest of the crew.
They were all wonderful. Tt was just
such a great learning experience. I felt
they treated the actors with the utmost
respect and care. I couldn’t have been
happier. 1 feel like I floated home af-
ter each day of shooting.

After my first episode, they brought
my character back the next season. 1
got to do two more episodes. But then
my character died. So that was the end
of that!

—K.P,
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decision 1 am domg this right and il T
don’t get cast it’s not because I'm do-
g it wrong, it's because | wasn't the
right person for the part.™

The business of acting
Estlin employs the same take-charge at-
titude in the business end of her ca-
reer. She believes that being an actor 1s
like running a small business, To rim
thar business effectively, the actor must
strategize, keep records, and always
plan ahiead. Agents, she notes, are youu
allies in the job Liunt, but they arve
there only to negotiate the contract for
the work that you find for yoursell. “My
pet peeve s actors who gel an agent
and then just sit and wait. They seem to
think. "Well, I have an agent. | should
be getting work now.” But thar agent
has fiftv or mavbe a hundred other cli-
ents. Whar makes vou think they are sit-
ting around worrying about vou all
day="

S0 how does an actor find work?
Judging from Estlin’s experience, it in-
volves a bit of trial and ervor and a lot
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ol sell-assessment and motivation. Most
ol all, it requires 4 commitment 1o mak-
ing the connections that build a career.
This commitment encompasses not
merely the desive to be an actor, or
even the training to be a good actor. Ii
requires the actor to take pracucal sieps
1o find work, and 1o structure one’s life
around that business. "Looking (or
work is a full-time job,” she says. "Every
day you have (o be doing something to
generate work.”

Take, lor example, Estlin's insistence
that her living toom is her office. Lack-
ing the structure of a day joh. she cre-
ates her own internal structure—a daily
regimen that includes regular business
hours and a commmitnent 1o following
throngh on plans and procedures.
When she's not working or auditioning,
Estlin spends her day on the phone,
talking to peaple she knows are work-
ing, makimg tollow-up calls 1o agents
and casting directors, or just talking to
her friends in the business.

lt's sometimes a delicate balancing
act (o maintain her ‘business” while

leeding her art. “I don’t nsually set a
strict schedule.” Estlin admits when
talking about how she manages the
split between business and perfor-
mance. ‘It usually lollows the law of
supply and demand. If I'm in a produc-
tion or going 1o a lot of auditions, I'll
spend less nme on the business side.”
The key, she says, is always to look
ahead. “Even if I've got a job, that job
will end, so 1 have 1o be working to find
anew job all the time.” She tries to
keep things on an even keel by devot-
ing at least two days a week to her busi-
ness work during busy performance
times. and much more if she's beiween

Jobs or audinons.

So what kind of business work does
her career require? The objecuve, she
explains, is to "put it out there” every
day and in as many ways as slie can.
This includes reviewing and npdating
her contact list. keeping records on
who she Knows, how she knows them,
and what kind of work thev can offer.
Similarly. a lot of her time is spent on
the internet. checking casting notices
or just updating her knowledge of what
she calls the “lay of the land.”

This business model is not acciden-
tal. Estlin based her approach on the
skills she learned from one of her early
survival jobs. While working at a career
planning agency, shie began to see how
the kinds of techniques she offered to
her clients could also be applied to her
own search for theatrical work. “I
thought, “This 1s not that different. Ii's
all about how vou are presenting vouu-
sell, how you can track your progress.
and what you can expect.”™

The busmess side ol acting has fasci-
nated her ever since. Like her acting
training. these business skills have
come as a result of a self-directed
course of study—and in some cases. a
good deal of canniness. For example,
when she wanted 10 know more about
tax deductions available 1o actors, she
asked to help with Equity's volunteer
meome tax assistance program. While
being trained 1o help Equity actors pre-
pare their income tax returns, she
learned how to make the most of her
own tax returns, a first step toward mak-
ing an acting career linancially feasible:



Surviving step by step
I some ways, Estlin’s businesslike ap
O h o ‘l“l work seems ullnl(‘!-iHIlll
tives Theatre is often represented as a
place ol misprraton and chance, an ac-
aviy thar conlounds planning and con-
certed ellore. But lor Estlin. a sound
work ethic is essential 1o success m the
theatre. [t consttntes the only way 1o
seize conmand in o sittation that all
too olten is bevond an actor’s control
s she savs "I Fean™t be the person
who decides whethier or not I get the
job. what can | lawve control over: Basi-
callv, I can assure thiar | feel some sense
ol sell-worth and accomplishiment.”
[odlTostee this, Estlin olten relers
Lo what she considers one of 1he most
basic erblems of Tier prolessional sta-
ths: her business carel. by the practical
setse, her I)Il\lll(‘\‘ '.u(l IS |Hfl|\‘)('ll\~
able. Furthermore. she explains. the
card packs an extra psvehological wal
lop: 11 asserts and sohdifies her profes-
stonal identim as an actor, She leels 1t is
s L sepise of self, s }nl(lr“ m ey
worle, that gives Lier the emotional
STl Lo contmne i e |)Ilb|f'~\l(;||
It s a kind ol conficdence that 1Oo many
detors lack, “H0s Ty how many actors
A ermbarrassed at the idea ol ]|.l\!||'_~ a
| ey think it's weinrd 1o

actor.” My re-
voir do. Why

Brsiness card
lrave a card that says
sponse 1o that is. “Ti's what
1s thar werrd: Ger over it!

| |u‘ |)||\|||(-~\ ( .nnI 1S n|||~, I||4- l1rsi
step. st suggests a number ol stnall
tasks that can hielp any actor to create
s sense ol control, For examnple, Jol-
low througly o youn plans. While vou
cannot control whether vou will get cast
it d playv. vou can coutrol whether o
ol voruy ‘I'.“il' 1|” I||( l)l](”l" ‘.l][\ Vorl
needed to nrake. or went o all the andi-
nons thai vou planned o taking, Only
VOLL cull I()llll(‘l \'vln'l|1¢'| VOl wrike a |t'lr
11O l_t't"l Up contacts von ve macle
[hese lintle thines sec Tike busyworlk.
ot (hey are actially Shsiness worl
seeds vou plant gow thar will hear v
later.

Fatling is e L to note |||.|I these
steps have value bevond whatever con
crete benefits they may produce. They
to-dav life

can give vour dav- a stricinre,

She sngeesis thar 1he best way 1o starn is

to set sinall, attainable goals and give

them a deadline. What do vou wani 1o
accomplish in the nexi three monihs:
I the next vears 1 the next [ive vears>
NYou don't want 1o eve voursell the
coal ol winnine the Oscar m vear one,”
Istlin Tanghs, “becanse you'll probably
Fadl! Start with “'im going 1o call ten
agents this week.” Start by sefting up
voals like that and then do them!”
While these goals can change. they are
still uselul becanse thev act as markers
l|l.|1 A”l)\\ VOLL 1O ( 'l,lll Vorr !,)luglr'\\
And by seting and aclhiieving these
manageable soals, an actor can create
4 throualiline that will become the
lotndation ol a careel

Finally, Estlin advises. the need 1o
"\l(ll)“\ll a serse ol ln'lll!)l (“\I('ll(l\ O
the kind of communiny vou build
around vou. Once von've decided 1o
become an actor, lorm a networl, of al
hes. See lots ol theatre and 1y 1o et -
volved witly groups whose work von ad-
mire. Ollery vour services or become an

mtern. Isthin suggests. Vake sure (it

vou become a ||l']|)||l| presece—iinl
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necessarily the star, but a uselul person
10 have around, Once voir've establishied
Lhis community, maitain i by helping
those around you. "1 think the higges
mistake that an actor can make is in
hoarding information,” I'stlin explains
“Ihe best thing that vour can dois to be
openr and share inlovmation and leads
with other actors. If someone asks vou a
question. help them. We are cach oth-
ers’ besi resources.” By creating ihis
cormmutiiy, vou nol only give voursell a
support svstem bur also generate the
work that will support vou in the [uture
1Hl\ ix.

“Almost alwavs, what gets your w

how you ||.|‘«' interacted with orhey
people. You can answer all the andition
ads in the world. but what keeps getting
vou work is how vou are to work with

I'hings just keep coming back around.”

Kay Petevson holds a Ph.D. in Lnglisi
Literature Ivom Naovitlhivestern [ nrversit
and cuwrrenlly servies as an editor al

wune, fastweb com. She's spent years in

] ; )
the theaire as an tclress and dramealirg.,

Contact:
Roosevelt University
Joel G. Fink

Director of Theatre

Theatre Program
430 S. Michigan Ave.
Chicago, IL 60605
312-341-3719

- “Fast Track” in Directing

East and West coast auditions, U/RTA auditions,
January and February 1999, Chicago auditions throughoui the year.
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